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Researchers have shown that criminal opportunity significantly predicts 
school-based adolescent victimization. However, little is known about the 
extent to which opportunity for school-based victimization might be gendered. 
In this study, the authors drew from criminal opportunity and feminist research 
and extended the principle of homogamy to explore how gender interacts with 
opportunity and school-based victimization. Data collected from 2001 to 2004 
from 10,522 students in 111 middle and high schools throughout Kentucky 
were used to examine whether indicators of criminal opportunity placed 
students, particularly girls, at heightened risk for school-based theft and 
physical assault victimization. The results of gender-specific hierarchical 
logistic regression models indicated that measures of criminal opportunity 
were significantly related to theft and assault for both sexes. Equality-of-
coefficient tests supported gendered effects for some opportunity indicators, 
with differences indicating that the effects of risk and protective factors for 
victimization were heightened for girls.
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Despite the downward trend in school victimization when looking at 
10-year aggregate trajectories and the rarity of extreme or lethal 

school violence, “less serious” incidents are still abundant and considered 
“everyday” occurrences in our nation’s schools (DeVoe et al. 2005). Several 
studies have suggested that criminal opportunity, the extent to which offenders and 
victims or targets come into contact with each other in the absence of capable 
guardianship, is key in understanding the etiology of school victimization, 
but much remains unknown (see Campbell Augustine et al. 2002; Garofalo, 
Siegel and Laub 1987; Schreck, Miller, and Gibson 2003). In particular, 
research to date has neither explicated nor tested how opportunity may operate 
differently across gender. The implicit assumption of previous studies, there-
fore, has been that “opportunity” is a “one size fits all students” concept. We 
think this assumption deserves empirical study to determine if gendered 
opportunities for school-based victimization exist.

With the present study, we built on recent etiological work on school 
victimization in the tradition of criminal opportunity theory but also extended 
this body of research with an important examination of the possible condi-
tioning effects of gender. More specifically, we explored a “gendered 
opportunity” approach to school-based victimization by estimating gender-
specific hierarchical logistic regression models of school-based theft and 
physical assault victimization using data from 10,522 students in 7th to 
10th grade nested within 111 Kentucky schools.

School Victimization and Criminal Opportunity

Since Garofalo et al.’s (1987) suggestion that school victimization might be 
best understood as a function of opportunity, the utility of opportunity-
based explanations for understanding key correlates of school victimiza-
tion continues to gain empirical support. Garofalo et al. analyzed narratives 
regarding adolescent victimizations from 1982 and 1983 National Crime 
Survey incident reports. Of the 41 percent that contained information on 
place of victimization occurrence, over half (54 percent) of the juvenile-
to-juvenile incidents occurred in school buildings, on school property, or 
on the way to or from school. Their findings suggested that school-related 
victimizations were more likely to occur in specific locations outside the 
view of school personnel (e.g., on the way to and from school) and that 
student victims tended to rely on teachers and other school personnel for 
guardianship and social control. Their study thus highlighted the impor-
tance of school personnel as potential capable guardians in disrupting the 
opportunity for student victimization.
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Subsequent research has also emphasized the role of teacher-provided 
guardianship in understanding patterns of school crime and victimization. 
For instance, Astor, Meyer, and Behre’s (1999) interviews with students 
across five high schools revealed that caring, connected teachers were per-
ceived to be the most effective potential guardians against school violence. 
In contrast, students expressed ambiguity about the perceived effectiveness 
of monitoring from police or security guards and electronic devices (Astor 
et al. 1999). Schreck et al.’s (2003) analysis of the school safety and disci-
pline component of the 1993 National Household Education Survey also 
revealed the overall ineffectiveness of police or security and electronic 
target-hardening strategies for the prevention of theft and violent school-
based victimization. On the other hand, individual student alienation and 
the belief that school rules were unfair significantly heightened victimiza-
tion risk, according to their analysis. Schreck et al.’s interpretation was that 
alienated students and those who believe in the injustice of school rules 
might be less inclined to seek the help of school authorities, thus leaving 
them relatively less guarded and at risk for victimization. They suggested 
that “hostile attitudes toward school may correspond with the unwillingness 
on the part of the student to seek help from school authorities or rely on 
their protection” (p. 478).

The converse, that positive school bonds can foster guardianship, helps 
interpret findings indicating significant negative relationships between 
school victimization and (1) student academic achievement (Anderman and 
Kimweli 1997) and (2) positive attitudes toward and perceptions of school 
(George and Thomas 2000; Wilcox, May, and Roberts 2006). Prosocial 
attachments, including attachment to school as well as parental and peer 
attachments, are relevant to criminal opportunity for adolescent school-
based victimization in that such bonds “could serve to constrain the types of 
activities we routinely engage in and bring individuals into closer proximity 
to those with an interest or social obligation to act as protectors” (Schreck 
and Fisher 2004:1024). Collectively, these studies suggest that control in the 
form of conventional social attachments and commitments is key in under-
standing school victimization, perhaps more so than social control exerted 
by police or security staff members and/or electronic security.

Involvement in school activities is another presumed aspect of a strong 
social bond and effective control. However, its effects on school victimiza-
tion remain more ambiguous than those of conventional indicators of 
attachment and commitment. The routine activity research has generally 
supported the notion that adolescent involvement in structured after-school 
activities (as opposed to unstructured leisure activities) serves to protect 
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against delinquent offending (e.g., Osgood, Anderson, and Shaffer 2005), 
but the implications for structured activities on victimization are less clear. 
Positive, significant correlations have been shown between adolescent and 
young-adult victimization and time in both conventional unstructured activi-
ties, including “exercise” (Schreck and Fisher 2004), and structured activities, 
including participation in school sports and other school organizations 
(Mustaine and Tewksbury 2002) and involvement in “community activities” 
(Lauritsen, Laub, and Sampson 1992). Lauritsen et al. (1992) concluded 
that there are few activities in which involvement can serve to protect ado-
lescents from victimization. One plausible interpretation is that although 
involvement in conventional activities may serve to informally control 
offending, it also exposes participants and their property to opportunities 
for victimization. As Felson (1986) observed, “Conventional activities can 
tie down delinquents, but they can also hamstring potential handlers and 
guardians. Sometimes they bring offender and target together, assemble 
accomplices, or facilitate transgressions at proximate times and places, 
after the adults have gone home” (p. 125).

Even though structured before- and after-school activities are supervised 
by adults, the relative amount of supervision available can be much less than 
during normal school hours (i.e., hallways, locker rooms, etc., are typically 
left unattended while extracurricular activities are ongoing in particular 
areas of the school or grounds). These activities often involve student exposure 
to those “unowned places and time” that Astor et al. (1999), Crowe (1990), and 
others have identified as particularly problematic in terms of school-based 
victimization. Participation in school sports, for instance, usually involves 
the storage of belongings in a locker room, shared by many, during practice 
and game times before or after school; such locker rooms have been shown 
to be places where students experience the most loss of property (Crowe 
1990). In general, personal and property victimization can more easily 
occur during relatively less supervised, “less owned” before- and after-school 
hours.

Beyond indicators of social control in the form of social bonding, self-
control has been highlighted in several studies as perhaps key in under-
standing school victimization. Campbell Augustine et al. (2002) found that 
impulsivity was strongly related (positively) to both violent and property 
victimization across Kentucky middle and high school student subsamples.1 
They suggested that “the abrasive and noxious behavior that sometimes 
characterizes those with impulsive personalities” might incite victimization 
(p. 240). This interpretation is supported by Schreck’s (1999) suggestion 
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that the elements of self-control—including future orientation, empathy, 
tolerance for frustration, diligence, preference for mental as opposed to 
physical activity, and risk avoidance—put individuals who possess low levels 
at increased risk for victimization. Schreck theorized that not only does low 
self-control make one an antagonist and therefore a suitable target, but it also 
likely increases exposure to dangerous situations and a neglect of guardianship 
practices. Subsequent work by Schreck and his colleagues has indicated 
that low self-control is positively related to general (non-school-specific) 
adolescent victimization risk, even controlling for risky lifestyle character-
istics such as time spent driving around with friends, peer delinquency, and 
self-reported own delinquency (Schreck, Stewart, and Fisher 2006; Schreck, 
Wright, and Miller 2002).

Delinquent or risky lifestyles are, additionally, common correlates in 
research on school victimization (Campbell Augustine et al. 2002; George 
and Thomas 2000; Wilcox et al. 2006). The effect of a delinquent lifestyle, 
found in a great deal of research not specific to school-based incidents, is 
usually interpreted within an opportunity framework. Delinquency is pre-
sumed to generate opportunity for victimization in that it places individuals 
in peer groups with other offenders (because of group delinquency pat-
terns), thus generating an exposed, vulnerable, and unguarded lifestyle 
(e.g., Jensen and Brownfield 1986; Lauritsen et al. 1992; Lauritsen, Sampson, 
and Laub 1991; Sampson and Lauritsen 1990; Schreck 1999; Schreck and 
Fisher 2004; Schreck et al. 2002, 2006; Stewart, Elifson, and Sterk 2004). 
In a similar fashion, studies have shown delinquent peer associations to be 
significantly positively related to student victimization (Schreck et al. 
2003), as well as adolescent victimization more broadly (see, e.g., Schreck 
et al. 2006).

In sum, there is growing evidence that conventional attachments and 
commitments might serve to protect students from victimization, whereas 
involvement in school, impulsivity, involvement in delinquency, and asso-
ciation with delinquent peers can put students at risk for victimization. 
These effects have been interpreted within an opportunity framework sug-
gesting that such factors indicate the extent to which offenders and victims 
or targets come into contact with each other in the absence of capable 
guardianship. However, is this supposed opportunity structure perhaps situ-
ational, varying depending on the victim’s gender? We now turn to a discus-
sion of the extent to which gender might serve to contextualize opportunity 
in middle and high schools.
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Student Victimization: Gendered Opportunities?

Early work on the relationship between opportunity and adult victimization 
suggested that sociodemographic variables—including age, gender, marital sta-
tus, and the like—could serve as proxies for “victimogenic” routine activities and 
lifestyles (Cohen, Kluegel, and Land 1981; Hindelang, Gottfredson, and Garofalo 
1978). This work relied on the “principle of homogamy” to understand demo-
graphic correlates of victimization. The premise was that individual lifestyles and 
activities were likely to center on others with similar demographic characteristics, 
and victimization risk would be highest, therefore, among individuals within 
high-offending demographic groups (Cohen et al. 1981; Hindelang et al. 1978; 
Lauritsen et al. 1991). Given sex-segregated, male-dominated offending networks 
(Maher 1997; Steffensmeier 1983), greater rates of victimization among men is 
understandable.

Results from adolescent victimization research have similarly suggested 
that victimogenic and criminogenic behaviors might substantially overlap, 
accounting for victimization differences across social groups, including 
gender groups. The causal mechanism implied is one in which gender 
affects risky lifestyle and delinquency, which in turn affects adolescent 
victimization. Several studies provide evidence that the effect of gender on 
adolescent victimization is greatly attenuated once lifestyle, especially 
delinquent lifestyle, is controlled (Jensen and Brownfield 1986; Lauritsen 
et al. 1991). That being said, victimization differences still persist after 
controlling for delinquent lifestyle, especially in models estimating weapon-
related personal victimization and various types of property victimization 
(Jensen and Brownfield 1986; Lauritsen et al. 1991; see also Lauritsen et al. 
1992). Thus, gender often has effects on victimization risk net of crimino-
genic activities and lifestyle, but little attention has been paid to explaining 
this “residual” effect.

The role of gender in understanding opportunity for school-based vic-
timization is even more obscure, as studies reveal mixed findings as to gender 
differences in school victimization. Male students experience greater vic-
timization risk according to some research (e.g., Schreck et al. 2003), but 
other studies have shown few differences in risk across gender (Bastian and 
Taylor 1991; Campbell Augustine et al. 2002). Still others provide evidence 
of crime-specific gender differences regarding school-based victimization, 
with theft, for instance, being a crime that girls experience at rates equal to or 
even in excess of the rates experienced by boys (DeVoe et al. 2005; Wilcox 
et al. 2005). As such, gender does not seem to drive lifestyle- and activity-
related opportunity structures for all types of school-based victimization in 
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the way that traditional applications of the principle of homogamy would 
predict. For some types of school-based victimizations, there may be no 
overwhelming gender difference to explain away with measures of exposure to 
high-offending groups.

The potentially unique nature of the relationship between gender and 
school victimization is not surprising, because it is conceivable that daily 
activities and “lifestyles” at school are structured more by the school organi-
zation than by gender (at least relative to activities outside of school). That is 
not to say that gender is irrelevant in an opportunity-based approach to school 
victimization. Gender may not predict routines presumed to be “opportunis-
tic” for some school-based offenses, but it might, in fact, help define situa-
tional school-based criminal opportunity. Indicators traditionally treated as 
universal “risk” and “protective” factors regarding school-based victimiza-
tion might suggest opportunity differently for male compared with female 
students. Social attachments and commitments, participation in school 
activities, self-control, association with delinquent peers, and involvement in 
delinquency might have different implications for criminal opportunity 
across male and female students. gender may interact with these measures to 
create a situation in which more exposed or less guarded girls or their prop-
erty are perceived as more suitable to offenders than more exposed or less 
guarded boys and their property.

Although the possible gender-conditioned effects of opportunity-related 
risk and protective factors regarding school victimization have not been 
examined explicitly before, they are implicitly supported by work aimed at 
integrating feminist and opportunity frameworks on female sexual assault 
victimization and women’s street offending. Research suggests, for instance, 
that college women’s risk for sexual victimization varies in part as a func-
tion of their participation in activities that put them into contact with groups 
of men socialized to view women as vulnerable, gratifiable targets (Mustaine 
and Tewksbury 2002; Schwartz and Pitts 1995). It is therefore the activities 
in combination with gender definitions that inform the risk for sexual vic-
timization, according to this research. In short, the association of “risk” 
with routine activities is heavily gendered.

Previous ethnographic work on female offenders has also highlighted 
how gender helps define criminal opportunity. Miller’s (1998) analysis of 
interviews with active inner-city St. Louis offenders revealed that the defining 
of opportunities regarding the enactment of robbery was heavily gendered. 
For instance, in contrast to the typical male robbery of another man through 
the use of physical force, Miller’s female robbers often offended against 
other women, who were perceived as weaker, easier targets than men. When 
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female offenders did rob men, it was done while in the process of appearing 
sexually vulnerable or while robbing with male accomplices. Miller suggested 
that the accomplishment of robbery for women, therefore, was consistent with 
a “gender-stratified environment—one in which, on the whole, men are 
perceived as strong and women are perceived as weak” (p. 61).

Similarly, Mullins and Wright’s (2003) analysis of inner-city St. Louis 
burglars showed that gender helped define situational opportunity for 
women to become initiated into burglary as well as to desist from burglary. 
For instance, Mullins and Wright reported that women were much more 
vulnerable to the deterrent and handling effects of social ties: These net-
works served to affect desistance for female burglars more so than male 
burglars. The research of Miller (1998) and Mullins and Wright is consist-
ent with other work highlighting the idea that crime decisions can often be 
understood as situational “gender accomplishment” (e.g., Laidler and Hunt 
2001; Maher 1997; Messerschmidt 1993).

Thus, previous work suggests that criminal decision making—in terms 
of initiation, selecting targets, and desistance—can be contextualized by 
gender. This work provides evidence that gender shapes offender choices 
on how to get involved, how to offend, whom to victimize, and how to get 
out. We believe that these “gendered opportunity” lines of inquiry can be 
extended and can be useful in understanding how activities that expose 
middle and high school students to peer groups in unguarded situations 
may create more risk for victimization for girls compared with boys.

The Present Study

Although the previously reviewed research has shown support for a per-
spective on school-based victimization that emphasizes opportunity-based 
risk factors at both individual and school levels, we believe that this line of 
inquiry can be refined further by examination of cross-gender differences in 
factors heretofore presumed to represent opportunity equally for all. More 
specifically, we question the assumption of the generalizability of individual 
opportunity-related risk and protective factors across gender through an 
exploratory gender-specific analysis of school-based victimization.

Data

The data for our exploration of possible gender differences in opportunity-
related correlates of school victimization come from the Rural Substance 
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abuse and Violence Project (RSVP), a prospective longitudinal study con-
ducted between spring 2001 and spring 2004 throughout Kentucky. We 
used all four waves of the student component of RSVP, collected through 
annual self-report surveys of a panel of students who were enrolled in sev-
enth grade during the 2000-2001 academic year. Participants were selected 
through a multistage procedure involving, first, a stratified sampling of 30 
of Kentucky’s 120 counties.2 Within the 30 selected counties, the principals 
of all public schools containing seventh graders were asked to participate, 
with 65 of the 74 principals agreeing. Finally, all seventh graders within the 
65 participating schools, a total of 9,488 students, were targeted for inclu-
sion in the sample. A parental consent procedure was used, and active 
consent was granted by the parents of 43 percent of the targeted population, 
leaving 4,102 sample participants.3 Of those participants, we received com-
pleted surveys from 3,692 students in wave 1, 3,638 students in wave 2, 
3,050 students in wave 3, and 3,040 students in wave 4.4

The response rate was generally consistent with other studies of students 
that used active parental consent, yielding rates ranging from 35 percent to 
60 percent (Esbensen et al. 1996). Comparing demographic characteristics 
from our sample with Kentucky Department of Education (KDE) enrollment 
data for the 65 original schools in our sample, we found that the racial 
composition of our sample was fairly close to the KDE population data. 
Specifically, in wave 1, our sample percentage non-White was 9.55 percent, 
while the corresponding figure from the KDE data (which includes all stu-
dents in the selected schools, not just seventh graders) was 10.18 percent. In 
contrast, our sample did appear to underrepresent boys, with about 45.5 
percent of the wave 1 respondents being male compared with 51.9 percent 
for the KDE data.

Finally, sample attrition that occurred across waves did not appear to be 
systematically related to race or gender. The sample was 90.5 percent White 
and 45.4 percent male at wave 1, and it was 90.9 percent White and 45.9 
percent male at wave 4. Considering race and gender combined, the sample 
at wave 1 was as follows: 4.8 percent non-White male, 5.0 percent non-
White female, 42.7 percent White male, and 47.5 percent White female. By 
wave 4, the race and gender composition of the sample was 4.3 percent non-
White male, 4.3 percent non-White female, 42.2 percent White male, and 
49.2 percent White female. Despite little evidence of race and gender pat-
terns in attrition, previous victims were slightly more likely to drop out of 
the sample. At each wave, the mean rate of victimization was lower among 
the participants who remained in the sample compared with those who had 
dropped out by wave 4. For instance, the mean rate of victimization was 1.0 
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among wave 1 participants who remained in the sample by wave 4, while the 
mean rate of victimization was 1.4 among wave 1 participants who had 
dropped out by wave 4. The wave 2 mean rate of victimization was 1.06 for 
those remaining in the sample throughout the study period; this wave 2 vic-
timization rate was 1.5 for those who had dropped out by wave 4. Finally, 
wave 3 victimization was also lower among those staying in the sample 
compared with those dropping out by wave 4 (.95 vs. 1.3).5

Across all four waves, one or more observations were recorded from 
3,977 of the 4,102 respondents whose parents granted consent. To examine 
the effects of interest across as many school- and grade-level contexts as 
possible, we pooled the individual data across years, leaving a sample of 
13,420 data points (person-years) within 111 school contexts. Listwise 
deletion of cases with missing data on variables within the sample left 
10,522 data points nested within 111 schools for analysis.6

Measures of Variables

Theft and assault victimization during the current school year were the 
dependent variables. Theft victimization was a dichotomous variable that 
measures whether students had money or property stolen (without force) on 
school grounds or at school-related activities. Assault victimization was a 
dichotomous variable measuring whether students were physically attacked 
on school grounds or at school-related activities. Although opportunity 
structures are often crime specific, findings from previous studies (reviewed 
above) suggested that the opportunity-related variables used in this study 
would correlate similarly with both types of victimization.

Guided by the previously reviewed criminal opportunity theory and 
school-based victimization findings, nine theoretical variables of interest 
were operationalized to measure an individual’s opportunity structure for 
victimization. Attachment to parents was a multiple-item index measuring 
the frequency of interaction with parents and the nature of these relation-
ships. Its 24 five-point items, which asked about specific aspects of 
respondents’ relationships with both their mothers and fathers, were aver-
aged (Cronbach’s α = .93 for boys, Cronbach’s α = .93 for girls). Attachment 
to school was a multiple-item index of the average across six items asking 
respondents on a four-point, Likert-type scale how strongly they agreed or 
disagreed with statements about their relationships with their teachers, the 
importance of education, and their attitudes toward school (Cronbach’s α = .69 
for boys, Cronbach’s α = .68 for girls). An additional measure of attachment 

10     Journal of Research in Crime and Delinquency

 at PENNSYLVANIA STATE UNIV on September 16, 2016jrc.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://jrc.sagepub.com/


or commitment to school was student grade point average (GPA), measured 
with an ordinal scale ranging from 1 (mostly F’s) to 5 (mostly A’s). Attachment 
to peers was a multiple-item index that measured the nature of respondents’ 
relationships with their closest friends. Its 6 items, which asked respond-
ents to select on a four-point, Likert-type scale how strongly they agreed or 
disagreed with statements regarding their attitudes toward and expectations 
of their closest friends, were averaged (Cronbach’s α = .92 for boys, 
Cronbach’s α = .90 for girls). Involvement in school sports was a single-
item variable that measured the frequency with which respondents took part 
in school sports. Involvement in school activities was a single-item variable 
that measured the frequency with which respondents took part in other 
school activities.

Previous studies have reported that impulsivity, delinquent peer association, 
and self-reported delinquency are predictive of adolescent and/or school-
based victimization. We incorporated these measures into our analyses. 
Impulsive personality was an index representing the average score across 
11 survey items, each measured with a four-point, Likert-type scale, that 
accessed the multiple dimensions of this construct, including frustration, 
temper control, attention span, and restlessness (Cronbach’s α = .91 for 
boys, Cronbach’s α = .91 for girls). Respondents’ exposure to delinquent 
peers was a multiple-item measure of whether their closest friends partici-
pated in a range of delinquent behavior during the present school year (1 = 
yes, 0 = no), including drug and alcohol use, truancy, drunk driving, school 
suspension, carrying a weapon to school, being arrested, drug dealing, 
theft, assault, and vandalism. Affirmative responses to the 17 dichotomous 
items were averaged to calculate a measure of exposure to delinquent peers 
(Cronbach’s α = .92 for boys, Cronbach’s α = .91 for girls). Respondents’ 
self-reported criminal behavior was a 14-item scale measuring how often 
during the present school year respondents committed acts such as robbery, 
theft, assault, carrying weapons to school, using weapons in fights, and 
vandalism (Cronbach’s α = .91 for boys, Cronbach’s α = .84 for girls).

Several other individual-level constructs were included as control 
variables. Respondent’s race was measured as non-White or White. 
Socioeconomic status was measured by computing the average of the 
responses to two seven-point scale items asking about the educational 
attainment of the respondent’s father and mother. Finally, we controlled for 
the wave in which students participated by creating three dummy variables, 
with wave 1 as the referent. Descriptive statistics for all study variables 
described above are listed in Table 1.7
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Data Analysis

To address correlated errors resulting from students’ being nested non-
randomly within schools, and to account for the dichotomous outcomes, we 
estimated hierarchical logistic regression models. Each model was esti-
mated using HLM-6, allowing for appropriate specification of the two-level 
error structure (Raudenbush, Bryk, and Congdon 2000). Only individual-
level variables were included as predictors in the victimization models. For 
each of the models discussed, all independent variables were grand mean 
centered, and robust standard errors were estimated.

We explored possible gender differences in correlates of victimization 
by estimating separate models for male and female students. To determine 
the structure of the final hierarchical logistic model for each type of vic-
timization, a series of gender-specific models were estimated. First, uncon-
ditional (intercept-only) models were estimated to determine if significant 
variation existed in the victimization measures across schools. Next, models 
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Table 1 
Summary Statistics for Study Variables

			   Boys 	 Girls  
			   (n = 4,840)	 (n = 5,682)

Variable	 Minimum	 Maximum	 M (SD)	 M (SD)

Dependent variables				  
    Theft victimization	 0	 1	 .46 (.50)	 .50 (.50)
    Assault victimization	 0	 1	 .48 (.50)	 .28 (.45)
Independent variables				  
    Attachment to parents	 1	 5	 3.76 (.74)	 3.73 (.78)
    Attachment to school	 1	 4	 3.08 (.57)	 3.28 (.50)
    Student grade point average	 1	 5	 3.90 (.94)	 4.16 (.83)
    Attachment to peers	 1	 4	 3.41 (.66)	 3.73 (.46)
    Involvement in school sports	 1	 5	 2.76 (1.62)	 2.63 (1.55)
    Involvement in school activities	 1	 5	 2.11 (1.47)	 2.55 (1.55)
    Impulsive personality	 1	 4	 1.83 (.69)	 1.77 (.64)
    Delinquent peers	 0	 1	 .27 (.27)	 .25 (.26)
    Self-reported criminal behavior	 1	 5	 1.18 (.44)	 1.07 (.21)
    Race (White)	 0	 1	 .91 (.29)	 .91 (.28)
    Socioeconomic status	 1	 7	 4.37 (1.51)	 4.26 (1.55)
    Wave 2	 0	 1	 .27 (.44)	 .27 (.44)
    Wave 3	 0	 1	 .24 (.43)	 .24 (.42)
    Wave 4	 0	 1	 .23 (.42)	 .23 (.42)
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that incorporated individual-level predictors and in which the intercept was 
specified as random were estimated to determine if there was variation in the 
type of victimization across schools not accounted for by compositional 
effects. Third, additional models were estimated in which the slope of each 
independent variable was allowed to vary randomly across schools. Slopes 
that did not vary significantly across schools were then fixed in the final 
hierarchical logistic model. Although we specified as random any slopes 
with significant cross-school variation, we did not incorporate cross-level 
interaction effects aimed at explaining such variation, because school-level 
conditioning effects were not the focus of this study.8 Rather, we focused 
on the potential conditional impact of gender alone. Coefficients from the 
estimated victimization models for male and female students were tested 
for equality (Paternoster et al. 1998).

Results

Theft Victimization

The variance component for the unconditional model for boys was sig-
nificant (u0j = .10, SD = .32, χ2 = 226.01, p < .01), indicating cross-school 
variation in the mean theft victimization risk (β0j) for boys. The variance 
component remained significant once individual-level independent variables 
were included (u0j = .11, SD = .33, χ2 = 226.04, p < .01), indicating that there 
was variation in theft victimization risk for boys across schools not 
accounted for by the composition of the measured individual-level variables. 
Finally, several individual-level slopes were allowed to vary in the final 
model, including attachment to school, student GPA, involvement in school 
sports, self-reported criminal behavior, and race. The results of the final 
hierarchical logistic model of theft victimization for boys are presented in 
Table 2. Consistent with theory and previous victimization research, involve-
ment in school sports, impulsive personality, self-reported criminal behav-
ior, and delinquent peers significantly increased the likelihood of school-based 
theft victimization for boys. Examination of odds ratios for those effects 
indicated that a one-unit increase in each of these variables was associated 
with an increase in the odds of theft victimization of 8 percent, 34 percent, 
80 percent, and 177 percent, respectively. Socioeconomic status was also 
significantly related to male theft victimization.

When analyzing theft victimization among girls, the unconditional 
model showed significant cross-school variation in the mean theft victimi-
zation risk (β0j), as indicated by a significant variance component (u0j = .11, 
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SD = .33, χ2 = 261.14, p < .01). When the fixed effects of the individual-
level variables were estimated in a random-intercept theft model for female 
students, the variance component was reduced but remained significant (u0j 
= .09, SD = .30, χ2 = 242.86, p < .01). Additional models revealed that the 
slopes for attachment to parents, attachment to school, and self-reported 
criminal behavior varied significantly across schools; therefore, they were 
specified as random in the final model. The results of our final hierarchical 
logistic model of theft victimization risk at school for girls (Table 2) indi-
cated that higher student GPA, involvement in school sports, involvement 
in school activities, impulsive personality, delinquent peers, and self-reported 
criminal behavior were associated with increased risk for female theft 
victimization. Of particular note, the odds ratios for delinquent peers and 
self-reported criminal behavior were quite large, suggesting that the odds 
of female theft victimization increased 2.78 and 3.09 times, respectively, 
with each one-unit increase in delinquent associations and own delin-
quency. Conversely, attachment to parents and attachment to peers signifi-
cantly reduced the risk for theft victimization at school for female students. 
In terms of control variables, higher levels of socioeconomic status 
increased the likelihood of theft victimization at school for girls, as was the 
case for boys.

To more fully explore the possible gendered effects of situational oppor-
tunity on theft victimization risk at school, the last column in Table 2 pro-
vides the z scores from the test for the equality of regression coefficients 
(α < .05). The results show that the regression coefficients for attachment 
to parents, student GPA, attachment to peers, and self-reported criminal 
behavior were significantly different for boys and girls.

Assault Victimization

As with the models of theft victimization, we produced gender-specific 
unconditional (intercept-only) models of assault victimization risk to deter-
mine if significant variation existed across schools. The variance compo-
nent for the boys-only model was significant (u0j = .23, SD = .48, χ2 = 
365.07, p < .01), indicating cross-school variation in the mean assault vic-
timization risk (β0j) for boys. Once individual-level independent variables 
were added to the model, the variance component for mean male assault 
victimization remained significant (u0j = .10, SD = .32, χ2 = 205.51, p < 
.01), indicating variation in assault victimization risk for boys across 
schools not accounted for by the composition of the measured individual-level 
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variables. Preliminary models also indicated that the slopes for attachment to 
parents, involvement in school sports, and self-reported criminal behavior were 
significantly variable across schools. As such, they were specified as random in 
the final model of male assault victimization presented in Table 3.

The findings reported in Table 3 indicate that involvement in school 
activities, impulsive personality, delinquent peers, and self-reported crimi-
nal behavior increased the risk for assault victimization at school for boys. 
In addition, assault risk was higher for White male students and those boys 
reporting higher levels of socioeconomic status. Conversely, student GPA, 
attachment to peers, and involvement in school sports significantly reduced 
the likelihood of assault victimization at school for boys.

The above procedure was repeated to estimate the assault victimization 
risk at school for girls. The unconditional model indicated significant vari-
ation in the mean assault victimization risk (β0j) for girls across schools (u0j 
= .21, SD = .46, χ2 = 340.32, p < .01). When the fixed effects of the indi-
vidual-level variables were estimated in a random-intercept assault model 
for female students, the variance component was reduced to nonsignifi-
cance (u0j = .00, SD = .01, χ2 = 18.35, p > .05). Preliminary models also 
revealed significant cross-school variation in the effect of self-reported 
criminal behavior. Thus, that slope reported in Table 3 was specified as 
random in the final model for female assault victimization. The results 
presented in Table 3 indicate that involvement in school sports, involvement 
in school activities, impulsive personality, delinquent peers, and self-re-
ported criminal behavior increased the risk for assault victimization at 
school for girls. The effect of self-reported criminal behavior is particularly 
noteworthy, with the odds of assault victimization increasing some 25 times 
per unit increase in delinquency. In addition, assault risk was significantly 
higher for White female students. In contrast, attachment to parents and 
attachment to peers significantly reduced the risk for assault victimization 
at school for female students.

Table 3 also provides the z scores from the test of differences in coeffi-
cients across male and female assault victimization models. As Table 3 
indicates, regression coefficients for involvement in school sports and self-
reported criminal behavior were significantly different across male and 
female students in estimating assault victimization. Both of these variables 
enhanced the likelihood of assault victimization for girls much more so 
than boys. In contrast, reporting assault victimization during wave 2 and 
wave 3 (in comparison with wave 1) was reduced significantly more so for 
boys as opposed to girls.

Wilcox et al. / Opportunity and Victimization     17
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Discussion

Recently, studies on school victimization have begun to move from 
descriptive to causal, with theory and empirical research implicating crimi-
nal opportunity as a key component to understanding school victimization. 
In the present study, we sought to examine an implicit assumption within 
this area of research, that is, that presumed indicators of opportunity for 
school victimization operate similarly across student subpopulations, 
namely, girls and boys. Although we had no ability to test actual percep-
tions of offenders in this study, we grounded our exploratory examination 
of the conditional role of gender in previous work suggesting that gender 
may be used by offenders to assess target vulnerability and gratifiability. As 
such, we wondered whether risk and protective factors would exhibit 
stronger effects for girls as opposed to boys. Several statistically significant 
differences in effects were found, providing modest support for the idea 
that gender helps shape perceived opportunity.

This possible interpretation for gender-specific effects is consistent with 
previous work pointing to the perceived vulnerability of female targets on 
the part of offenders (Finkelhor and Asdigian 1996; Miller 1998; Mustaine 
and Tewksbury 2002; Schwartz and Pitts 1995), but it nonetheless remains 
speculative. There are undoubtedly other possible reasons why gender dif-
ferences in indicators of opportunity emerge, but we are unaware of strong 
theory or prior research that would elucidate such possibilities. As such, we 
provide one possible theoretical interpretation of such differences: that 
gender exacerbates indicators of opportunity because it also provides cues 
(perhaps misguided) to offenders about opportunity.

The specific ways in which gender-conditioned opportunity indicators 
varied across type of victimization remain in question. On one hand, this is 
not altogether surprising, given that opportunity structures that facilitate 
one type of victimization are not necessarily conducive to all types of vic-
timization. Nonetheless, the measures of opportunity-related risk and pro-
tective factors were not obviously crime specific, and as such, we expected 
them to exhibit similar main effects and conditional effects (conditional on 
gender) across theft and assault models.

The one risk factor that was moderated by gender regardless of crime 
type was self-reported criminal involvement. It was the strongest predictor 
of both theft and violent victimization for female students, and its effect 
was much larger than for male students. Although previous research has 
addressed the intertwined nature of offending and victimization (Lauritsen 
et al. 1991, 1992; Sampson and Lauritsen 1990), our findings suggest that 

Wilcox et al. / Opportunity and Victimization     19

 at PENNSYLVANIA STATE UNIV on September 16, 2016jrc.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://jrc.sagepub.com/


this close coupling is especially discernable for female adolescents. Jensen 
and Brownfield (1986) originally suggested that the effects of gender on 
victimization might be mediated by exposure in the form of delinquent 
involvement. Our study reframes this debate as one of moderation rather 
than mediation. Future work should aim to understand more fully the 
dynamics behind this robust conditional effect, but preliminary interpreta-
tion is that female delinquents represent particularly opportunistic targets 
of victimization from an offender vantage point.

Although interesting gender-specific findings did emerge from this explora-
tion, we should not lose sight of the fact that many predictors were consistent, 
regardless of gender. For instance, theft victimization was similarly positively 
related to involvement in sports, impulsivity, and delinquent peers for both male 
and female students. Theft victimization was equally negatively related to grade 
level (as measured by the wave variable) for both male and female students. 
Assault victimization was equally negatively related to attachment to peers and 
grade level for both genders, and it was positively related to involvement in 
nonsports activities, impulsive personality, and delinquent peers similarly 
across male and female models. Overall, the fact that more of the individual-
level effects examined here were similar as opposed to different across gender 
suggests that general opportunity reduction strategies in school should, in many 
instances, yield similar benefits to both male and female students. Despite that 
general tendency, those interested in school crime prevention should also be 
attuned to the possibility that gender may, in some situations, help define 
opportunity.

In conclusion, our study is important in its delineation of both gender spe-
cific and gender-neutral opportunity-related risk factors regarding school vic-
timization. However, it is limited in several important ways, necessarily 
qualifying our findings. For instance, the Kentucky-based sample, combined 
with a limited response rate, raises suspicion about the generalizability of our 
findings to middle and high school students across the United States. 
Furthermore, as noted in the description of the sample above, attrition occurred 
across the four waves of data collection, with patterns of attrition at least 
loosely related to victimization. Given such limitations, although we think that 
our findings provide a new direction for better understanding of school-based 
victimization, replication with other samples is clearly needed. Nonetheless, it 
is noteworthy that the RSVP longitudinal sample has produced findings con-
sistent with long-standing criminological theory and other data sources, so we 
have no reason to believe that it is unusual (see, e.g., Ousey and Wilcox 2007; 
Wilcox et al. 2006).
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Another possible limitation of our study relates to temporal order. To use 
students from as many school contexts and grade levels as possible, we 
treated each student-year within the panel as a unique case. Hence, we were 
not able to carefully control the temporal ordering of independent and 
dependent variables. Although this is considered a limitation by many, we 
justify our decision with our belief that victimization opportunity is highly 
situational, with situational referring to the immediate context at hand. 
Therefore, the idea that one-year lagged independent variables predict cur-
rent-year victimization seems somewhat far fetched; instead, we simply 
assume the effects to be contemporaneous. However, modeling contempora-
neous rather than lagged effects opens the possibility that our specification of 
causal order between opportunity-related risk factors and student victimiza-
tion is incorrect. This approach, furthermore, does make it difficult to discern 
whether opportunity contexts are at least partially developmentally defined, 
an idea hinted at by the significant effects of several of the wave dummy 
variables for assault victimization. In particular, risk for assault declined over 
the waves of the study more so for boys as opposed to girls. Although not the 
focus of this study, the potentially dynamic nature of gendered opportunity 
structures is clearly an issue deserving attention in future research.9

Finally, our analysis did not allow us to fully unpack the reasoning behind 
the gendered effects we found. We interpreted these conditional effects using 
offender decision-making and opportunity frameworks, but that interpretation 
is admittedly speculative. Future work is suggested for gaining clarity regarding 
the ways in which gender transforms risk and protective factors for adolescents 
while at school. This work could perhaps incorporate information from offend-
ers about how gender affects perceived target suitability or tap, from victim 
surveys, more explicit measures of the dimensions of opportunity highlighted 
here as possibly key in understanding gender-specific effects. Thus, despite its 
limitations, our study provides an agenda for continued exploration of the 
notion of gendered opportunity.

Notes

1. Campbell Augustine et al. analyzed data from the Kentucky Youth Survey, which served 
as a pilot project for the Rural Substance Abuse and Violence Project (RSVP). Their data were 
not the same as those analyzed in the current study.

2. Kentucky’s 120 counties were grouped into four strata on the basis of population size. 
Counties were selected with probability proportional to size of stratum for three of the four 
strata. One stratum, containing counties with 250,000 or more persons, contained only two 
counties; both counties in this stratum were included in the sample.
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3. Following Dillman’s (1978) recommended methods for mail surveys, consent letters 
were mailed to all parents of the 9,488 seventh grade students. A reminder postcard was sent 
two to three weeks later, a new cover letter and response form were mailed after four to five 
weeks, and a final cover letter and response form were mailed after eight weeks.

4. Once parental consent was obtained, missing data were due largely to (1) student trans-
fer between the time of parental consent and survey administration and (2) student absentee-
ism on the day of survey administration. We attempted to obtain both types of missing data 
through tracking and follow-up procedures, with such procedures allowing us to obtain what 
would otherwise be missing data from approximately half of those missing after the first day 
of survey administration. Very little of the missing data came from student refusals, with fewer 
than 1 percent of sampled students explicitly choosing to not participate.

5. Despite the relationship between victimization and attrition, we obtained similar results 
when estimating our models on single early waves of data (e.g., wave 1 or wave 2) compared with 
estimating our models on the pooled sample, whose estimates may have been biased because of 
sample attrition. Thus, although victims may have been more likely to drop out of the sample, this 
pattern of attrition did not appear to alter the relationships examined in this study.

6. Missing data were confined largely to two variables: student socioeconomic status and 
peer delinquency at wave 1. During the first wave, students were asked (in an open-ended fash-
ion) to indicate “how many” friends had engaged in various delinquent activities. Many students 
simply put checkmarks next to items rather than actual numbers, leaving many items blank. To 
retain the checkmarks as valid responses and use all four waves of data, we dichotomized each 
of the delinquent peer items. Although we presume that the peer delinquency items left blank in 
wave 1 were intended as “zeros” rather than missing cases, we conservatively treated them 
as missing in this analysis. Other analyses with these data have revealed few differences 
between treating these wave 1 cases in question as missing, treating them as zeros, or using full 
information maximum likelihood missing-data imputation (see, e.g., Ousey and Wilcox 2007; 
Wilcox et al. 2006).

7. A complete list of all survey items used to construct multiple-item indexes is available 
from the first author.

8. Despite school-level main and moderating effects being beyond the scope of this study, 
an anonymous reviewer pointed out that controlling for school-level differences might explain 
away gender differences we found in our models (i.e., different slopes across male and female 
models may have been due to different levels of school delinquency as opposed to gender). To 
discern the possible confounding effects of school context, we did estimate models in which 
we controlled for school-level socioeconomic status (percentage of students receiving free or 
reduced-price lunch), school-level gender composition (percentage male), school-level racial 
composition (percentage non-White), and school delinquency rates (on the basis of aggregated 
teacher-based reports of student delinquency). Those models indicated no significant differ-
ences in the level 2 effects on victimization across male or female students. Most important, 
controlling for those school-level variables did not change any of our findings regarding the 
gender differences in the effects of individual-level opportunity-related predictor variables. 
These models incorporating school-level effects are available from the first author on 
request.

9. Treating each person-year as a unique case might also introduce serial autocorrelation, 
though conventional wisdom suggests that with such a short time series (four years) and large 
sample, this problem should be minimal (Stimson 1985).
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