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or most of this century, social scientists
have observed marked variations in rates
of criminal violence across neighborhoods of
U.S. cities. Violence has been associated with
the low socioeconomic status (SES) and resi-
dential instability of neighborhoods. Although
the geographical concentration of violence and
its connection with neighborhood composition
are well established, the question remains: why?
What is it, for example, about the concentration
of poverty that accounts for its association with
rates of violence? What are the social processes
that might explain or mediate this relation? In
this article, we report results from a study de-
signed to address these questions about crime
and communities.

Our basic premise is that social and organiza-
tional characteristics of neighborhoods explain
variations in crime rates that are not solely at-
tributable to the aggregated demographic char-
acteristics of individuals. We propose that the
differential ability of neighborhoods to realize

isorqaniznlion,

and Crime

the common values of residents and mainggiy
fective social contrqls is a major source of neigh.
borhood variation 1n violence. Athough sociy
control is often a response.to deviant behaviqr)
it should not be equated ~WItb fqrmal regulatioy
or forced conformity by msmu.txons such as the

olice and courts. Rather, social control refers
generally to the capacity of.a SEOUR tg regulate ity
members according to desired principles—to re.
alize collective, as opposed to forcedf goals. One
central goal is the desire of community residents
to live in safe and orderly environments that are
free of predatory crime, especially interpersonal
violence.

In contrast to formally or externally induced
actions (for example, a police crackdown), we
focus on the effectiveness of informal mecha-
nisms by which residents themselves achieve
public order. Examples of informal social con-
trol include the monitoring of spontaneous play
groups among children, a willingness to inter-
vene to prevent acts such as truancy and street
corner “hanging” by teenage peer groups, and
the c'onfro.ntation of persons who are exploiting
r g bl e e o sl
in the contegxt 2i)rfyill:rlses R

e gal markets (for example,
prostitution and drugs), and in the compan
of peers. The capacity of residents t pany

o control
group-level processes and visible sj P
disorder is thus a key mechanj Sas 20z
i i : nism  influenc-

8 opportunities for interpersona] ey
neighborhood. e e

Informal social ¢
broader issues of ingg:? ltoal:}ol SR o

; . € well-bej
neighborhoods. In particular, the diff ing _Of
ability of communities to extract resol il
respond to cuts in public services (SUChUI'Ces a.nd
patrols, fire stations, garbage Collectiis S
housing code enforcement) looms largen) and
we consider the known link between publicvsv'hen
of disorder (such as vacant housing, bumed_l(g)ns
buildings, vandalism, and litter) and more % e:‘t
ous crime.
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research strategies. In the past, sample surveys
have primarily considered individual-level re-
Jations. However, surveys that merge a cluster
sample design with questions tapping collective
properties lend themselves to the additional con-
sideration of neighborhood phenomena.

Together, three dimensions of neighborhood

stratification—concentrated disadvantage, immi-
gration concentration, and residential stability—
explained 70 percent of the neighborhood
variation in collective efficacy. Collective efficacy
in turn mediated a substantial portion of the as-
sociation of residential stability and disadvan-
tage with multiple measures of violence, which is
consistent with a major theme in neighborhood
theories of social organization.

After adjustment for measurement error, indi-
vidual differences in neighborhood composition,
prior violence, and other potentially confound-
ing social processes, the combined measure of
informal social control and cohesion and trust
remained a robust predictor of lower rates of
violence.

There are, however, several limitations of
the present study. Despite the use of decennial
census dataand prior crimeas lagged predictors,

Discussion Questions

1. How does the concept of collective efficacy
differ from the concept of social disorgani-
zation?

2. Think back to when you were growing up.
Was the level of collective efficacy high or
low in your neighborhood? Can you give
examples of when collective efficacy was OT
was not activated to deal with public disor-
der? How might collective efficacy apply to
crime on college campuses, including resi-
dence halls?

4: Collective Efficacy and Crime 57

the basic analysis was cross-sectional in design;
causal effects were not proven. Indicators of
informal control and social cohesion were not
observed directly but rather inferred from in-
formant reports. Beyond the scope of the pres-
ent study, other dimensions of neighborhood
efficacy (such as political ties) may be impor-
tant, too. Our analysis was limited also to one
city and did not go beyond its official bound-
aries into a wider region. Finally, the image
of local residents working collectively to solve
their own problems is not the whole picture. As
shown, what happens within neighborhoods is
in part shaped by socioeconomic and housing
factors linked to the wider political economy.
In addition to encouraging communities to
mobilize against violence through “self-help”
strategies of informal social control, perhaps
reinforced by partnerships with agencies of
formal social control (community policing),
strategies to address the social and ecological
changes that beset many inner-city communi-
ties need to be considered. Recognizing that
collective efficacy matters does not imply that
inequalities at the neighborhood level can be
neglected.

3. Collective efficacy involves informal social
control and mutual trust. Why do you think
that these two social conditions are s closely
related? Why would residents be more willing
to help neighbors exercise informal social con-
trol if they trusted one another?

4, What are the policy implications of collective
efficacy? What might Sampson and ?1is col-
leagues say would be some key ways to increase
collective efficacy and reduce crime rates in
a community? Given their perspective, \\"hnt
type of policing or community corrections
might Sampson et al. endorse?




image8.jpeg
Originally, Sampson et al. identified two
separate contextual factors—features of the
znetghborhood~that they believed would explain
‘what went on” between the structural conditions,
which they called “concentrated disadvantage” anc’l
crime rates. Drawn from Sampson’s earlier work
(see, e.g., Sampson and Groves, 1989), one factor

was “informal social control” or the willingness
of neighbors to intervene if they saw wrongdoing
going on. The second factor was “social cohesion
and trust,” or how closely people in an area were
tied to and supported each other. When they un-
dertook their empirical analysis, however, Samp-
son et al. discovered that informal social control
and social cohesion and trust were highly inter-
correlated. This finding meant that these two fac-
tors were not separate conditions but part of some
broader underlying construct.

What might this construct be? Sampson and his
colleagues then invented the idea of “collective ef-
ficacy” They hypothesized that when people in a
neighborhood trusted and supported one another,
they had a basis for binding together to control
disorderly and criminal behavior. This did not
mean that people went about fighting crime on
a daily basis. Rather, collective efficacy implied
that when disruptive conduct arose, the people in
these neighborhoods had the cohesiveness to act

in an “effective” way to solve the problem. Collec-

tive efficacy is thus a resource that is activated in

crucial situations (see also Sampson, 2011; Samp-
son, Morenoff, and Earls, 1999 Sampson and
Raudenbush, 1999).

In contrast, when neighborhoods are wracked
by concentrated disadvantage (e.g, povert), dis-
rupted families), residential instability, and large
populations of immigrants, the residents often are
less able to forge close ties, to trust one another, and
to exercise informal social control, Lacking collec-

tive efficacy, in short, causes disorder and crime to
emerge and to spiral out of control. Iﬁis is Whut
Sampson et al. believed was occurring in Chicago
neighborhoods with high crime rates. e
Sampson et al. were able to show that spatia

differences in collective efficacy—even controlling

4: Collective Efficacy and Crime 53

statistically for compositional effects—helped

account for neighborhood differences in cri i
rates. In doing so, they provided important e
dence that collective efficacy migl £

‘ ht be the k
community-level condition that lies in betweZL
structural factors and crime rates (see also Sq

son, 2006, 2012). “
Still, more theorizing and research need
be done. Sampson et al. need to flesh out rrsl 2
clearly what they mean by collective eﬁicume»
to define its components more systematica‘l:ly'
to specify the conditions under which if is act}i”
vated, and to describe what precisely hap, en-
when collective efficacy is exerted. Furtherrfores
the true explanatory power of collective eﬁ‘icac)
will not be known until it squares off ugains};
competing theories (e.g., social disorganization,
institutional-anomie, conflict) in an empirical
test. It seems likely, however, that macro-level
theorizing about crime rates will be influenced

by the model of collective efficacy for some time
to come.
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