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COMMUNITY CONTEXTS AND CRIMINAL OFFENDERS

Introductiaon

Two research traditions have been important to much of modern criminoclogy.
The risk assessment tradition dates at least from Buetelet and Goring, and has
provided muﬁh of what we know concerning individual-level correlates of
criminality. Research conducted in this tradition generally has been predictive
in nature, and directly policy-relevent in intent. The individual offender is
the unit of study, and a great deal Df\criminolngical research that has focused
on individuals unfortunately has ignored physical and social environmental

influences on behavior.

Similarly, much research conducted 1in the ecological and enviornmental
traditions has ignored the individual--even though many soctipnlogical theories of
trime causation deal largely with the social environment and its interaction

with individuals or groups.

The two traditions generally have developed virtually independently. even
though some persons have been influential to both. 1In particular, ecological
research findings have not been used to inform the risk assessment tradition,
During the early part of this century, community context was important to some
of the risk assessment work, but such factors then were virtually ignored until
the 1970°s, when the bail reform movement again focused attention on issues such

as "community ties" as potentially predictive of pretrial release outcomes.

A recent report by the National Research Council of the National Academy of

Sciences {1981) suggests that research on the social and environmental factors
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contributing to criminal behavior is missing and necessary (sep alsgp Monahan,

1981,1984; Gottfredson and Gottfredson, in press). We need to address the role

of community factors if We are to improve upon our understanding of criminal

behaviors and their impacts.

Person-Environment Interactions

There are three general approaches that one could take in attempting to

predict and understand criminality: ope could focus solely on characteristics

of the offender (a trait or persen approach), one could focus solely on the

tharacteristics of the situation in which an offender is placed (a situational

approach), or one could focus on interactions between offender and environmental

characteristics (an interactionist approach),

We feel that the third model will prove most useful for providing advances,
An offender ‘s adjustment Fepresents not only the influence of the environment on

the person, but the person‘s influence on that envirenment. The environment may

influence the offender's hehavior in many Ways. It may serve to elicit some

behaviors which are reinforcing, such as drug abuse. The environment produces

social  agents who may  encourage either behaviors leading to recidivism, or

behaviors leading to successful  adjustment, Social agents indirectly may

Influence the course of events by Bncouraging police or other cripe contraol

agents to keep track of the offender. Physical and land use factors may be g

source of influence by providing targets or opportunities for crime (or by
linmiting these). Clearly, there are Many ways in which the environment can have

an influence on the offender and the offender's behaviar.

Likewise, there are many ways in which the offender and his/her behavigr

may influence the environment. The mere Presence of an offender, if known to
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It also is clear that given the nature and availability of
predictor and triterion information, We are unlikely tg see advances in
predictive power based

simply on the use of different statistical approaches,

The most sophisticated and the simplest statistical methods result ip devices of

comparable predictive power, Rather,

We are much more likely to advance our
predictive ability through careful attention to the data themselves.

Thus,
second proposition is  that

increases ip predictive utility are likely to be

realized through hetter and more careful measurement,

A third proposition, supported by considerable empirical evidence, is that
areal socioeconomic and seciodemographic factors are related +tg delinquency
rates, Perhaps of

more importance, however, is a2 fourth proposition:
Socio~environmental context, independent of socioeconomic or {soagraphic
factors, appears  likely to influence delinquency rates and post-release
adjustment. If this is so, our reading of the literature suggests a fifth
hypothesis; meaningful and ecologically  valid geographic or

areal units are
needed tg

assess and understand the relations hetween socio-environmental
variables and the crime~related outcomes of interest {e.qg., delinquency,
recidivisnm).,

Two final propositions are that the concept of neighborhood can help to
define the

requisite ecologically valig geographic

units, and that ¢
neighbnrhoud concept itself suggests three classes

ne

of contextual variables that
should be related to recidivisp, These are the nature and extent of local
social ties, attachment to  the locale, and  potentially

supportive aor
triminogenic facilities,

These propositions formed the basis fgr the research which we report upon

present
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here. In the course of our investigations, we developed several data bases: an

pffender data file, a neighborhood assessment data file, a criterion data file,

information from the 1970 and 1980 census, and & neighhorhood resident survey

data file.

The Prelimipary Study

A preliminary investigation of the impacts of community environments on

released offenders {(Bottfredson and Taylor, in press} provided results that,
although limited in scope, Were Very encouraging. As hoped, we were able to
increase predictive power through the inclusion of environmental characteristics

in risk assessment models. In general, these increases principally were due to

interaction effects of environmental and offender characteristics. The observed
effects were statistically significant {(resulting in increments of | to 13
percent of the variance, depending upon the outcome criterion considered), and

also appeared theoretically meaningful, particularly from an interactionist

perspective. Person-environment interactions appeared most promising when

criterion variables were more complex than simple success/fail dichotomies.

Indeed, when very complex criteria were used, person-environment interaction

effects eyceeded main effects for offender characteristics in magnitude.

Finally, it was clear that the physical environmental assessments failed to

fully capture the variation in neighborhood characteristics associated with

criminal recidivism. Considerable environmental variation remained to be

measured and help us understand the nature of the observed person-environment

interactions.

Limitations to the Preliminary Study

We were unable <(because 1980 census materials were delayga in release to
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cohesion, and incivilities based on an extensive survey of compunity residents

in 66 of the 90 neighborhoods studied (sampling, survey procedures, and scale

development are described in detail in Taylor, Gottfredson and Shumaker, 1984).

The survey of neighborhood residents asked a broad range of questions about
local social dynamics, aspects of residents’ attachment to the locale, place

dependence, territorial attitudes, comparisons of the neighborhood vis a vis

others, confidence in and expectations for the neighborhood, knowledge of the

neighborhood, its features and organizations, responses to crime and other forms

of social threat, perceptions and fear of crime and neighborhood disorder, and

restriction of activities. For most of the issues considered, several questions

were asked to ensure reliability of response.

Rather than relying on single questionnaire items, the structure of

responses was reduced through a series of factor analyses designed to allow us

to construct reliable scales to assess each of the constructs mentioned above.

Principal components factor analysis (with varimax rotation) was used to reduce

the item pool, and component scores used to construct scales. In general.

resulting scales have excellent internal consistency reliabilities.

Census data similarly were reduced to three dimensions reflective of status

{house value, income, type of employment, and educational level), stability

(married couples, one unit structures and homeownership), and race and youth

(percent black, and percent youthful population).

Findings?

t  Analyses ‘based on survev information are limited {in this study) to 57
neighborhoods and 487 offenders. Analyses based on the physical assessments are
based on 619 offenders anq 67 neighborhoods.
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Effects of Offenders on Community Enviraonments

Findings cuncerninq the second of our “general research questions,"
relative to the impacts of offenders on community, are less discouraging. For
purposes of these analyses, we treated the neighborhood survey scales as indices
of "community outcomes." Of interest at the neighborhood level, then, 1is the
extent to which the presence of offenders influences factors such as the
community perception of its social climate, residents’ fear of crime, and
accommodation to social threat (e.g., through restriction of activities). In
particular, we are interested in the extent to which these influences are
manifest over and above other socio-demographic characteristics of the

neighborhoods (e.g., as assessed by the census-based scales).

Both the ecological and risk assessment literatures provide ample evidernce
that .offenders tend to come from similar kinds of environments, and that they
return to environments which, if not the same, are similar to th;se from which
they came. This clearly is true of the offenders in this study. Figure 1 gives
the observed distribution of number of offenders per neighborhood., No offenders
were returned to 23 neighborhoods, and the distribution drops off very sharply;
but exhibits a very long tail (the final figure for number of offenders actually
represents 30+). Two neighborhoods, for example, each contained over ome-tenth

of the total sample of offenders available for study.
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CENSUS OR GFFENDER-BASED PREDICTOR

Race/ Number of Offenders/ Dffenders/

Coasunity Perception ' ) 2 i s
of Suc;al Llimate (57) b1 204 B

idents’ Attachaent m .
RE:; Emeunity {54} -.219 387 . 580 130

Residents’ Expectations ) - e
Reiérego;munity {37) L6097 207 -177 .38t 5

ical Signs of ) -~ -
Ph¥i2§vilit$l(64) - 450 -39 083 b17 3

Cozmunity Perception of ; , . . ol
Physical Probless {37) -.b72 -.278 .-52

Community Perception of ) . . -
Bocial Probleas (57) -. 028 =227 . 009 3

. ‘ " 492
REZ;?:Zt?57§EBT -2 ~.509 262 373 .488

Community Perception ' : ' il -
of Cripe Problen {54) - 347 | -.021 A6 490

"Actual® Comzunity ) " -
Cri;e Problen (57} -:293 -5l 243 012

Reported Restriction 0 -
Eﬁf fctivities {57} RS ¢} -.035 426 377 4

Notes: al
b}
)

d)

i is given in parentheses.
ber of neighborhoods/outcome measure is given in parent tion.
gggtus digension reflacts mean housing value; income, type of gmp;oymgnt,sigﬁiiurES’
Btability dimension reflects married couple households, one-unit housing
d wnek-nccupancy. - . 1.
22ce7Ynuth dimesion reflects percent black, young {0-5) children, and children

oot e

ot
RULE

Using census informatiun, two rate measures vere developed (offenders per

10,000 residential population, and

per 10,000 households), The former ranges

from 1,29 tp 212.77; the latter

from 3.10 tq 588.24, Table i summarizes

bivariate torrelations of the three Censucs-based scales, the two rate measures,

and the raw number of offenders per neighborhood with the community outcome

Measures describeg earlier.

(Interestingly, hone of the census measuras

correlates better than -3 with any of the offender-based measures,)

The first three columns of the table confirp "typical® ecological research

findings. Indices of socio-economic status, stability, ethnicity and age

ctomposition are rather powerfully correlated with indices of community decline,

anomie, incivility, and cripe rates. The last three columns are suggestive that

offender concentration also ig povwerfully correlated with community decline,

anomie, incivility, and crime. To ohserve otherwise, of tourse, would bhe

surprising at best, and would lead us seriously to question the validity of the

community outcome measures,

The remaining question is whether knowledge

Provides information about community outcomes over that which is provided by

secio-economic status, stability, and ethnicity and age composition. The answer

is yas. Offender/populatiun rate {(for example) adds significantly to the

prediction of all hut two of the community outcomes examined (these are

Attachment to the Neighborhood and Community Perceptions of Social Problems).

In some cases, the increments in explanatory power are quite substantial (e.qg.,

offender rate adds 14% explaiped variance tg Residents' Expectations for the

Neighborhood, 107 to Community Perceptions of Physical Problems, 157 tgq

Residents’ Perception of Crime as a Neighborhood Froblem, 13% to self-reported

Restriction of Activities (hut only 6% to Fear of Crime), and 207 to the

=10~

of offender concentration
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explanation of the actual neighborhood crime rate).

Offender Outcomes in the Agareaate

Finally, we investigated the effects of community environments on
neighborhood-aggregate offender outcomes. Here, it seemed appropriate to use
offender/population rate as a statistical control, and it was oprovided first
opportunity to explain variation in aggregate outcomes. Aggregate offender
tharacteristics are provided next opportunity, followed, in order, by
census-based sociodemographic factors, the survey-based compunity factors, and
tinally, by an "offender mobility" measure (the number of times an offender was
known to have moved households during the follow-up period). Although aggregate
offender characteristics explain by far the bulk of the aggregate outcone
variance, sociodemographic and community factors do add significant increments
in some of the nmodels. It remains  the case that aggregate offender
tharacteristics explain the bulk of the variation in outcomes even when

sociodemographic and community factors are provided the advantage of order.

Summary and Conclusions

We began with a consideration of two research traditions that have, rather
independently, been important to much of current criminology--the risk
assessment and the ecological traditions. bur reading of these literatures
strongly suggested that the risk assessment tradition could be greatly informed
and strengthened by the ecological, and we posited the common-sensical notion
that people’s behavior--including offender criminal behavior--is a function hoth

of the person and the setting in which that behavior takes place.

A preliminary study was conducted with VEry encouraging results: person ¥
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environment interaction terms of modest power were observed: and results
appeared consistent with criminological theory concerning the etiology of crine.
A more extensive study then was conducted, designed to overcome certain
limitations of the preliminary study, and to extend the explanatory power of
effects demonstrated. Disappoin&ingly, the preliminary findings fail to

replicate, and no effects of environment {or of environmental/individual

interactions) could be demonstrated at the individual level.

At the aggregate level, some effects for environment on aggregate
(neighborhood-level) offender outcomes are demonstrated, but the overwhelming

effects for aggregate offender characteristics are unmistakeable.

Finally, it is clear that offender concentrations have a substantial impact
on neighborhood environments, and that these impacts obtain even after
sociodemographic factors are controlled. All such effects are deleterious.

Repardless pf other community characteristics, residents of neiohborhoods in

which offenders are concentrated: (a) operceive the neighborhonod social climate

‘to be ppory t(h) report low expectations for the neighborhooed; (c) perceive

more phyvsical and social neighborhood problems: {d) report that they are more

fearful of crime: (e) report that crime is a serious neighborhood problem;

and (f) restrict their activities because 0f crime and its fear. Finally,

these are communities--again, regardless of other factors--in which actual crime

rates in fact are high.

Some limitations must be mentioned--and these pertain to both
investigations reported. First, we were not able to "track" offenders: We have
no idea how long they remained in study neighborhoods, and we do have evidence

that this is a very‘mnbile group. Second, outcome measures used in both studies
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