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Preface 

To advance our understanding of the 
causes of criminal activity, the Program 
on Human Development and Criminal 
Behavior, now called The Project on 
Human Development in Chicago 
Neighborhoods, is committed to examin
ing this problem from both a developmen
tal and an interdisciplinary perspective. It 
is our conviction that further knowledge 
in this field requires longitudinal studies 
of how individuals, families, institutions, 
and communities evolve together
including their interaction in context over 
time. The accelerated longitudinal design 
described in this volume represents our 
strategy for studying this process from 
before birth through adulthood. 

In planning what we hope will be the 
major criminologic investigation of this 
century, a broad spectrum of scholars and 
technical experts has assisted us. Our 
group of scientific directors convened a 
series of workshops that subjected funda
mental aspectil of current criminologic 
theory and scientific methods to the 
scrutiny of scholars from multiple 
disciplines. 

Betwecn January 1990 and December 
1992, we met with more than 200 experts 
in criminology, education, law, psychia
try, psychology, public health, sociology, 
and statistics in eight workshops. The 
workshops addressed the role of com
munity, family structure and ethnicity, 

gender, traumatic stress, health and 
biomedical influences, social networks, 
preventive interventions, moral develop
ment, and adult development in the ori
gins and pathways of criminal behavior. 
The proceedings of these workshops, 
along with details of prior work and scien
tific references, are available from the 
Project director. 

The purpose of this volume is to distill the 
scientific language of those documents 
into a nontechnical version suitable for 
broad distribution, discussion, and com
ment. We hope that this monograph will 
be useful to all persons concerned with 
crime, violence, and human develop-
ment-including police chiefs, legislators, 
fellow researchers, and concerned citi
zens. We welcome your comments and 
suggestions in our joint efforts to under
stand, control, and prevent crime in our 
Nation. 

Felton J. Earls, M.D. 
Director 
Project on Human Development in 

Chicago Neighborhoods 

AlbertJ. Reiss, Jr., Ph.D. 1 

Codirector . 
Project on Human Development in 

Chicago Neighborhoods 
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Chapter 1 

Introduction 

T
oday, like every other day in 
the United States this year. 65 
persons will be murdered, and 
264 women will be raped. In 

the next hour, 120 persons will be as
saulted. In the time it takes to read this 
paragraph-49 seconds-another person 
will be robbed. Last year police made 
more than 14 million arrests. In 1991 tile 
chance of being a victim of a violent 
crime was 3 percent, and the chance of 
falling prey to a nonviolent crime was 
even greater-about 17 percent of house
holds in the United States fell prey to 
burglary, car theft, or similar crimes. 
Some neighborhoods are devastated by 
crime; others are virtually untouched 
by it. 

Since the 1960's, crime* has been rising 
across the United States, wasting lives, 
sapping the human spirit, and eroding 
confidence in our social syst0m. The cost 
is tremendous-Federal, State, and local 
criminal justice expenditures now total 
$60 billion a year, while the cost to vic
tims is more than $100 billion a year. 

Numerous solutions have been tricd
police foot patrols have been launched in 
high-crime areas, judges have handed out 

* The word "crime" covers a multitude of 
actions. from auto theft and embezzlement to 
political crimes and murder. Because 1110 
Project foclises on common crimes against 
people and property. in this document the 
word "crime" refers to thcse common crimes. 

stiff sentences, jail cells have been built, 
money has been poured into job training 
and job creation in depressed neighbor
hoods, and education and community 
outreach programs have been organized. 
Yet the impact on crime rates is uncertain. 

No one knows what fuels a rise in crime. 
SociologiSts point to the decay of cities 
and the destruction of supportive personal 
networks. Psychologists say it is the 
development of antisocial personalities 
and the lack of parental supervision. 
Biologists suggest that abnormal hormone 
levels or "miswired" brains may direct an 
individual toward antisocial activity. 
Although these theories make sense, they 
only explain part of the problem, and they 
fail to answer some crucial questions: 

• Who are today's criminals? 

• In what ways are they different from 
law-abiding citizens? 

• If few children want to become crimi
nals, why do they grow up to become 
delinquent adolescents or violent adults? 

• How do the majority of people grow
ing up in areas dominated by crime and 
violence manage to avoid the damaging 
influences of their environment? 

Researchers have searched the woods and 
secn only the trees; they have tried to 
study this vast subject by concentrating on 
small sections. As a resull, they bave 
come up with useful, but limited answers. 

-
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Research studies that 
observe individuals at 
a single age or stage 
collect valuable infor .. 
matian about one 
point in time, but 
miss crueal develop
mental transitions 
between stages. 
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The need to study criminal 
development 
To date, most studies on the development 
of antisocial behavior have focused on 
delinquent adolescents or adult criminals, 
two obvious but potentially misleading 
groups. By the time an individual can be 
tagged Witll the labels "delinquent" or 
"criminal," it is too late to observe early 
influences. Research studies that observe 
individuals at a single age or stage-for 
example, infants or preadolescents
collect valuable infomlation about one 
point in time, but miss crucial develop
mental transitions between stages.1 

Threc things are certain about persistent 
criminal behavior: 

• It is influenced by a web of factors 
that may begin before birth. 

• It is not an iSOlated activity, but often 
one expression of a constellation of 
behavioral problems such as hyperactivity, 
attention disorders, overaggressiveness, or 
weak emotional attachments that appear 
early in life. 

• Children who do not have internal 
protective mechanisms or a nurturing 
family cannot master behavioral problems. 
Instead, behavioral problems tend to 
intensify during adolesccnce and early 
adulthood, possibly leading to delinquent 
or criminally aggressive behavior. 

These certainties imply that the best way 
to understand crime, and thus be equipped 
to fight it, is to identify the sources of 
criminal behavior, its developmental ori
gins and environmental influences. In 
essence, the challenge is to describe the 
natural history of criminal and antisocial 
behavior.2 

In the public health field. such natural 
histories are often crucial tools for battling 
disease, somctimes even before the cause 
has been discovered. For example, deaths 
from tuberculosis were reduced by half 
through improved sanitation and housing 
before scientists identified the bacteria 
that cause tuberculosis in the 1880's. 

Th e ideal way to plot the natural history of 
criminal careers would be to follow all of 
the children born during the same year in 
a large city and study them for 30 years. 
During that time, researchers would chart 
the mental and physical health, family 
structure, influence of friends, quality of 
education, drug and alcohol use, sexual 
behavior, general condition of the com
munity, and other developmental influ
ences for each child involved in the study. 

From this infomlatioll, statisticians could 
extract and compare the developmental 
origins and influences of children who 
become law-abiding adults with those who 
follow a criminal path. This infomlation 
would be invaluable for designing effec
tive anticrime programs or interventions. 

Unfortunately, such a definitive study will 
probably never be launched. Not only 
would it cost an astronomical amount of 
money, but sustaining it for 30 years 
would present major technical and 
methodological problems. 

The Project's prospective, 
longitudinal approach 
A bold new study has been launched to 
collect crucial data on the origins of crime 
while avoiding many of the financial and 
technical hurdles. USing a creative new 
design, the Project on Human Develop
ment in Chicago Neighborhoods (here
after, the Project) is tracing how criminal 
behavior develops from birth to age 32 
and identifying potential interventions. 

Joint sponsorship 
The Project is based at the Harvard School 
of Public Health and is jointly supported 
by the John D. and Catherine T. 
MacArthur Foundation and the National 
Institute of Justice (NIJ), the research 
amt of the U.S. Department of Justice. 
The goal of the Project-to generate 
informed recommendations for prevention 
and intervention strategies-matches that 
of the National Institute of Justice. 

--------------------------------------- -



Created by Congress 25 years ago, NIJ 
sponsors special projects and research and 
development programs to devise new 
strategies to reduce and prevent crime. 
The goal of all of NU' s programs is to find 
out what works and why in the Nation's 
war on drugs and crime. The Project, with 
its emphasis on the development of new, 
effective prevention and intervention 
strategies, will guide criminal justice pro
fessionals, policymakers, and the public in 
their search fOl' answers to these pressing 
problems. 

Gold standard 
The Project follows the "gold standard" 
for this type of research. It is a prospec
tive, longitudinal study-prospective 
because individuals are selected for the 
study at random, not because of previous 
delinquent or criminal activity; longitudi
nal because it will follow 11,000 individu
als for 8 years. 

Several key questions have shaped the 
Project's design: 

• What are tile developmental paths in 
both males and females that lead to early 
aggression, delinquency, and adult crime? 

• How do the individual characteristics 
of mental and physical health, family 
relationships, school environment, and 
type of community interact to contribute 
to antisocial behavior? 

• What persuades some adolescents or 
adults to tum away from delinquent or 
criminal activity? 

• What distinguishes individuals who 
progress to more serious stages of anti
social conduct from those who do not? 

• At what ages and developmental 
stages can intervention programs signifi
cantly decrease the number of individuals 
at one antisocial stage who pass on to the 
next? 

An interdisciplinary lens 
The Project looks at crime in an entirely 
new way. Instead of dissecting the prob
lem into small pieces and studying each 
one separately, it ta.l(es an interdisciplinary 
approach. By integrating ideas, theories, 
and methods from biology, psychology, 
sociology, and criminology, researchers 
will not limit themselves to just one part 
of the proverbial crime "elephant." And 
because the Project uses a wide-angle lens, 
its interdisciplinary design is more likely 
to generate a broader range of solutions 
for preventing the development of crimi
nal behavior than has the single discipline 
approach. 

Looking at crime through the lens of 
development and environment provides 
both a theoretical and practical perspec
tive. Traditionally, work in this area has 
been static, studying either individuals or 
communities at one point in time. As a 
result, the huge changes that occur during 
the first 25 years of life have been missed 
as well as the rapid economic or demo
graphic shifts that can dranlatically alter 
community life. 

Variation and change 
It is becoming clear that variation and 
change are key elements in the study of 
the development of criminal behavior. Just 
as important is how individuals and their 
environments interact with one another 
and shape future behavior. The previous 
focus on criminals and high-risk commu
nities has not JCCn sufficiently detailed to 
understand how these relationships oper
ate in real Hfe. 

The nested design of the Project makes it 
possible to collect information on individ
uals in their families in their communities, 
which are themselves part of a larger 
social and political structure. The longi
tudinal nature of the Project allows 
researchers to examine what nrst prompts 
individuals to engage in antisocial activity, 

How do the individ
ual characteristics of 
mental and physical 
health, family 
relationships, school 
environment, and 
type of community 
interact to contri
bute to antisocial 
behavior? 
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Figure 1. Accelerated versus 
conventional longitudinal study. 

In only 8 years, the study will 
generate data equivalent to studying 
a single group of people from birth 
to ago 32. 

Duration of study In years 

,'" Acatlerllltd ~ Conv.ntlonal 

what encourages some to continue, and 
finally what convinces many to stop. 

Project planning and design 

Although the Project isjust beginning to 
Officially collect data, planning began in 
1988. The design crafted during those 5 
years is a quantum leap fOlWard for 
behavioral research. It allows investigators 
to gather more data than any previous 
project on a scale that has never been 
used before.3 

The longitudinal design is accelerated to 
allow researchers to study human develop
ment and the evolution of criminal or 
antisocial behavior over 32 years of life in 
just 8 years (figure 1). A total of 11,000 
individuals-a balanced mix of males and 
females-in nine different age groups are 
being randomly selected and followed for 
8 years. The youngest group will be born 

Figure 2. Impact of accelerated longitudinal study. 

. 

during the first year of the projC\~t: the 
oldest will be 24 when it begins (figure 2). 

Subjects live in 70 different communities 
in one city. By the end of the study in 
2001, the data will cover 32 years of 
development. Although each individual 
will not be observed for 32 years, the 5-
year overlap between adjacent groups will 
allow researchers to make statistically 
solid conclusions about the entire span. 

Value of longitudinal studie3 

Longitudinal studies are not new. The 
Framingham Heart Study followed pat
terns of health in residents of a small 
Massachusetts town for four decades. In 
the process, it shaped our understanding of 
the causes of heart attack and stroke. 

This kind of research is virtually the only 
way to study human developmental stages 
or to measure the effect of change over 
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time. Yet longitudinal studies are conduct
ed infrequently because they must, by 
nature, continue for many years. Many 
scientists, research institutions, and fund
ing agencies are reluctant to undertake 
such extended projects. However, by 
compressing a 32-year time span into 8 
years, the Project will reap the benefits of 
longitudinal research within a manageable 
time frame. 

Main areas of study 

Between 1993 and 2001, investigators will 
gather detailed information on each of the 
11,000 individuals in the study as well as 
on their families and communities. The 
main areas under study include: 

Individual differences. What psychologi
cal, biomedical, and health characteristics 
put children at risk for delinquent or crim
inal behavior? Which characteristics are 
present at birth? To identify individuals at 
highest risk, researchers are looking at 
variables ranging from prenatal drug 
exposure to hormones to self-image and 
temperament. 

Family influencls. A strong relationship 
exists between poor parenting and the 
development of conduct disorders or 
delinquency. Butdo parents cause such 
behavior problems? If so, then social 
programs to improve parenting skills 
~ould make a difference. On the other 
hand. a hyperactive child who is already 
predisposed to antisocial activity may 
encourage moUlers and fathers to use poor 
parenting skills. 

School influences. Achievement prob
lems during the first years of school char
acterize some children who later become 
delinquent. Others have behavior or truan
cy problems. Somc children exhibit all 
three; some none at all. Can the cause of 
these problems be traced, and if so, what 
are the implications for intervention poli
cies? What role do school environment 
and quality of education play? Which 
parts of school-such as facilities, disci
plinary style, or availability of counselors 
or mentors-are most easily and effective
ly modified? 

Peer influences. Delinquent boys tend to 
have delinquent friends, but does this 
association lead to antisocial behavior? Or 
is it that antisocial boys are attracted to 
one another? Many delinquent boys were 
rejected by their peers in early .::hildhood. 
Does this rejection have definable causes, 
and if it were prevented, would later 
associations be more positive and less 
antisocial? 

Community influences. Two communi
ties with similar demographics may have 
very different crime rates. Some neighbor
hoods provide a haven for criminal activi
ty, while others actively repulse it. How 
do community characteristics-both 
independently and in conjunction with 
individual and social variables-influence 
delinquency and crime? Can strengthening 
the social environment make an impact on 
criminal behavior? What difference does it 
make to remove an individual from a risky 
environment? 

Criminal careers. A small percev.!.::ge of 
offenders commit the bulk of predatory 
crimes. Why, when, and how do individu
als begin acting antisocially? Why, when, 
and how do the majority stop? How often 
do hyperactivity and conduct disorders in 
preschoolers lead to juvenile delinquency 
and crime? Do girls take a different path 
than boys? Can the developmental paths 
of a criminal career be identified? 

PredEctions of dangerousness. A long
term study of delinquency in Philadelphia 
led to the discovery that 6 to 8 percent of 
active offenders commit as many as half 
of all reported crimes.4 How can these 
individuals be identified reliably at the 
earliest age possible? What early inter
vention programs might improve their 
prospects? On the other hand, what public 
policies will best protect communities 
from criminal activities? What ethical 
issues must be considered? 

Researchers will promptly analyze the 
data as they collect it to compare the 
effects of other programs-such as Head 
Start-and interventions-such as school 
counseling sessions-that subjects 
encounter. In addition, interventions may 
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The Project looks at 
crime in an entirely 
new way. Instead 
of dissecting the 
problem into small 
pieces and studying 
each one separately, 
the Project takes 
an interdisdplinary 
approach. 
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be introduced into the Project after the 
baseline information is obtained. 

Collecting the baseline information will 
take at least 4 years to allow adjacent age 
groups to overlap. Interventions, all done 
as carefully controlled experiments, could 
range from teaching parents better ways to 
communicate with their children to mak
ing major changes in community life. 

Data collection approach 

Limits of traditioal?i~ collection methods. 
Collecting data on crime and criminals has 
long posed problems for researchers. 
Traditionally, information has come from 
two main sources-official arrest or court 
records and self-reports. 

The problem is that police records reflect 
a particular point of view and therefore do 
not always objectively chronicle law
breaking activities. In addition, police 
reports may reflect racial or economic 
biases. 

But self-reported information can also be 
misleading. Individuals may exaggerate, 
deny, or forget about their involvement in 
criminallii:;tivities. 

The STORI approach. To minimize the 
bias of these traditional. methods, the 
Project's strategy is to collect overlapping 
information from nve basic sources: 

• Self-reports. 

• Tests and examinations. 

• Observational procedures. 

• Existing Records. 

• Informant reports. 

Called STORI for short, this multistream 
approach makes it possible to gdther a 
wide range of data and corroborate infor
mation amort sources. Although each 
source provides important data across all 
the developmental stages, some sources 
are more appropriate than (j~hers at dif,:':'r
cnt ages. Fot example, self-reports from a 
3-year-old will not provide much IIseful 

information, while informants such as 
parents and teachers will be less impor. 
tant SOllrces of information about an 
adolescent. 

Navigators routinely use triangulation to 
pinpoint location. In a way, the STORr 
approach will allow Project investigators 
to reliably describe an individual by using 
a similar method. In addition to ensuring 
accuracy, the technique reduces the 
amount of information required from each 
individual, thus reducing what could be a 
potentially heavy burden. 

Measuring behavior 

Antisocial behavior-from its earliest 
manifestations to its later expressions in 
adolescence and adulthood-is the key 
outcome variable the longitudinal study 
seeks to explain. It is a broad category that 
includes specifically defined psychiatric 
disorders and legal problems (commission 
of particular crimes) as well as disruptive, 
irresponSible, or destructive behaviors. 

Antisocial behavior changes in nature and 
significance throughout development and 
across dirfr-rent contexts. Because such 
behavior, by definition, disrupts or distorts 
social encounters, the type and severity of 
responses may significantly influence the 
likelihood of subsequent antisocial behav
ior. Such responses are open to the full 
range of biases that authority figures such 
as teachers or social workers might have 
tpward persons exhibiting antisocial 
behavior. 

Measurement of behaviors and sanctions 
requires sensitive metllOds. As noted pre
viously, the Project's strategy involves a 
combination of self-report questionnaires, 
standardized interview protocols, and 
of1ic:ial records. In conjunction with infor
mation about the behavior, researchers 
will measure the impact of sanctions used 
by parents, teachers, school officials, 
poI".,~, ,nnd courts. Enforced referrals for 
mental health evaluation and treatment of 
annsocial behavior will be incJudl}d in the 
sanctioning history. 



The Project's collaborative 
approach 

Researchers' backgrounds 

Given the large scope of the research 
design, the Projec.: has been guided by a 
diverse core group of scientists since the 
beginning. Their backgrounds range from 
child and adolescent development to sta
tistical analysis to peer and community 
organization. An even larger group of 
consultants has been providing expert 
guidance in scores of other crucial areas. 

The Project is led by Director Felton J. 
(Tony) Earls, professor of human behavior 
and development. at the Harvard School 
of Public Health-the project's home 
base-and professor of child psychiatry 
at Harvard Medical School. He and 
Codirector Albert J. Reiss, Jr., the William 
Graham Sumner professor of sociology at 
Yale University and lecturer in law at 
Yale University Law School, embody the 
projcct's unique approach: to look at both 
individuals and their communities as well 
as individuals in their communities. (The 
Project's core group of scientists is listed 
in appendix 1.) 

Researchers' collaboration 
Since 1988, Project scientists have been 
reviewing existing thinking on human 
development and criminal behavior, draft
ing the preliminary research agenda, and 
conducting pilot studies to help hone the 
study design. Once a solid foundation 
was in place, they invitr,d many more 
researchers to be part of the planning 
process. Since early 1990, more than 200 
scholars have contributed to the study's 
theoretical underpinnings and design. A 
series of workshops and other meetings 
involving these experts has sharpened the 
Project's focus and methodology. 

These consultations have covered gender 
issues, cC'mmunity measures, family struc
ture and ethnicity, traumatic stress, health 
and biomedical measures, adult dcvelop
ment, and intervention. At each session, 
experts from a broad range of disciplines 

discussed key theoretical and methodolog
ical questions. This report describes the 
issues covered in each consultation as well 
as the direction the Project's planners 
decided to ts.~e. (Appendix 2 lists the 
participants of each workshop; published 
summaries containing more detailed refer
ences for all of these topics are available 
from the Project director.) 

Summary 
Without question, the Project is the most 
ambitious study ever attempted to solve 
the complex puzzle of ctiminal develop
ment. The investment of time and money 
will be enormous. The rewards will be far 
greater. 

Until the intertwined elements that influ
ence a person to turn toward crime are 
understood, social policies aimed at reduc
ing this problem will be based on guess
work or politics rather than solid evidence. 
The Project offers an unprecedented 
opportunity to gather the information 
criminal justice professionals, policy
makers, and the public need for wise, 
efficient, effective action. 

Notes 
1. Farrington, D., L. Ohlin, and J. Wilson, 
Understanding and Controlling Crime: 
Toward a New Research Strategy, New 
York: Springer-Verlag, 1986. 

2. Blumstein, A., J. Cohen, J. Roth, and C. 
Visher, Criminal Careers and "Career 
Criminals," vols. I and II, Panel on 
Research Criminal Careers, National 
Research Council, Washington, D.C.: 
National Academy Press, 1986. 

3. Tonry, M., L. Ohlin, and D. Farrington, 
Human Development alld Criminal 
Behavior: New Ways of Advancing 
Knowledge, New York: Springer-Verlag, 
1991. 

4. Wolfgang, M.E., R.M. Figlio, and T. 
Sellin, Delinquency in a Birth Cohort, 
Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 
1972. 
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Chanter 2 
4. 

Community Measures 
and Criminal Behavior 

= 

--------------------------------------------~------

E
very city has neighborhoods 
where crime and violence seem 
woven into the fabric of everyday 
life. New York has the Bronx, 

Chicago its West Side, Los Angeles its 
South Central L.A. Arc such neighbor
hoods radically different from relatively 
crime-frce communities? Do communities 
themselves plant and harvest the seeds 
of crime? 

Decades of sociological research suggest 
just such a notion-that particular arl'.as 
generate and transmit criminal behavior 
regardless of the population living there.1 
However, this does not mean that the role 
of the individual can be ignored. Adoles
cents and adults who commit criminal or 
violent acts are found in even the safest, 
most stable neighborhoods. 

Each individual's attitudes and behav
ior-prosocial or antisocial-are shaped 
by that person's personality, family, and 
community. To date most studies have 
looked at only one piece of the puzzle at 
a time. Although they have contributed 
much to our ideas about how criminal 
behavior develops, none has led to a sin
gle theory that integrates these three major 
influences. 

Research focused on individuals fails to 
account for how people arc shaped by 
their communities; community studies 
often ignore individual differences. In 
addition, community studies tend to look 

at a brief instant in the life of an area 
rather than follow how it changes over 
time. 

Why is integration important? Without it, 
programs to reduce crime will miss the 
mark by overlooking or ignoring crucial 
elements. What is needed is a comprehen
sive study designed to link individual, 
family, and community influences. The 
Project on Human Development in 
Chicago Neighborhoods aims to do 
exactly thllt. 

How community shapes 
individuals 
The local community touches a person's 
development in many ways. At its most 
basic, it provides the physical environ
ment tbat shapes one's health and sense of 
well-being. It also provides both formal 
and informal networks for being with 
others. These networks include neighbors, 
schools, businesses, boys and girls clubs, 
drug treatment programs, and a host of 
other groups and organizations. 

All of these associations structure lives. 
'They model how things are supposed to 
be done in a local residential area and 
steer individuals along their developmen
tal paths. A powerful feature of everyday 
life, they may either help or hinder the 
inculcation of socially acceptable 
behavior. 2 

Do communities 
themselves plant and 
harvest the seeds of 
crime? 

9 

I 



10 

To understand how communities influence 
human development, variations in cultural 
and social organization must be linked 
with positive or negative behavior. This 
means that the foIlowing elements must be 
analyzed: 

II Demographic, ethnic, and class 
structure. 

• Personal, family, and organizational 
netw'orks. 

• Local culture such as immigrant or 
working class. 

• Local institutions such as schools or 
churches. 

Each of these elements can either push 
individuals toward aggressive or criminal 
behavior or help them avoid it. By study
ing 11,000 children, adolescents, and 
adults living in 80 neighborhoods, the 
Project will determine what role commu
nity plays and how it is intertwined with 
individual and family characteristics. This 
information should result in much more 
effective community programs that reduce 
crime in the general population and pre-

Figure 1. A community is like a set of nested boxes. 

vent criminal behavior from developing 
among the young. 

The communities selected for this pro
gram of research cover a broad spectrum, 
ranging from stable neighborhoods with 
conventional social organization to those 
chara,cterized by crime, poverty, and fami
ly disruption. Choosing only high-crime 
areas would fail to cover the range of 
community organi?.ation that influences 
antisocial behavior, especially if different 
types of neighborhoods produce different 
types of criminal behaviors. In addition, 
focusing only on high-crime areas would 
make it almost impossible to identify 
community traits that actively or passively 
work against crime and violence. 

Defining community 
Painting a portrait of a community takes 
far more than a thousand words. Com
munities exist on many levels, from small 
ones that include a few neighboring fami
lies to large ones that cover a square mile 
or more. 

Economic, political, and metropolitan system· 

Local community areas (clu$lel'$ of neighborhoods) 

Nelghborhood$ (clustet$ of blo<:k groups) 

Block groups 
(2 or 3 adjacent blo<:ks) 



These communities are nested like 
Russian boxes, each one fitting tightly 
inside a larger one (figure 1). Because an 
individual's notion of community changes 
with age-a 3-year-old's may be a few 
houses large while a teenager's may be 
measured in square miles-each level 
must be carefully defined. 

The most basic unit is the face-block, 
those houses or apartments facing each 
other across a single street. Because this 
small area often defines the universe for 
very young children, information about it 
may yield patterns that influence early 
development. 

Block groups of two or three adjacent city 
blocks represent a normal zone of adult 
neighborliness. It is also the area from 
which children draw their first friends. 

Neighborhoods, which are clusters of 
block groups, traditionally refer to small, 
socially homogeneous areas defined by 
interaction patterns and geographic land
marks such as parks, main streets, or rail
road tracks. 

Local community areas, which encompass 
several neighborhoods, yield information 
such as variations in prenatal care that 
directly affects human development. For 
example, local communities with high 
infant mortality and low-birthweight chil
dren also have high rates of' murder and 
suicide. 

In addition, each community is part of a 
wider economic, political, and metropoli
tan system. Looking at the political econo
my of each place brings il1to the equation 
such factors as the distance to good jobs, 
the availability of public transportation, 
and the quality of basic services as dic
tated by citywide political decisions. 

Collecting data on each of these different 
levels allows comparisons within and 
between similar community strata. 

Building on available 
information 
The Project is collecting data from a wide 
variety of sources, including official 

records, surveys and interviews, and social 
observation (figure 2). These sources are 
described next. 

Official records 
The U.S. Bureau of the Census is a rich 
source of data for areas as small as block 
groups and as large as Standard Metro
politan Statistical Areas. This rich vein of 
statistics includes population density, 
number of families headed by a female, 
income level, and mortality, to name just a 
few categories of information. Real estate 
transfers, gas and electricity hookups and 
disconnects, police and fire logs, and 
school and hospital emergency room 
records also provide a wealth of data. 

However, official information only 
describes the skeleton of a community. 
People bring it to life. Therefore, a large 
part of the Project is devoted to collecting 
data from the people who live and work 
there. 

Surveys and interviews 
Gathering information from people with 
inside knowledge of a community as well 
as those with an overarching sense of it 
provides a panoramic view of what it is 
like to live in a particular place. Surveys 
of randomly selected residents, plus the 
parents or partners of all 11,000 people 
enrolled in the study, ask less easily quan
tified questions: 

II Is the neighborhood a friendly or 
helpful place? 

II Do neighbors interact in large or small 
networks? 

II Are gangs a problem? 

• How do people make most of their 
ineome? 

In addition, interviews with key inform
ants-people with specialized knowledge 
of community life-add a tremendous 
amount of data about daily life in a com
munity. These people articulate a commu
nity's common beliefs and values, clarify 
its direction and stability, and describe the 
respect accorded residents. Infomlants 

Figure 2. A three-layered approach is 
used to collect information on the 80 
study neighborhoods. 

The communities 
selected for this 
program of research 
cover a broad 
spectrum, ranging 
from stable neigh
borhoods with 
conventional sodal 
organization to those 
characterized by 
crime, poverty, and 
family disruption. 
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include long-time residents, school teach
ers and administrators, ministers, real 
estate agents, city planners, local business 
people, and elected officials. Together, 
they embody a community's diversity of 
opinions and practices. 

Social observation 

The third method being used to collect 
information about the community is sys
tematic social observation. Trained 
observers in each community develop a 
street's-eye picture of the area, including: 

II Where people gather and socialize. 

II Which formal and informal 
organizations are active. 

II How well the neighborhood is kept up. 

II How local businesses operate in the 
community. 

II How the level of gang activity and 
ethnic tension affects the community. 

This information is important because it 
provides data on the opportunities resi
dents young and old have to participate in 
neighborhood activities, share experi
ences, and learn new social roles. Some 
organizations-such as church or commu
nity groups-may help kecp individuals 
away from crime. Others-such as gangs 
or drug rings-do just the opposite. 

Developing community profiles 

What happens to this mountain of infor
mation? It is boiled down into numerical 
profiles, one for each locality, that de
scribe the community's housing market, 
business activity, infonnal social controls, 
conforming versus deviant subcultures, 
and so forth. These standardized profiles 
make it relatively easy to compare com
munities on many different levels. 

But more important, each individual in the 
Project's database can be linked to the 
entire nested set of communities. In this 
way individuals with similar community 
influences are grouped together for analy
sis. The reverse-extracting information 
about a community by looking for patterns 

among a group of individuals-is also 
possible. 

Measuring community 
change 

After all the data have been gathered and 
interpreted, they give a snapshot of a com
munity at a single moment in time. But 
communities change just as people do
they grow, shrink, stagnate, decay, 
come back to life, and sometimes even 
disappear. Although this evolution usually 
takes place over generations, it can also 
happen like lightning-for example, when 
a factory opens or closes or gangs or drugs 
rapidly infiltrate an area. Because change 
itself may be as important as specific 
characteri~tics, such as poverty or popula
tion density, in promoting criminal behav
ior, cbange must also be monitored. 

Recent research suggests that those com
munities with moderate-to-high rates of 
crime or delinquency tend to be in the 
midst of significant population shifts.4 It 
could be that changes in community life 
stern from new subcultures competing 
with an established way of life. 

Such a dissonant social context tends to 
undermine the way people conceive of 
themselves. Although people brought up 
in such settings may not be destined to 
engage in antisocial activity, they may be 
at high risk for it Md therefore make good 
candidates for intervt;iiunn (sec chapter 6 
for a discussion of issues ,';)f intervention). 

Instead of a snapshot, then, the Projcct 
is making an B-year movie. Fortunately, 
this does not demand re-COllecting every 
piece of data each year. Once the massive 
amount of baseline information is in hand, 
surveys midway through and at the end of 
this program of research are enough to 
reveal important shifts in population, age, 
occupation, and so Corth. In addition, 
regular interviews with Ule 11,000 study 
subjects and informants as well as repeat
ed observations can also identiCy impor
tant changes in the community. 

Obviously, the more often that data are 
collected, the more likely that subUe but 



developmentally important shifts will be 
detected. And depending upon an individ
ual's age, certain changes may have a 
major impact or none at all. For example, 
if a new factory opens in a community or 
gangs become a potent force, are children, 
adolescents, and adults affected equally? 
Or do these events exert a different influ
ence on different age groups, and there
fore, is their impact on the development of 
criminal behavior age-depelldent? 

Problems collecting data 
This ambitious plan to describe 70 com
munities faces a number of challenges. 
The first is movement of residents. 

In some areas, often those with high 
crime rates, turnover can be as high as 
25 percent each year. This presents two 
problems: 

• High rates of immigration and emigra
tionlead to rapid community change, 
which may in itself influence criminal 
behavior. 

• High turnover means that some indi
viduals enrolled in the study will move 
between communities during the 8-year 
span. 

This makes sorting out the community 
contributions to criminal behavior 
extremely difficult. 

For example, suppose a youth raised in 
one area moves to another, where he 
beglns to get into trouble with the law. Is 
this behavior the product of his "birth 
community," an outgrowth of social influ
ences in the new community, or the result 
of moving itself? A similar problem 
applies to those who, at the time of the 
study, do not live in the neighborhoods 
where they were born. For this reason, 
subjects who move will be linked to both 
their current and former residences in the 
database. 

Those individuals who move out of a 
study community and into one that has not 
been analyzed at all present an even more 
vexing challenge. This could be a commu-

nity within the same city that was not 
included in the sample, or one in an entire
ly different city. Although census and 
other official data give some sense of the 
unstudied community, that information 
lacks the detail needed for careful analy
sis. Currently, methods are being devel
oped to generate useful community 
profiles from these official data. 

Benefiting the community 
In even the most dangerous communities 
in the country, the majority of residents 
live reasonably law-abiding lives most of 
the time.S Studies suggest that in most 
neighborhoods, a minority of residents are 
responsible for the majority of crime and 
violence. Locking up or otherwise "treat
ing" these comparative few can only stop 
the problem for a short time if tl1e forces 
that encourage people to take up crime 
or act violently persist. Reducing or
ideaUy-eliminating these forces, on the 
other hand, will have a significant, long
term impact. 

Research suggests that both public health 
and public order have their roots in solid 
personal and community networks com
bined with a predictable, stable environ
ment.6 If this is true, then programs that 
stabilize an area both economically and 
socially could lead to improved commu
nity health and less crime. 

Recent research in New York City'S South 
Bronx, for example, shows that urban 
burnout and the forced migration that 
followed it reduced the area's population 
by 20 percent.? At the same time, the 
number of homicides, suicides, and AIDS
related deaths I'OSei and the relationship 
between poverty and alcohol abuse 
appeared to become more tightly linked. 
Such "urban desertification" is not limited 
to New York and will be an issue in virtu
ally every large city in the United States
and tl1us tllis program of research-during 
the 1990's. 

In the past, community research programs 
often resembled "parachute studies"-that 
is, researchers dropped in every now and 
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Programs that 
stabilize an area both 
economically and 
socially could lead to 
improved community 
health and less crime. 
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then, collected data, and disappeared. The 
Project acknowledges the need to build 
community ties and develop strong rela
tionships with residents. In a way, it could 
act as an unofficial intervention program. 
Hiring community members as interview
ers, ethnographers, and technicians would 
create needed jobs in some areas. And 
appointing a panel of residents from each 
community to act as local project advisers 
could facilitate greater community 
involvement. 

Summary 

Because communities shape individuals 
in many different ways, the Project is 
investing considerable effort in describing 
the 70 study neighborhoods at a variety of 
levels. A multilayered approach is being 
used to collect the necessary information. 

Official data collected by Federal, State, 
and city governments provide the first 
layer. Though general in nature, these data 
make a fmu foundation for characterizing 
and comparing communities. 

Interviews With and surveys of residents 
provide the second layer. Key community 
members-from long-time residents to 
business people, ministers, politicians, and 
gang members-will give rich, detailed 
information about neighborhood life and 
change. 

Finally, researchers arc gathering quantifi
able data on conditions in the community 
using a modified version of ethnography 
called systematic social observation. 
Trained observers are canvassing neigh
borhoods looking for quantifiable vari
ableS-for example, the number of 
abandoned or vacant buildings per block, 
how many people assemble on strect cor
ners or in parks, and the proportion of 
active businesses to empty storefronts, 

However, it is not enough to collect these 
three layers of information just once. One 
of the hypotheses that the Project is testing 
is the effect of community change on the 

development of antisocial behavior. 
Therefore, community data will be col
lected a minimum of three times to track 
changes in the neighborhood. 
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Chapter 3 

Family Structure 
and Ethnicity 

S
uggesting that family plays a 
preeminent role in shaping an 
individual's development is hardly 
revolutionary. "As the twig is bent, 

so grows the tree," says an old chestnut. 
Unfortunately,little hard evidence exists 
linking the crucial influence of the family 
to the development of criminal behavior, a 
situation the Projeet on Human Develop
ment in Chicago Neighborhoods intends 
to remedy. 

The family encompasses both the social 
and physiological aspects of development, 
providing in some ways an ideal setting 
to examine different influences. Both 
the structure and ethnicity of the family 
appear to play important roles in the 
development of criminal behavior. 

However, until now studies of family 
structure and ethnicity have not becn 
detailed enough to explain the genesis of 
aggressive, antisocial, or criminal behav
ior. Some studies have becn epidemiolog
ical, providing statistical correlations 
between family history and crime. Other 
studies have been retrospective examina
tions of the criminal records of children 
whose mothers were institutionalized or 
received public assistance. Such research 
lacks detail, telling us little about why a 
child becomes involved in criminal activi
ty or what family characteristics protect 
children from criminality. By using sensi
tive methods that reflect childrcaring 

patterns, the Project is defining more 
precisely what family structure means and 
how it affects development. 

Defining family by looking at 
household structure 
Developmental psychologists say that 
children begin the process of socialization 
within the family. But the term "family" 
is slippery because it covers-and 
exc1udes-a wide range of cohabitation 
and childrearing arrangements. Thirty 
years ago, family implied little more Ulan 
the Cleavers of "Leave It to Beaver" 
fame-mom, dad, and two children. Not 
so today. In many neighborhoods (both 
urban and suburban), single-parent fami
lies are the norm. Generally headed by a 
female, some include a consistent male 
presence, some a series of males, others 
none at all. 

Historically, studies of the effect of the 
family on a child's behavior and ability to 
adjust throughout life compared children 
from single-parent families with those 
from two-parent families. Although this 
approach yields some interesting data, 
they arc too rough to tell much about how 
and wh~ family members affect a child's 
development. Rather than focusing on 
the external appearance of the family
single-parent, two-parent, communal, and 
so forth-lOOking at three aspects of 
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The extended family 
can also indirectly 
affect a child by pro
viding a single mother 
with r.hysical, emo
tiona, or financial 
support. 
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-
household structure relevant to the child's 
development may prove more fruitful: 

Household environment 

• With whom docs the child live? 

• How well do family and household 
members get along? 

• How often do individuals in the 
household change? 

Care providers 

• Who takes care of the child by provid
ing nurturance, supervision, and intellec
tual stimulation? 

• Docs the care provider live in the 
household? 

• Is the primary care provider a relative 
or someone from outside the extended 
family? 

Other key figures 

II Who else-beyond household mem
bers and childcare providers-is important 
to the child? 

• Does the child have access to other 
mentbers of the extended family such as 
grandparcnts, cousins, aunts, or uncles? 

• Docs a nonresident father influence the 
child-perhaps serving as a role model? 

Learning about the type and extent of 
interaction a child has with all members of 
his or her extended family is vital to 
understanding the relationship between 
family structure and !lIe development of 
criminal behavior. 

Examining the influence of the 
extended family 

Data from previous longitudinal stUdies 
Indicate that grandmothcrs often play an 
important role in protecting children from 
developing antisocial behavior.l In partic
ular, the grandmother of a child born to a 
teenage mother is often a more responsive 
and less punitive caregiver to the infant 

~.---------------------------------------

than the mother may be. Studies also indi
cate that grandmothers decrease their 
involvement in caregiving by the time a 
grandchild reaches adolescence.2 

The extended family can also indirectly 
affect a child by providing a single mother 
with physical, emotional, or financial 
support. This support may help her cope 
more easily with the tasks of chUdrearing 
or influence the relative level of affluence 
that the child experiences. For example, 
the extended family may make it possible 
for a young mother to improve her educa
tion and work situation, both of which 
provide long-term gains in the standard of 
liVing. Finally, this support may improve a 
mother's mental health, which has impor
tant consequences for childrearing. 

Other members of an extended family 
may fOl'm adverse relationships with the 
child, especially stepfathers or boyfriends 
living in the home. Social service statistics 
show that these figures arc often the 
source of abuse, and this dynamic necds to 
be carefully examined. 

In addition, the extended family may 
provide ethnic socialization.3 An under
standing of the family'S ethnlcity is 
important for children as they develop 
their self-concept and identity. It has been 
suggested that for the African-American 
child, internalization of ethnic socializa
tion is particularly helpful in adolescence 
when it may also contribute to academic 
success. 

Examining the quality of foster 
care wld child behavior 

Foster eare frequently provides an alterna
tive, temporary family environment for 
children from families in crisis. Some
times it is effective, sometimes it is not. 
The nature of the care a child receives, it 
turns out, may be far more important 
than the fact that he or she was placed 
in foster care. In general, it appears that 
day-to-day parenting and a more global 
family structure have contrasting effects. 

---------------~-----~---- .. --.--.. 
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For example, a New York study found that 
Children who remained in stable foster 
care placements tended to do as well or 
better than those children who returned to 
their homes.4 At the same time, the chil
dren who retained some contact with their 
natural parents while in foster care tended 
to do best. A separate study of Children 
in the Western United States who were 
placed in multiple foster homes indicated 
that while the majority enjoyed weU
adjusted and productive lives as young 
adults, a substantial nwnber were delin
quent. 5 It is unclear if mUltiple placements 
cause antisocial behavior, since this may 
have predated the foster care.l-:atly physi
cal abuse was also related to delinquency 
in this study, suggesting that foster place
ment cannot make up for the effect of poor 
early parenting. TIle children in this study 
who maintained Conlact with their natural 
parents had a harder time adjusting to 
foster care. 

Adequate parenting-particularly for 
children who have been abused by their 
natural parents~sccms to be the key to a 
well-adjusted adulthood for foster-care 
children, although this theory has not been 
tested. Likewise, the influence of the 
child's behavior as it influences the nature 
of foster care has not ~n examined. 
Increasingly disruptive and difficult 
behavior typically le.'lds to successive 
placements. It is possible that the home
less, who often experienced multiple fos
ter care piaccmcnts as children (figure 1), 
may have ~n disruptive children before 
they ever entered foster care. 

Examining singh~·mothcr 
, households and delinquency 

Statistics suggest that, in tM United 
States, boys in families headed by women 

, are at risk for delinquency and criminal 
behavior, but far less information is avail
able on girls,6 Two competing theories try 
to explain the adjustment of Children in 
single-parent households. One focuses on 
relative deprivation from having only one 

, parent as a role model, the other on family 
disruption.7 

Unfortunately, most studies have not sepa
rated the effects of the environment from 
the effects of family structure. For exam
ple, in one study designed to examine the 
effect of community violence, nearly half 
the children in the sample were the off
spring of single mothers. Yet, single moth
ers often live in neighborhoods with high 
levels of crime and violence, and no 
attempt was made to distillguish the effect 
on the child of a violent community envi
ronment frum the effect of a single-mother 
family structure.8 

Surprisingly, analysis oflarge data sets 
l>uch as the Nat.ional Longitudinal Studies 
of Youth has found that children in single
parent homes look very much like children 
from homes with a stepparem.9 This dis
covery suggests that the presence of role 
models of both genders may not be rele
vant in looking at the delinquency of boys 
from single-mother households. An alter
native explanation for the Similarity in 
the delinquency levels of children from 
single-mother homes and those from 
homes with a stepfather present is that the 
stepchild may be competing with the step" 
father for the mother's time and attention. 
Thus, having a male in the home must be 
distinguished from his availability as a 
role model, 

The presence of a male role model is like
ly to be very important, espccially in fami· 
lies headed by a single mother. For boys in 
such familie~, which arc becoming the 
norm for African-American children, a 
relationship with a secure male figure 
seems to help develop self-esteem. One 
researcher found that black youths who 
rejected a summer-camp intervention 
program and the opportunity to be 
exposed to male role models tended to 
define themselves as hypermasculine. 10 
This tough-guy strategy appears to help 
them maintain llOsitive self-esteem by 
defining themselves as dominant figures 
within their neighborhOOds rather than as 
successful studer,ts. Among those boys 
who accepted the summer camp experi
ence, even the intermittent presence of an 
involved, caring male in the household 

figure 1. Percentage of homeless 
Individuals who were in foster care as 
children. Researchers in Minneapolis 
slJggast that the link between foster 
care and homelessness could be 
Imprisonment. When {oster children 
grow up to become criminals, they 
appear more likely also to become 
homeless after release from prison." 
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seemed to influence them to think about 
black masculinity in a more complex way. 
Although these data are largely anecdotal, 
the Project will be able to test this hy
pothesis by examining homes with and 
without a caring male who discusses eth
nicity with the children. 

Methodology 

Using interviews and observations 
Understanding the nature of family struc
ture-as well as the transitions that struc
ture may undergo-cballenges the study 
design. In previous, more limited research, 
the best data have come from detailed 
observations and semistructured inter
views to capture the changes in family 
structure. The open-ended interview was 
also a useful tool-for example, asking 
siblings of different ages how they per
ceived tlle parenting they had received. 

One central problem involves picking 
informants for the study. Should one 
person-the mother-be intel''.lewed, or 
selected family members, or even all 
family members? Interviewing all family 
members may yield more detailed in for .. 
malion, but it complicates both the collec
tion of data and comparison among 
children. On the other hand, different 
family members become more influential 
to a chUd's development at different 
stages, and it would be useful to track 
these types of changcs. 

To kecp the data collection process man
ageable, most intcrviews are taking place 
on a regular schedule with 2ntervals of no 
more than 12 months. Interviewers must 
be skilled at drawing out information 
about painful events such as sexual or 
physical abuse. Proper training for inter
viewers is critical because these types of 
events tend to be suppressed over time. 

One possible variation in data gathering is 
to obtain detailed information on a small 
subsection of the survey population. For 
example, frequent, thorough questioning 
about criminal behavior could be collected 
through indepth interviews with and 

observations of selected individuals. In 
this way the Project can identify promis
ing hypotheses about family influences 
on career criminals that can be formally 
examined with the larger sample. 

To test various hypotheses about the 
influence of family on a child's develop
ment of antisocial behavior, the Project 
is looking at the extended family as well 
as the absence of key figures. For exam
ple, detailed information about criminality 
and antisocial behavior will cover three 
generations. 

Defining roles and relationships 
To look at environmental influences, the 
roles of various members of the extended 
family are being established. Relationship 
to the child (such as aunt, sibling, and 
grandparelll), residence within the home, 
regularity of contact, and psychological 
impOltance of each individual to the child 
arc being assessed. 

Researchers expect to identify family 
members by the role they play in the 
child's life: 

• Some parents might be limited to the 
function of reproduction-for example, a 
father who is unknown or absent or a 
mother whose child is removed from her 
custody at birth. 

• Some fathers or very young mothers 
might function as playmates to their 
children. 

• Some family members might serve 
primarily as caretakers--for example, a 
grandmother who parents a grandchild. 

• Some family members might play the 
role of decisionmaker-for example, 
determining how often a child secs a 
physician or where he or she attends 
school. 

• Some family members might serve 
primarily as role models, with no daily 
contact with the child. In some instances, 
the role model might be a product of the 
child's fantasy of that family member. 

1 
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Incorporating interviews with 
fathers and other caregivers 
To date, much longitudinal research on 
child problems has focused largely on 
mothers as informants and on the interac
tion between mothers and their children. 
Studies of fathers, especially low-income 
fathers, have been scant, and the Project 

I proposes to remedy this gap by interview
~ iog fathers directly about the role they 
f; play in their children's daily lives. 
F 
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Nonetheless, existing studies of mothers 
and children point the way for incorporat
ing caregivers into longitudinal research. 
Time after time the quality of mother
child relationships has emerged as a better 
way to predict a child's intellectual and 
social competence than information 
gained about the child in isoJation.12 

But incorporating different caregivers into 
the Project will be a methodological chat" 
lenge. For example, many children who 
are in the primary care of someone other 
than their biological parents may be 
placed through informal networks rather 
than through foster care agencies. 
Previous experience shows that these 
placements can be traced through contin-! ucd positlve contact with the family. 

~ Impact of ethnic identity 
t on development 

r , Ethnic identity is one of the more complex 
factors in a child's development. In many 
ways it is like gender identity in that both 
involve concepts of how to behave, what 
it takes to be accepted and liked by peers, 
and how to set goals and aspirations. To 
look at ethnic identity simply as a descrip
tive variable-cssentially pigeonholing 
subjects by skin color-is not very useful. 
Far more meaningful is determining what 
impact it has on individual development. 

At some point in a child's life, he or she 
receives cues about ethnic identity and 
comes to identify with an ethnic group. 
But what docs that identification imply, 
and how can it be studied? Because race is 
so often used as a substitute for other 

characteristics, it is thc3e other character
istics that the Project will attempt to mea
sure. For example, the Project is measur
ing income because poverty is often used 
to explain crime rates. Because group 
differences in communication patterns are 
a potential characteristic of ethnic identi
ty, they too are being measured. And 
because ethnic identity is an indicator of 
identification, family members are being 
questioned about their own self-concepts. 

Defining ethnic identity 
The origins of ethnic identity begin in 
infancy, and some research suggests that 
ethnic vanabiUty can be detected in the 
facial and verbal expressions, communica
tion patterns, and values and aspirations of 
the parents. 13 But even these indicators 
are variable, and generalizing from the 
small studies done in limited geographic 
regions is problematic. Nor is ethnic iden
tity strictly a matler of a legal definition of 
race or ethnic background. A child
particularly a daughter-born to an 
African-American father and a white 
mother may be legally black, but will 
likely identify more closely with the 
mother. Moreover, a child of African 
ancestry from a Caribbean family often 
has more links with an extended family 
than a similar child from an African
American family originating in Ule 
Southcm United States, where paternal 
lineage may be unknown. 

Understanding the social 
effects of racism 

Despite the complexities, the social 
effects of race and racism cannot be 
ignored. For example, a recent study of 
patients With cardiovascular disease 
showed that black patients received a less 
tltorough workup than whites, regardless 
o~ educational attainment or whether the 
patients had private or public health 
insurance.I5 A similar study of adoles
cents admitted to emergency rooms also 
showed preferential treatment based on 
race.16 
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Such social realities have led researchers 
to acknowledge that the underlying causes 
of the link between race and crime may be 
poverty, racism, and unemployment, 
which then contribute to free-floating 
anger. The theory suggests that while this 
anger is not directed at anyone individual, 
it lowers the angry person's threshold for 
violent behavior. 

Linking family and ethnicity 
with community 
Of course, families anG minority groups 
do not exist in a vacuum, and the Project 
is also examinin~ neighborhood influ
ences (see chapter 2). A pioneering study 
of high-risk neighborhoods in Philadel
phia is developing tools for looking at the 
relationship between families and neigh
borhoods and how they influence child 
development. I7 In particular, this study is 
trying to determine how parents might 
modify their childrearing methods to make 
them more sensitive to the individual 

.-
characteristics of the child and the neigh
borhood. This includes studying variations 
in parental behavior as the child matures 
and circumstances change. 

The f;Wld-family-community model is 
layered like an onion, with each layer 
creating pressures and exerting demands 
on the ones on either side (figure 2). On 
the outside are neighborhood characteris
tics-resources, role models, supports, 
dangers, and opportunities. In the next 
layer are the cham.cteristics of the care 
giver-beliefs, physical and mental 
health, quality of social support, experi
ence with other children, and perceptions 
of the neighborhood. In the next layer are 
family characterislics-cWldrearing 
methods, aspirations for the child, and 
perceptions of the child's strengths and 
weaknesses. In the next layer lie the char
acteristics of the child-keeping in mind 
that as children mature, they develop tlteir 
own strategies for dealing with their 
neighborhood. At the center of the model 
is the child. 

Figure 2, The child·family-community model for the Project is layered like an onion, with each layer creating 
pressures and exerting demands on the ones on either side, 
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This model offers useful approaches to 
collecting data, It also suggests ways to 
examine which intervention strategies will 
make the biggest difference for a child and 
at what level they are most effectively 
applied. The Philadelphia researchers are 
using semistructured interviews and ques
tionnaires to gather the bulk of their data, 
but are balancing the study with more 
open-ended techniques such as focus 
groups that assemble parents to talk, 
for example, about how to improve the 
neighborhood. 

Summary 
Clearly, the effects of family structure and 
ethnic identity on child development are 
subtle and varied. Most large-scale exami
nations of the relationship between fami
lies and the development of criminal 
behavior have tried to identify risk fac
tors-in effect, to lay blame. By looking 
more closely at the behavioral patterns 
and support networks within lhe family
as opposed to simple racial or family
structure categories-the Project's 
researchers hope to uncover factors that 
protect children as well as those that place 
them at risk for the development of anti
social or criminal behavior. 

Given the complex nature of modern fami
ly structure, the Project is mapping indi
viduals within each subject's network 
based on a family history chart diagraming 
key relationships within the family. By 
updating information on this network at 
each contact, both the range of family 
members involved in an individual's life 
and the type of change in those relation
ships are being revealed. In this way, 
family structure can be interpreted as a 
constantly moving stream rather than a 
stationary pool. 

Ethnic identity is being examined at two 
levels-as a background characteristic of 
each individual in the Project, but also as 
an outcome variable. In other words, 
researchers are seeking to understand to 
what extent ethnic identity becomes part 
of a child's or young adult's construction 
of self-identity. 
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Chapter 4 

Gender Issues 

---. -------------------------------------

W
hen most people hear the 
word crime, they think of 
murder, burglary, assault. 
rape, and robbery. In other 

words, predatory behavior that pits crimi
nal against victim. By and large, these are 
crimes of aggression overwhelmingly 
committed by males. But females con
tribute to criminal and antisocial behavior 
in several important ways. 

First, females commit crimes of their own. 
However, because female crimes tend to 
be less predatory, society tends to judge 
their crimes-sexual misconduct, prostitu
tion, substance abuse, drug-related offen
ses, and child abuse and neglect-as less 
serious. Despite the fact that females tend 
to turn their antisocial inclinations against 
themselves. their actions have serious 
implications for others. 

Second, it appears that young mothers 
may sociali:'e their children in ways that 
encourage youngsters to develop criminal 
or antisocial tendencies. FQr example, 
antisocial behavior in females such as 
sexual misconduct or substance abuse 
often leads to a diminished capacity for 
parenting, which, in tum, fosters child 
abuse and neglect or family violence. 
When the children of these women grow 
up, they too may abuse or neglect their 
children, continuing the cycle of intergen
erational Violence. Women who engage in 
prostitution or illicit drugs may not estab
lish stable relationships. Growing up 

without a positive male role model, boys 
develop simplistic notions of masculinity 
that emphasize aggression and power. As 
a result, they tend to engage in delinquent 
and criminal behavior. 

In this way, females help to perpetuate the 
cycle of crime and violence across genera
tions. However, females may also break 
the cycle of violence by playing a protec
tive role in the family. For these reasons, 
learning how female antisocial behavior 
differs from that of males and the 
long-term effects of both is crucial for 
understanding the origins of criminal 
or aggre!:G~'':c behavior. 

The importance of 
including females 
In its earliest plans, the Project on Human 
Development in Chicago Neighborhoods 
included females in only two of the nine 
same-age or "cohort" groups. First was 
the prenatal group, primarily because the 
gender of unborn children would not be 
known when subjects were selected. (To 
ensure selection of an adequate number of 
males, the sample size was double that of 
the other age groups.) The second group 
included all sisters of males in the 12-
year-Old group. 

However, after a 2-day workshop on 
gender issues, the Project's core group 
decided to include equal numbers of 

Despite the fact that 
females tend to turn 
their antisocial inclinaa 

tions against them
selves, their actions 
have serious implica
tions for others. 

23 

I 



••••• • •• ····iw~~~r·~.~·~¢d.·.~~.~~i ..... , ... ' ... · .... '., .... ,' ..... 
'~~it?{~~i~~~ntf': 
,a Read ing. pro~lems~> ,. 

• ,.,.iIAn~edfor r~¥e(h~I,' 
. 'educ:atiQnpyagel() .. '" '. 

' •••• ·'late"·rnaturatlqn~· 
'.Anunerot>I6yed; 
c:rimtnal~b(ab$ent ",' 

24 

father. ,,', ',' 

Inaddltlo~iboys ',' 
appear¢d to bepartl<:~ 
ularly vulnerable'tQ ' 
earIychildhoodlearni. 
Ing problems,leadipg 
tO$dWolf~llure,A 
(QmbfhatiQoof reacl1~ 
ing pubertylateaod 
lack of a significant, " 
male rblemode.l alsO 
encoqragedthe per .. , 
sistence' of ,antisoCial ,',' 
behavior through' 
adolescence) ,'. 

males and females in all nine cohorts. 
Several factors prompted this change: 

.. Females commit almost as many anti
social acts as males, but because the type 
of activity in which females become 
involved is often limited to the realm of 
sexuality or substance abuse, society tends 
to label female perpetrators differently 
than males. 

• Because girls and women are soclal
ized against violent or aggressive behav
ior, a great deal can be learned from thOSt~ 
who overcome social pressure and commit. 
violent acts. 

II Because women predominate as the 
primary caregivers in our society, crimi
nals of either gender are usually raised by 
their mothers or other females . 

Gender-specific patterns 

Although most long-term studies of child 
development have focused primarily on 
mental and physical health, by their very 
nature they have also gathered a lot of 
data on behavior, including criminal 
behavior. In study after study, the same 
gender-specific patterns of delinquent and 
criminal activity emerge. Males show 
more violence toward people and proper
ty, while females run afoul of the law 
most often for sexual offenses (prostitu
tion) and property offenses. In addition, 
delinquent boys are far more likely to 
continue criminal activity into adulthood 
than are girls. 

Information gleaned from a number of 
studies suggests that boys and girls 
respond differently to developmental and 
family pressures, calling into some ques
tion the nature of the behavior to be exam
ined in the Project. For example, in a 
study of children in Quebec, girls identi
fied as aggressive or withdrawn in child
hood had higher-than-normal rates of 
psychiatric disturbance and substance 
abuse than boys.2 These girls also were 
more likely to become pregnant in their 
teen years than other girls. Aggressive or 
withdrawn boys, on the other hand, often 
became delinquent or criminal adults. 

The data from this study show that early 
aggression or withdrawal in girls may 
significantly influence their parenting 
style or ability. Girls who had been rated 
as withdrawn were found as mothers to be 
less warm and expressive with their chil
dren, traits known to put infants at risk. 
Girls rated as aggressive tended to have 
children who were slow to develop. 

Origins of drug use 

Examining particular patterns of antisocial 
behavior such as drug use reveals further 
differences between males and females. A 
20-year study of substance abuse and 
health in Harlem demonstrated that rough
ly the same proportion of males and 
females used multiple drugs.3 But the 
origins of drug use were very different. 
For males, the critical period was adoles
cence, while for females it was young 
adulthood (figure 1). 

In the Harlem stUdy, males with strong 
ties to a church or religion during 
adolescence were less likely to abuse 
drugs, while those who had fathered a 
child before age 17 were more likely to 
lise them. 4 

Figure 1. Origins of drug u·se. 
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However, religious afflliation did not play 
a protective role for females. For women, 
the most serious forms of drug abuse-
such as addiction to heroin-were associ
ated with being unemployed and unmar
ried and using marijuana heavily in early 
adulthood. In effect, women who did not 
live up to the community social norms and 
expectations-getting married and work
ing-were more likely to abuse drugs. 

The implications of these findings suggest 
that female antisocial behavior falls out
side the traditional definitions of crime 
more so than male antisocial behavior. 
Socialization probably plays a role here. In 
our society girls are typically encouraged 
to tum negative emotions inward and 
express anger or dissatisfaction in noncon
frontational ways. In looking at deviant 
female behavior, it may be important to 
examine how an individual's behavior 
conforms with community norms rather 
than societywide definitions of criminal or 
delinquent behavior. 

It may tum out that the same community 
and family pressures that prompt males to 
take up criminal activity lead females 
more often to depression and self
dcstructive behavior. 

Interactions of hormones 
and behavior 
Different hormones are related to different 
behaviors in males and females. Such 
hormones appear to stimulate different 
responses in the two genders. This dispari
ty suggests that it may be more useful to 
study the relationship between hormones 
and behavior within genders, rather than 
comparing their effects between males and 
females. 

Despite expectations that gonadal hor
mones woul~ provide a particularly good 
window 0:1 behavior, one nonsexual hor
mone--cortisol, which is produced by the 
adrenal cortex-is of great interest in the 
development of antisocial behavior.S 

Elevated levels of cortisol seem to be 
directly related to environmental stress. 

From a female's antisocial 
adolescence to adulthood 
Longitudinal studies show that adolescent 
females who have behavioral problems or 
exhibit antisociaillctivity often stop these 
behaviors before adulthood.6 However, 
they also tend to marry antisocial males, 
suffer broken marriages, and have difficul
ty with interpersonal adult relationships. 
Several studies suggest that they develop 
mental health problems at rates higher 
than average.? StUdying the children of 
such women will yield important informa
tion on how antisocial behavior is trans
mitted in families. 

The dropoff in female criminal activity 
between adolescence and adulthood needs 
to be examined more closely because 
statistics may ref1r,ct social attitudes and 
opportunities more than behavior. In the 
future female crime patterns could be very 
different than they have been in the past. 
Some scholars hypothesize that as society 
reduces sex-role stereotypes, women may 
begin to express power through violence 
as they gain greater access to wellpons. 

Female deviance and 
cultural issues 
To date most studies of crime have con
centrated on crimes committed by mates, a 
tradition the Project is not continuing. 
There are good reasons to examine female 
crime or deviance to shed light on the 
larger problem of the development of 
criminal behavior. 

First, female crime is typically less preda
tory than mate crime, and the strongest 
hypothesis to explain the difference is that 
females are socialized to be less aggres
sive and violent. In effect, a female who 
commits a violent crime has a great deal 
of social resistance to overcome. 

... 'f .. ~~t$.QfD~linque ... f. ..•••••••• ~~m~l~$ .•.•••... ·.·.· <i .... · •• · .. ·.··.·.i· ...•..•.. i ..... · ....... · ..... · .. . 

... Inthe.same kl('l9jt~di~ 
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.i,.sland ofKal.!~i in ... 
9~5, researchers .••....•..•.... 

. foundthatdeUnquenf 
···girlstendedtohave 

thefoHowing traits:· 
IIA history o(minbr· . 
(oi'lSenitaldefeCj:$, .... 

•••.•• 1Qwcleve l()prrient~I\. 
··s(;ores by age 2. < ........... .. 

••• Aheedformt::htal . 
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with parents. 
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Second, most subjects in crime studies are 
poor, minority adolescents with inade
quate educations who live in the inner 
city-people with almost every social 
reason to commit crime. But female crimi
nal behavior seems to be more closely 
related to individual differences than to 
the social milieu. By examining this 
admittedly small population, some under
standing might be reached of how indi
viduals overcome group resistance to 
criminal behavior. 

Third, crime committed by females pro
vides a window on social context and 
antisocial behavior: 

II The opportunity to commit a crime can 
be highly variable. For example, girls with 
older boyfriends may have access to drugs 
that their male peers do not. 

.. The meaning of antisocial activity 
varies a great deal by gender. For exam
ple, a runaway girl faces far more danger
ous physical hazards, including rape, than 
a runaway boy. 

• Family disruption is more consequen
tial for girls than it is for boys. For exam
ple, research suggests that girl1'> raised by 
stepfathers may be at similar risk for anti~ 
social behavior as boys raised by single 
mothers.S 

Finally, some correlates of female 
deviance, especially teenage pregnancy, 
may serve an adaptive function. Although 
study after study suggests that early child
bearing perpetuates the cycle of poverty 
and raises the risk factors for children 
becoming delinquent, pregnancy also 
provides a teenage girl with a distinct role 
inside an extended family. In some ways 
parenting fills a void and provides a series 
of comprehensible and, to some extent, 
manageable expectations. 

Summary 
A wealth of information from gender and 
behavior experts convinced the Project's 
investigators to include girls in equal 

numbers in all nine cohorts of the acceler
ated longitudinal design. While this deci
sion increases the size of the project, it 
also pennits a more thorough exploration 
of both causal and protective factors in the 
development of crime. 

Numerous studies have revealed the same 
gender-specific patterns.9 Male antisocial 
behavior tends to involve violence toward 
people and property, while females tend to 
engage in sexlJal activity, substance abuse, 
and less serious property crimes, such as 
shoplifting. Furthermore, boys are much 
more likely to continue criminal activities 
into adulthood than are girls. But whether 
these gender differences are predisposing 
conditions or consequences of social con
text is yet to be determined. 

Because mothers with criminal records are 
more likely to raise delinquent or criminal 
sons, it is important to understand how a 
mother's antisocial behavior affects her 
parenting. But equally important are the 
high-risk mothers whose sons do not 
become delinquent. What is the relation
ship between parental antisocial behavior 
and parenting style? Are there ways to 
break the cycle of dysfunction? 

Previous studies have revealed some 
fairly optimistic data. For example, the 
children of mothers who demonstrate self
confidence in coping with stressful life 
events-such as divorce, unemployment, 
a death in the family, and so forth-tend 
not to develop antisocial behavior, even 
when their fathers have criminal 
records.! 0 The Project is illuminating the 
mechanisms of this protective factor. 

Gathering information on females' direct 
criminal activities is easier than docu
menting females' indirect contributions to 
crime. Much of the dHta on criminal activ
ity is from official police and social serv
ice records as well as interviews and 
self-reports. 

Several studies suggest that the amount of 
antisocial activity for males and females 
may be similar if self-reports are used to 



tally their incidence. While males are 
overrepresented in jails and prisons, which 
would be counted in official crime figures, 
females are overrepresented in mental 
health clinics and psychiatric hospitals, 
which would not be available from such 
sources.11 Because the indirect contribu
tions of females to crime are difficult to 
identify and quantify, careful family and 
social network analysis (see chapters 2 
and 3) are important tools for under
standing gender differences in criminal 
behavior. 

The diversity of issues outlined in this 
chapter indicates the reasons why the 
Project's researchers expanded the study 
to include equal numbers of females and 
males in all the cohorts. 
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Chapter 5 

Traumatic Stress, Abuse, and 
Child Development 

C
omplex interactions among an 
individual's health, stressful life 
experiences, and social environ
ment keep individuals away from 

antisocial behavior or push them toward 
it. From its inception the Project on 
Human Development in Chicago 
Neighborhoods has identified such per
sonal factors as an important component 
of its longitudinal study. Stated simply, 
the scientific goal of this work is to find 
aspects of health and personality that 
contribute to antisocial behavior. Isolating 
easily measured characteristics that are 
strongly correlated with aggressive behav
ior could help identify children at risk 
before they begin acting out problems. 
But only the most promising and reliable 
of these will be included in the Project. 

This chapLer focuses on the contribution 
that pbysical abuse plays in the develop
ment of criminal behavior. Of aU the 
personal factors studied by the Project, 
this is the most complex, making both 
ethical and legal demands on the study 
design. Yet, the implications of this work 
arc particularly germane in linking family 
and community characteristics with indi
vidual development. 

Defining abuse 
People who survive a deadly tornado, 
witness a parew's murder, or suffer the 
intimate violation of rape carry emotional 
scars for a lifetime. So do those who live 
under the constant threat of physical or 

sexual abuse. Such instant or extended 
terrors can lead to psychological changes 
that researchers are beginning to connect 
with a bewildering array of behavioral 
problems. These include conduc~ disorder, 
phobias, multiple personality disorder, 
and violent or criminal activity, to name a 
few. 

Violent trauma can produce a constella
tion of symptoms. First described and 
studied in combat veterans, these symp
toms earned the name "shell shock" and 
"battle fatigue." But children and adults 
who survive earthquakes, kidnaping, 
assault, and physical or sexual abuse 
suffer a similar combination of symptoms. 
These are now called post-traumatic stress 
disorder, or PTSD. 

At first glance, it might appear that few 
children or young adults experience trau
mas serious enough to cause PTSD. But 
consider these statistics: 

• The National Committee for the 
Prevention of Child Abuse estimates that 
more than 2.5 million children were 
abused or neglected in the United States 
in 19r1. 

• A national prevalence study by David 
Finklchor and others found that 27 
percent of women and 16 percent of men 
had experienced some form of child 
sexual victimization, with a median age 
of 9.6 for girls and 9.9 for boys.! These 
estimates may be low because of 
underreporting. 

m -
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ently reexperienced in at least 
oneM the following ways: 
• Recurrent and intn~sjve 
distressing recollections of the 
event; in young children, repeti~ 
tive play in which themes or 
aspe<:t;s of the trauma are 
expressed. 
• Recurrent distressing dreams 
of the event. 

• Sudden acting or feeling as if 
the traumatic event were rec;ur
ring, Including a sense of reliving 
the experience, iIIusfons,hallud~ 
nations, and dissociative (flashH 
back) episodes. 

• Intense psychological distress 
upon exposure to events that 
symbolize or resemble an aspect 
of the traumatic eventl including 
anniversaries of the trauma. 
3. Persistent avoidance of stimuli 
associated with the traumCior 
numbing of general responsive ... 
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entering any elevator. . 
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(symptoms 2, 3~ and 4) of at lea$t 
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• According to the Sheriff's Homicide 
Division of Los Angeles County, children 
witness between 10 and 20 percent of the 
2,000 murders committed in that area each 
year. 

In most communities, the majority of 
children grow up without ever witnessing 
or personally experiencing a traumatic 
event. In some dangerous neighborhoods, 
however, the opposite may be true. 

Research begun in the 1980's isjust start
ing to establish the relationship between 
trauma-induced stress and a variety of 
abnormal behaviors, including a tendency 
toward aggressive or criminal activity. 
Unfortunately, most studies have been 
limited to small sample sizes or restricted 
populations, making generalizations and 
theory construction difficult. 

The Project on Human Development in 
Chicago Neighborhoods plans to con
tribute much to this area. Many of the 
11,000 children, adolescents, and young 
adults randomly selected for the study will 
have witnessed or been the focus of terri
ble violence. Others will come face to face 
with it during the project's 8-year span. 

Some of these individuals will temporarily 
show signs and symptoms of PTSDj some 
may develop long-term psychological 
changer.. Just as important, many will 
overcome their fears and successfully deal 
with potentially overwhelming stress. By 
identifying the factors that intensify PTSD 
as well as those that help individuals over
come it, the Project should significantly 
advance our understanding of trauma and 
its effects. 

But gathering information on the after
math of violence or abuse presents extra
ordinary problems. Some individualS 
repress these events so deeply they cannot 
recall them. For example, some women 
who were sexually abused as children only 
recall the incident after months or years of 
therapy. Olhers steadfastly deny traumatic 
events-though indelibly etched into 
memory-to protect themselves or a fami
ly member. 

From the observer's point of view, 
trauma-related stress can masquerade as 
a variety of problems that only careful 
analysis can stitch together into PTSD. To 
further complicate matters, it appears that 
boys and girls may respond in different 
ways to violence and abuse. Moreover, 
probing these very personal and painful 
experiences raises tricky ethical issues. To 
plan on how to deal with these complex 
demands, the Project's investigators con
sulted widely With other scientists and 
practitioners. 

Traumatic stress has a 
range of effects 
In the movie 711e Deer Hunter, Robert de 
Niro plays a Vietnam veteran haunted by 
his experiences in the war. His character's 
vivid flashbacks-intense recollections 
that burst into everyday thoughts-and 
emotional numbness realistically portray 
some of the common symptoms of post
traumatic stress disorder. 

Nearly identical symptoms 31'G seen in 
people who lived through the San 
Francisco earthquake in 1989 or survived 
a lone gunman's shooting spree at a Texas 
restaurant in 1991. In fact, the response to 
these kinds of sudden, shocking events 
follows a pattern that has be.cn defined 
and categorized in the Diagnostic and 
Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders, 
the bible of mental health and disease. 
Individuals who have been abused or 
watched the abuse of others over an 
extended period of time respond in a simi. 
lar, though sometimes more pronounced 
fashion. 

Some researchers believe that such persist
ent and painful memories and the resulting 
stress may cause physiological changes. 
Increases in the stress hor:none cortisol 
have been noted in trauma victims, and 
irregularIties in electroencephalogram 
tracings suggest that brain structures may 
be altered. 

However, not all traumatic events carry 
the same weight. "Single-blow" events 

Children With 
PQst·Tr~um~tic 
Stress oisorder 

Children with PTSD 
exhibit most of the 
<;lassie symptoms, wlth 
a few important dif., 
fenm<:es. Inste;.ld of 
thenightmareJ Of' 
fJashba<:ks seen In 
adults, children tend 
to keep the memory 
of a traumatk event 
allveln special ways: 
• Children who suffer 
a Single, terrible event 

. can re .. see the source 
of their Internal terror 
in exquisite deta iI at 
will, often when they 
are relaxed or bored, 
.. Children who suffer 
prolonged abuse block 
out part or all of su~h 
events, but can reen
act them In their play, 
This repetitive play can 
ultimate!y be incorpo
rated into behavioral 
qulrks or problems. 
• Children who are 
traum;.ltized before 
age 1 or 2 retain a 
nonverbal memory of 
the event, and some 
incorporate it into 
their play. 
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Figure 1. Boys and girls internalize 
violence and abuse in roughly the 
same way, but show different 
sym ptoms. However, both sexes 
can have learning problems, lead
ing to difficulty in school. Failure in 
school can start a negative spiral 
that turns a youth toward 
antisocial or criminal activity. 
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relationships 
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Qoth sexes 
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that happen oulc;ide the home-such as 
witnessing a street-comer killing-appear 
to be the least psychologically destructive. 
Violence inside the home-such as being 
raped or watching a sibling murdered
not only damages the individual, but also 
destroys his or her sense of home as a vital 
sanctuary • 

Long-standing or repeated traumas
usually ongoing physical or sexual 
abuse-are the worst. To survive these, 
children resort to massive denial, repres
sion, emotional self-numbing, and identi
fication with the person who causes the 
pain. This fragile line of mental defense 
often creates rage, endless sadness, and a 
persistent absence of feeling. These emo
tional problems can lead to depression, 
personality or conduct disorders, attention 
deficit disorders, or aggression. 

Males and females responded 
differently to trauma 

Although males and females may internal
ize violence and abuse-whether wit
nessed or experienced-in roughly the 
same fashion, tllCY express the experience 
in different ways. Abused girls tend to 
develop interpersonal problems, such 
as difficulties fonning stable, healthy 
relationships, and sexual problems such as 
promiscuity or abnonnal fear of sex. 
Abused boys more commonly adopt 
aggressive, even violent behaviors. 

Both sexes show learning and attention 
problems that can lead to lack of concen
tration and difficulty in school. Failure 
here can start a negative spiral that turns a 
youth toward antisocial or even criminal 
activity (figure 1). 

Fortunately, not all individuals who expe
rience a horrible, violent event or live with 
abuse develop PTSD. Many people cope 
with their fears and grief and somehow 
put the experience behind them. This so
called resilience probably stems from a 
variety of sourccs, including intemal
biological-strength and flexibility as 

well as a caring, supportive network of 
family members and friends.2 

II 

Understanding the elements of resilience 
could be extremely useful and might ulti
mately be applied to other situations. For 
example, tbe same factors that help youths 
eseape PTSD could also be those that steer 
them away from crime in high-risk areas. 

Does a "cycle of 
violence" exist? 
The notion that violence begets violence 
has emerged from studies on abuse and 
family assaults over the past 25 years. 
Called the cycle of violence, this i!~ru-tO
test theory suggests that abuse<t children 
become abusers themselves and that vic
tims of violence become violent adults. 

More specifically, the tlleory indicates that 
physically abused boys are more likely to 
grow into physically abusive and violent 
men than their nonabused counterparts. 
Physically abused girls tend to become 
victims of abuse as adults. 

Despite its theoretical appeal, transmission 
of violence across generations is difficult 
to prove. The definitive experiment
regularly abusing one group of children 
and comparing their development with a 
control group of nonabuseu children
cannot be done in a sane, caring society. 

Alternative tests, such as retrospective 
studies using court records Of interviews 
of subjects about tlle past, present many 
problems that make results difficult to 
validate or generalize. Despite these limi
tations, researchers are collecting an 
impressive amount of data that support the 
cycle of violence idea. 

Childhood abuse does not 
necessarily lead to crime 

One recent study in a midwestern county 
followed the children of parents charged 
with physical or sexual abuse or neglect 
betwecn 1967 and 1971.3 Compared to a 
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carefully matched control group, abused 
or neglected children: 

• Were arrested for the frrst time at a 
younger age. 

• Were arrested more often as juveniles 
and adults. 

• Committed a greater number of violent 
crimes. 

However, abused children were no more 
likely than their nonabused counterparts to 
continue in a life of crime. 

These findings suggest that while child
hood abuse or violence can definitely 
point a youngster toward criminal or vio
lent activity, these events do not cause an 
individual to maintain that lifestyle. 

On the positive side, almost 75 percent of 
the abused children in this study never ran 
afoul of the law, compared to 83 percent 
of the control children. So the road from 
childhood violence to adult crime or vio
lence is by no means direct. 

This study is continuing to follow these 
children to determine the long-term effects 
of early child abuse. Preliminary reports 
from this research suggest that abused 
children may develop self-directed vio
lence or aggression-such as de;: !dsion, 
substance abuse, withdrawal, or suicide
which arc more likely to manifest them
selves in females. 

Personal vulnerabilities are 
connected to criminal behavior 
A 7-year project foHowing male juveniles 
sent to a Connecticut correctional school 
shows that childhood abuse alone does not 
accurately predict whether a boy will 
develop aggressive or criminal behaVior.4 

Researchers used psychiatric, neurologi
cal, physiological, and cognitive tests to 
identify "intrinsic vulnerabilities"-para
noia, hallucinations, seizures, limbic dys
function, well-below-normal reading 
level, or impaired memory, such P5 an 
inability to recall four digit,!~ backward 
(figure 2). Extensive interviews with each 
boy revealed information about childhood 

and family life, specifically abuse within 
the home. 

Following the release of each boy from 
the school, researchers tracked their arrest 
and criminal r(',cords: 

• All but 6 of the 95 juveniles in the 
study accumulated an adult criminal 
record, committing an average of 11 
offenses each. 

• More than two-thirds of the juveniles 
were charged with at least one aggressive 
offense. 

Those few individuals in the study who 
were raised in nonabusive homes and who 
were also free from intrinsic vulnerabili
ties rarely went on to commit more 
crimes. Those with a combination of an 
abusive family and two or more vulnera
bilities were very likely to commit crimes 
as adults. 

Men in the first, low-risk group served an 
average of 1 day in jail, compared to an 
average of 982 days for those in the high
risk group. The more vulnerabilities, the 
more a man was likely to commit an 
aggressive offense or a felony. 

When family violence becomes 
''nonnal'' 
How do family violence and intrinsic 
vulnerabilities interact to produce violent 
behavior? On one level, abuse within the 
family may establish violence as the 
model for hnormal" behavior. 

Healthy children resist these models and 
adopt more socially appropriate behaviors 
they sec in the community or at school, 
but those with neurological or psychiatric 
impairments may be more likely to follow 
the patterns of their carly home life. These 
children t;:,JUld also have more difficulty 
cont!\)lling the rage that abuse often 
l.tlldles. 

But the connection may be even more 
direct than this. Hyperactive or impulsive 
children may encourage or invite abuse 
from parents who have difficulty control
ling their own impulses. 

Figure 2. Using psychiatric, 
neurological, physiological, and 
cognitive tests, researchers 
identified the "intrinsic vulner
abilities" that predisposed 
juvenile males to engage in 
antisocial behavior. Those with a 
combination of an abusive family 
and two or more vulnerabilities 
were very likely to commit crimes 
as adults. 

How do family 
violence and intrinsic 
vulnerabilities 
interact to produce 
violent behavior? 
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Girls become victims rather 
than criminals 

The relationship between childhood abuse 
and later adult attitudes may be less clear 
in females than males. Instead of engaging 
in aggressive or criminal behavior, both of 
which can be objectively measured using 
arrest or criminal reeords. abused girls 
may become victims, which is much more 
difficult to follow or substantiate. 

Some studies suggest that women who 
were physically abused as children tend to 
associate with men who abuse them and 
their children.5 Another hypothesis is that 
many adult rape victims were raped or 
abused as children. 

Studies of the morc subtle effects of 
early violence and trauma in females is 
uncovering an alarming array of disorders. 
In addition to being the target of violence 
as adults, women abused as children 
appear to be more prone to depreSSion and 
mUltiple personality disorders. They are 
also more likely to be hospitalized for 
psychiatric problems than nonabuscd 
women. 

Recent work sponsored by the National 
Institute of Mental Health and the W.T. 
Grant Foundation is striking. Using the 
Diagnostic Interview for Children and 
Adolescents, researchers interviewed 
sexually abused and nona bused girls. 
Results from this standardized test arc 
used to diagnose depression, obsessive
compulsive disorders, substance abuse, 
anorexia, and a host of other problems. 

Researchers discovered that sexually 
abused girls had an average of 2.5 diag. 
noses, compared to Slightly more thlln 1 
for nona bused girls.6 The sexually abused 
group was also three times more likely to 
be diagnosed with conduct disorder (28 
percent versus 9 percent) and almost nine 
times more likely to be diagnosed with 
attention deficit hyperactivity disorder 
(30 percent versus 4 percent). Finding that 
almost one-third of the girls had an alten-

tion problem was unexpected because 
this type of disorder is seen far less fre
quently in girls than boys in the general 
population. 

Abuse has a discernible effect 
on infants 

Intriguing work with another standard test 
shows it may be possible to see the emo
tional or behavioral impact of abuse in 
infants. The Strange Situation test, 
designed to assess a child's attachment 
with his or her ptimary caregiver, records 
behavior before and after a short, slightly 
stressful separation. 

Most children fall into one of three 
categories: 

• Type A children show little emotion 
when in the company of their caregiver 
and avoid him or her in a stress fill 
situation. 

• Type B Children-the normal or ideal 
behavior characteristic of a majority of 
infants-play or share with their caregiver 
and seck comfort from him or her when 
distressed. 

• Type C children stick close to their 
caregiver, but resist. being comforted by 
him or her when stressed. 

A small percentage of children cannot be 
placed in either of these categories, 
prompting the creation of a new one, 
called Type D. These youngsters, called 
disorganized or disoriented, have no con
sistent strategy for coping with the stress 
of separation. Some head back to the 
caregiver, then stop, freeze, and grow 
apprehensive as they return. 

In one study, more than 80 percent of a 
group of maltreated infants were Type 0, 
compared to 20 pereent of a matched 
control group.7 Abuse-induced fear, cou
pled with a child's innate need for comfort 
and attachment, could be the root nr these 
conflicting behaviors. 



Consistent, sensitive, and nurturing care 
helps a child form a secure attachment 
with his or her primary caregiver. This 
crucial early connection provides a foun
dation for later relationships and appears 
to predict the quality of later interpersonal 
relations. Secure attachment reduces the 
likelihood of boys developing behavior 
problems; a similar connection does not 
appear to exist in girls. 

The Project plans to identify 
connections between behavior 
and abuse 

Measuring violence, abuse, or post.
traumatic stress disorder in a longitudinal 
project like the Project presents a major 
challenge. Although people who live 
through a single-blow trauma tend to 
remember it in vivid detail, those victim
ized by long-term abuse commonly 
repress or deny it. Unconscious denial 
helps case the pain of the ordeal by 
erasing it from memory. When done 
consciously, denial may be the result of 
threats from the abuser or a desire to 
protect him or her. 

In the two interview-based studies with 
delinquent Connecticut boys and sexually 
abused girls described earlier, researchers 
found it extremely difficult to get adoles
cents to talk about family abuse. Neither 
single questions nor formal questionnaires 
were enough to obtain this type of 
information. 

Instead, extended discussions with a sensi
tive, skilled interviewer were necded to 
break through the wall of denial. Some
times the breakthrough occurred when the 
interviewer noticed that a boy or girl was 
dissociating, or "spacing out," an impor
tant sign of traumatic distress. Sometimes 
a simple question such as "Do you have 
scars I can't sec?" or "Have you ever 
made your parent go further in punishing 
you than he or she wanted to?" led the 
way toward discussion of abuse. 

Conducting indepth interviews with aU 
11,000 individuals selected for the Project 

will not be possible. Much of the personal 
information will be collected using ques
tionnaires and surveys, neither of which is 
the best way to gather data about trauma 
or abuse. 

A more feasible approach would be to 
identify youths at high risk for experienc
ing or witnessing abuse during the fIrst 3 
or 4 years of the Project. Subsequent 
indepth interviews with them, combined 
with neurological and psychological tests, 
could uncover possible links between 
early trauma or abuse and the develop
ment of criminal or aggressive behavior. 

As with other parts of the Project, it makes 
sense to videotape as many interviews as 
possible. Over the next decade or so, 
researchers are likely to develop new 
methods for extmcting information on 
abuse by observing behavior, body lan
guage, and speech. With a videotape 
library, researchers could apply these new 
methods to participants in the Project long 
after the data-gathering phase has ended. 

Another way to identify those affected by 
violence or abuse is to focus on the symp
toms they leave behind. These stigmata, as 
they are called, include dissociation, atten
tion problems, conduct disorders, and a 
long list of other symptoms. Because these 
disorders can also arise from other, non
traumatic sources, this approach lacks the 
specifIcity needed for confident general
ization or theory development. 

More important, using the symptoms of 
PTSD to identify individuals exposed to 
traumatic events overlooks those who 
have successfully mastered or worked 
through the experience. Information from 
these individuals on special strategies, 
family and community support, and other 
important influences can help answer the 
question at the heart of this work: How do 
people succeed in overcoming catastroph
ic experiences? 

Do people recover. from such events 
because of their own internal capacity for 
resilience, or is recovery Ii function of 
family, school, or community support? 

Do people recover 
from traumatic 
events because of 
their own internal 
capacity for resili
ence, or is recovery a 
function of family, 
school, or com .. 
munity support? 
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For example, it may be that physicians, 
nurses, teachers, ministers, and other pro
fessionals play an important role in the 
recovery process. This longitudinal study 
wm carefully document how the resources 
naturally available in the community help 
individuals to overcome traumatic 
experiences. 

The Project confronts 
ethical issues 
Any large-scale study on the relationship 
between trauma and the development of 
criminal 0\' aggressive behavior faces 
serious ethical issues. These issues appear 
in every aspect of the work, from data 
collection to potential intervention. They 
require fU1ll decisions and innovative 
solutions before the project begins. 

Questionnaires and surveys provide stand· 
ard, straightforward methods for gathering 
information from thousands of individu
als. Including a number of specific, possi
bly graphic questions would detect 
whether or not an individual had wit
nessed or becn the victim of sudden or 
ongoing violence. 

For most people interviewed, this barrage 
of questions would raise unfamiliar, per
haps completely foreign issues. However, 
sensitizing children to abuse and violence 
or making them aware of situations that 
had been previously outside the nomlal 
realm of understanding is a serious 
concern. 

If during an interview or a survey ses
sion a child or adolescent begins talking 
about a personal, traumatic experience, 
weightier issues arise. Even trained mental 
health professionals find these discussions 
difficult to conduct. Such conversations 
must be handlcd delicately, especially 
if it is the first time an individual has 
talked about his or her experience. The 
Project's interviewers are working closely 
with psychiatrists, psychologists, and 
social workers to learn how to handle 
these situations appropriately. 

Finally, a minor's revelation of abuse or 
neglect carries with it a grave responsibili
ty for the int~rviewer. In virtually every 
State, laws require health and human 
service workers to report suspected cases 
of child abuse or neglect to the appropriate 
agency. These requirements put the 
Project in complicated territory because it 
is partly an objective observer and partly 
an active participant. For this reason, 
establishing a coordinated relationship 
betwecn the study team and local health 
and social service authorities is essential. 

Summary 

Traumatic stress clearly plays an impor
tant role in the development of abnormal 
or antisocial behavior. However, the link 
between trauma and criminal behavior has 
yet to be determined. Both the size and 
duration of the Project will be invaluable 
in exploring this connection. 

Given our limited knowledge, it is impos
sible to predict how many of the 11,000 
individuals selected for the study will 
show signs of the aftermath of abuse, 
neglect, or other stressful experiences. 
And many of those suffering from trau
mati.c stress may not talk about these 
events in interviews, further reducing the 
number. Too small a samplv size makes it 
difficult to identify cause and effect or 
make solid predictions. 

To minimize these problems, the Project 
will proceed cautiously in this area. 
Researchers will collect information on 
possible ri'lk factors for trauma, including 
individual and family history and commu
nity data. Every individual involved in the 
Project will then be briefly assessed for a 
history of trauma or sexual abuse. After 
these two steps, those individuals deemed 
to be at high risk may be evaluated in 
greater detail. It is also likely that through 
repeated interviews, st.udy subjects will 
reveal more and more about Ihemselves, 
especially in this sensitive area. 

The Project cannot act as an invisible. 
silent partner when it comes to child abuse 



and neglect. It is both ethically and 
morally bound to respond to children who 
are in danger or who have a negative 
reaction to the interviews. Researchers 
wiU work closely with mental health 
agencies to develop protocols for respond
ing to the needs of these children. 
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Chapter 6 

Issues in Intervention 

. 

A 
major goal of the Project on 
Human Development in Chicago 
Neighborhoods is to explore the 
natural history of antisocial and 

criminal behavior. The Project hopes to 
provide answers to the following 
questions: 

• How and why do antisocial and crimi
nal behaviors originate? 

II What causes some individuals to con
tinue these behaviors? 

II How and why do some individuals 
cease these b<:.haviors while others 
continue? 

To answer these questions, as a longitudi
nal study, the Project would gather infor
mation as unobtrusively as possible. 
Because such an approach places few 
demands and has limited influence on the 
subjects being studied, it is unlikely that 
the research would change criminal 
behavior. 

On the other hand, the Project provides an 
opportunity to test various intervention 
strategies to learn what can work to turn 
individuals away from antisocial or crimi
nal behavior. Whether or not to intervene, 
however, also raises serious practical, 
ethical, and scientific issues for the 
Project. 1 

The case for intervention 
All longitudinal studies have some 
observer effect. Both the presence of the 
research staff in the subjects' lives and the 
beneficial aspects of the Project, such as 
physical, neurological, and cognitive 
examinations, will affect the people who 
are being studied (figure 1). To minimize 
this effect, data from target communities 
are being compared to data from commu
nities not under study. 

..... 

Yet the observer effect influc~~es 
research results far less than even minor 
intervention programs. Intervention pro
grams are basically experiments to test 
specific hypotheses-for example, 
whether improving the communication 
skills of parents will result in fewer 
behavior problems among their children 
compared to children whose parents do 
not receive such training. 

Both common sense and preliminary 
studies suggest that such parental training 
will work, at least in the short run. 
Likewise, full-service prenatal care to 
high-risk mothers appears likely to reduce 
physical and mental impairments in their 
children-impairments that presumably 
put them at risk for antisocial behavior. 

- .. 

The Project provides 
an opportunity to 
test various inter .. 
vention strategies. 

39 



40 

Figure 1. To minimize the observer effect, data from target communities are being compared 
to data from flonstudy communities. 

Scientific help in separating 
association and causation 
Requiring experiments to test such 
hypotheses is supported by sound scientif
ic reasoning. Experiments can be used to 
separate association and causation. For 
example, previous studies have shown that 
the absence of a male role model in a 
household puts adolescent boys at greater 
risk of delinquency. Bllt is the absence of 
a role model the cause of delinquency, or 
is it merely associated with households of 
delinquent boys? To discriminate between 
association and causation, researchers 
.night enroll a group of such adolescents 
in a Big Brother program and compare 
their subsequent behavior with a control 
group. 

Similarly, early reading difficulties have 
been linked to adolescent delinquency. 
But do early reading difficulties cause 
delinquency, or is delinquency caused by a 
third factor that contributes to both prob
lems? Rest'..archers might develop an 
experimental tutoring program to improve 
early reading skills and then compare 
delinquency data among the improved 
readers and a similar group not in the 
tutoring program. 

Pragmatic help in developing 
effective programs 

Pragmatic and moral reasons argue for 
incorporating intervention experiments 
into the Project. What good does it do to 
identify the roots of crime if ways to halt 
the development of antisocial and criminal 
behavior cannot be identified? 

Effective experimentation would help 
develop practical programs and policies to 
stop delinquency and crime before they 
start. Even a handful of successful experi
ments could create powerful tools to 
prevent crime . 

The case against intervention 
On the other hand, introducing any form 
of intervention into the longitudinal study 
could conceivably exert such an influence 
that the natural history will be upset. Are 
subjects who have been part of an experi
ment still a valid natural sample, or should 
the experimental subjects be excluded 
from the analysis of data? 

In a simple experiment involving only a 
single form of intervention, researchers 
divide potential subjects into three groups: 



those who are ineligible for the interven
tion, those who are chosen for it, and a 
control group used as a yardstick against 
which to measure the intervention. Can 
the Project reliably weigh we longitudinal 
findings of the ineligible and control 
groups against findings from the experi
mental group? In other words, does incor
porating experimentation contaminate the 
validity of the longitudinal study fmdings? 

Other drawbacks to including an interven
tion component in the study are more 
pragmatic. First, experiments are tradi
tionally expensive because they must 
include large enough groups to provide 
adequate statistical samples. For this 
reason, experiments tend to be staff
intensive. Second, experiments can create 
an additional burden for subjects, who 
must participate in both the intervention 
and in the various procedures required to 
measure the effect of the intervention. 

The case for a compromise 
Of course, experimentation need not be 
an either/or proposition. A combined 
longitudinal-experimental approach can 
build on the strengths of both models 
while avoiding their major weaknesses 
(figure 2). 

Longitudinal studies are particularly good 
at describing the natural history of devel-

opment. As such, they provide a wealth of 
data about variation among individuals. 
Experiments, however, show variation 
within the individual-variation that is 
presumably the result of the experimental 
intervention. 

The shortcoming of a longitudinal study is 
that it may be unable to investigate the 
consequences of specific events in an 
individual's life, but this shortcoming is 
precisely the strength of an experimental 
study. 

The Project may have an opportunity to 
work simult.meously in a second site com
parable to that chosen for the longitudinal 
study. This would allow researchers to 
apply what they are finding in the natural 
history sample to 'generate hypotheses that 
can be tested on a separate, but compara
ble experimental population. 

But even without a second experimental 
population, it would be possible to use 
samples of the longitudinal study popula
tion for intervention, assuming the combi
nation is carefully managed. Longitudinal 
data reveal associations between variables 
and behavior-for example, between early 
difficulties in reading and behavior prob
lems. An experimental intervention to 
tutor children with early reading problems 
could show whether this type of program 
had an effect on delinquency. 

Figure 2. The Project's combined longitudinal-experimental approach builds on the strengths of 
both models While avoiding their major weaknesses. 
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The need is urgent 
for answers to the all
petvading question, 
What helps prevent 
crime? 
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How the Project's accelerated 
longitudinal design enables 
intervention experiments 
Because no combined, multiyear longitu
dinal-experimental studies involving inter
views of subjects both before and after 
intervention appear in criminological 
literature, the P1'Qject can break new 
ground if it incorporates an experimental 
component into its accelerated longitudi
nal design. 

One of the major strengths of the Pro
ject's accelerated longitudinal design is 
that it offers a way to avoid contaminating 
natural history data with experimental 
variables. By selecting cohort groups 3 
years apart, the 8-year project will look at 
circumstances and beha\ ior at each age at 
least twice-once in the nrst 3 years with 
one cohort group, and again 3 years later 
with the next younger group. This inten
tional ov~rlap strengthens the statistical 
data for each age range. 

The overlap also means that, after the nrst 
3 years, data will be available on nearly 
the com plete target age range of prenatal 
to 32 years. This information can then be 
used to formulate hypotheses that can be 
tested by experimental interventions. It 
can also be used to control for experimen
tally induced effects that show up during 
the nnal 5 years of tllC Project. 

The nccd is urgent for answers to the all
pervading question, What helps prevent 
crime? But waiting until the project is 3 
years under way before introducing any 
experimental component has several 
advant.1ges. 

First, a solid longitudinal baseline will 
\Y.)lster the reliability of the experimental 
data. Second, the longitudinal data will be 
the most comprehensive ever collected 
and, therefore, should suggest new 
hypotheses for testing. Third, complete 
longitudinal data could be used to estab
lish equivalency between the experimental 
and control groups before the intervention. 
Finally, the data could be used to identify 
delayed effects of an intervention that 

would normally fall outside the timeframe 
of an experiment. 

Of course, the length of this project--8 
years-<:reates additional problems for 
experimental design. Although an experi
ment may be both desirable and feasible at 
a particular time, it may become less so 
with the passage of time because theory, 
methodology, or policy concerns change. 
Moreover, some subjects of the longitudi
nal study will undoubtedly relocate to 
different areas. However, requiring those 
eligible for an experiment to stay put 
could bias the results. 

These constraints suggest that the 
researchers must build in the flexibility to 
include experimental interventions as 
circumstances permit. The planning group 
considered previous experimental inter
ventions and analyzed their effectiveness. 

What can be learned from 
previous intervention 
research? 
As noted earlier, until now criminology 
has lacked the opportunity to combine 
both longitudinal and experimental studies 
in one project. There are, however, a few 
precedents to exami~e as models. 

Cambridge-SomenriUe youth study 
Some experimental research has followed 
subjects for several years using interviews 
and searches of offlcial records. Perhaps 
the most dramatic is the Cambridge
Somerville project, which followed 325 
pairs of boys between ages 10 and 15 who 
had similar family backgrounds, home 
environments, delinquency-prone histo
ries, and intelligence.2 

Some boys were assigned to social work
ers who visited approximately twice a 
month for 51/2 years. The boys also 
received other services as needed, includ
ing tutoring, medical or psychiatric atten
tion, and summer camps. The study, 
which began during the 1940'1', followed 
these boys along with a group of matched 
controls for 30 yenrs. 



In assessing the subjects as adults, 
researchers found that by all objective 
criteria the control group fared better than 
the intervention group. A search for sub
groups that might have benefited from the 
intervention proved fruitless. 

The failure of this barrage of interventions 
to have the desired outcome has been 
debated in criminology and sociology for 
several years. However, it does argue 
strongly for the need to build better theo
ries and models prior to intervention and 
to run small-scale interventions side-by
side with longitudinal studies to bolsler 
the development of criminology theory. 

Perry Preschool Project 

In the Perry Preschool Project, carried out 
in Michigan, a group of children ages 3 
and 4 received a daily preschool program 
backed up by weckly home visits. Both 
experimental and control children were 
then foHowed to age 19.3 

Those participating in the early education 
experience were arrested less often as 
juveniles, reported less involvement in 
gang violence, and had fewer arrests as 
adults. The total number of arrests was 
lower for those who had been involved in 
the intervention program, and they had 
fewer arrests for violence. 

Infant Health and Development 
Program 

The Infant Health and Development 
Program studied 985 low-birthweight 
infants at 8 sites for 3 years.4 Interven
tions included home visits by nurses, 
attendance at specialized child develop
ment centers, and parent group sessions. 
The children in the experimental group 
had significantly higher IQ scores than 
those who had no intervention beyond 
regular health checks and referral to rele
vant services. 

However, similar results might be hard to 
sustain in an established program. 

Experimental demonstrations such as this 
one tend to attract unusually dedicated 
and highly motivated staff members who 
oftcn move after the main research ends. 
Because it also took much effort for 
researchers to maintain control of the 
parents and children involved in the study, 
the level of effort required for a long-term 
program may be difficult to achieve. 

Ottawa PALS Project 

A communitywide intervention was car
ried out in a publicly funded housing 
development in Ottawa for children 
between ages 5 and 15. The focus was on 
acquiring nonacademic and recreational 
skills.S 

Recreation programs were operated in the 
target public housing development, and 
children involved in them were compared 
to a control group living in other public 
housing developmenLQ. Children in the 
recreation programs showed significantly 
improved skills, and antisocial activities 
declined. 

However, such community interventions 
are often difficult to maintain beyond the 
demonstration stage. In addition, what 
begins as a compensatory program such as 
a special playground may be adopted by 
more affluent families who have better 
resources for organizing and fundraising. 
As a result, the children who were origi
nally targeted to receive a compensatory 
program remain at a comparative 
disadvantage. 

Oregon Social Learning Center 
school-bawl intervention 

As a result of their longitudinal studies on 
the family origins of antisocial behavior in 
children, investigators at the Oregon 
Sccial LeaOling Center implemented a 
prevention trial. 6 Because they are cur
rently studying children making the transi
tion to elementary and middle school, they 
chose a school-based universal interven-
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• Job skills cleve lop· 
ment and training, 

tion in which parent training is combined 
with development of students' conflict 
resolution skiIIs. 

Although the intervention trial is ongoing, 
results seem to improve when parents are 
reinforced for staying in regular contact 
with the school. Also, researchers are 
discovering that parent training alone is 
not completely effective in dealing with 
children's behavior problems in school. 
Success seems to come when the child 
receives consistent treatment in both 
school and home settings. 

Classroom interventions in 
Baltimore 
Two successful school-based interventions 
were conducted in Baltimore that in one 
case applied peer pressure and social 
classroom dynamics to reduce aggressive 
and shy behavior, and in another case 
treated depressed children with a reading 
mastery program. 8 

The peer pressure program, known as the 
Good Behavior Game, reduced aggressive 
behavior for all but the most difficult 
children, and to a lesser degree, shyness. 
The reading mastery program appeared to 
benefit depressed children at least in Ule 
short term, although follow up will be 
necessary to determine long-term 
significance. 

Potential for therapeutic 
interventions 

These examples illustrate how interven
tion experimcnts have yet to validate con
clusively their working hypotheses. In 
addition, in recent years the criminological 
literature has been pessimistic about inter
ventions to reduce recidivism among ado
lescent and young adult offenders. In pan~, 
Olis stems from problems with earlier 
work, much of which was marred by a 
dissonance betwecn what was supposed to 
have occurred in an intervention and what 
actually did occur. However, recent devel
opments offer a ray of hope. 

The emergence of meta -analysis-the 
ability to combine mathematically the 
results of a number of small studies into a 
larger, more powerful onc--has finally 
given researchers a tool to measure the 
magnitude of treatment effects in different 
studies. So far, meta-analysis has revealed 
that new programs comhining socialleam
ing, family therapy, and life skills training 
seem to substantially reduce recidivism. 

Three age groups that will be represented 
in the Project seem particularly useful to 
examine for potential interventions. These 
are the prenatal to age-6 group, the young 
adolescent group, and the young adult 
group. 

Prenatal to age 6 
To date, most preschool interventions 
have been short-term, global, multifaceted 
interventions that did not focus on specific 
needs of individual children and their 
families.9 However, because individual 
characteristics appear to be extremely 
important at this age in the development of 
antisocial behavior, experimental interven
tions should be individual in nature. Rele
vant programs for this group include the 
following: 

• Cognitive stimulation to develop 
language and prereading skills. 

• Social skills training to improve peer 
relations . 

II Good nutrition and health care . 

• Training of parents in chiIdrearing 
practices, 'JspeciaUy in the appropliate lise 
of rewards and punishment . 

It may also be possible to test innovative 
programs to teach impulsive and overac
tive children to be patient with and consid
erate of the rights of others. 

Appropriate intervention for the age-6 
cohort could involve both parent training 
and peer tutoring to prevent early school 
failure and could be performed as a formal 
prevention trial with random assignment 
and blind assessment. It may also be 
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advisable to study the prenatal cohort 
through age 15 to see if the intervention 
reduces the onset of conduct disorders or 
delinquency during adolescence. This type 
of followup is particularly important for 
girls who typically have a later onset of 
behavioral problems than boys. 

Young adolescents 
These cohorts, who will be followed from 
ages 9 to 17 and 12 to 20, offer a critical 
population for intervention because they 
are at the ages when antisocial behavior 
peaks. Based on previous experiments, 
peer-related intervcntions appear to be the 
most powerful. 

Several studies have shown that students 
can be taught to l'csist peer influence to 
smoke, drink, or use marijuana.10 Three 
types of programs havc shown at least 
short-term succcss: 

• Modeling and guid .• d practice. 

• Recruitment of same-age peer leaders 
as a counterbalancc to resist undesirable 
behavior, 

• Educational films. 

Although limited in scope, these stUdies 
suggest methods that might be tested more 
powerfully in a combined longitudinal
experimental study. 

Othcr possible interventions could include 
parent management training, which has 
been shown to be more effective with 
younger children; skills training to pro
mote social competence; and special tul()r
ing to promote academic competence. 
Although common sense suggests that 
both academic and nonacademic skills 
training would be beneficial, there is cur
rently no objective evidence that they 
work over the long tenn. 

Young adults 
Intervention with this group should proba~ 
bly focus on desistance among active 
offenders.11 Any experiment at this age 
would be a test of the effectiveness of 
treatment programs rather than a test of 

prevention programs. Preventive interven
tions at this point would likely have little 
effect, since virtually all of those who 
exhibit criminal behavior will have done 
so before this age. 

One possible intervention could be a pro
gram of relapse prevention through con
tinuous case management by an individual 
or criminal justice agency with the assist
ance of youthful, enthusiastic outreach 
workers. The intervention could be either 
a probation at' diversion program, with 
emphasis on resolving family problems. 

Another strategy might be to develop a 
dynamic social intervention system to 
treat drug use. This strategy would 
include: 

II Early detection of drug abuse. 

• Assessment of the individual to deter
mine what type of intervention program 
would work for him or her. 

• Voluntary or mandatory partiCipation 
in a selected treatment program and moni
toring compliance. 

Summary 
The potential for interventions to alter the 
results of this longitudinal study argue 
against incorporating an experimental 
component at the outset. Moreover, it 
appears that initial longitudinal data may 
generate new theories about influences on 
the development of antisocial behavior. 
The resulting hypotheses would be better 
tested in subsequent intervention 
experiments. 

Integrating experimentation with observa
tion could be a powerful combination. The 
dialog between longitudinal and experi
mental researchers should continue, espe
cially between the Projcct's researchers 
and those experimenters engaged in long
term work dealing with similar concerns. 
The Project is examining the possibility of 
establishing subgroups 011 methodology 
and measurement to link longitudinal and 
experimental researchers. 

The initiallongitu
dinal data may gener
ate new theories 
about influences on 
the development of 
antisocial behavior. 
The resulting hypoth
eses would be better 
tested in subsequent 
field experimen~. 
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Chapter 7 

The Criminal Career: 
Continuation Versus Termination 

M
any children who grow up in 
some of the worst neighbor
hoods in the country do not 
become criminals as adults. 

In fact, the majority of adolescents who 
engage in delinquent behavior abandon 
the more serious crimes against people 
and property once they become adults. 

These are encouraging facts, but they 
point to a quandary in criminology: 
Despite years of research, no one knows 
why many delinquent teenagers tum away 
from criminal activities while a minority 
continue to commit offenses through 
adulthood. We know less than we might 
because most studies of antisocial and 
criminal behavior have concentrated on 
how these behaviors develop rather than 
on how they are sustained or ended. Also, 
unfortunately, most studies have focused 
on adolescents or adults, ages when these 
behaviors have already emerged. A clear 
understanding of why some youth tcnni
nate while others persist in criminal activ
ities would allow society to encourage the 
former and discourage the latter. 

One of the unique features of this Projeet 
is that it follows newborns and young 
children as well as adolescents and adults 
in its tracing of the developmental path. 
ways to delinquency and criminal activity. 
Unlike most research, which retrospec
tively traces the roots of criminal behav
iOf, this study observes the behavior 
develop. It also examines why most chil-

dren become law-abiding adults while 
others become criminals. Furthermore, by 
simultaneously studying the corrununities 
in which the 11,000 individuals involved 
in the Project live, it examines how indi
vidual and community characteristics 
interact to star~ stop, or sustain criminal 
behavior. 

Examining criminal patterns 
of persistence and desistance 
Many adult criminals were antisocial 
children, but the converse-that antisocial 
children become adult criminals-does 
not necessarily apply. In fact, relatively 
few delinquent children become adult 
criminals. Something happens in their 
lives that discourages them from a life 
of crime. This process, called desistance, 
commonly occurs during the transition 
between late adolescence and eady 
adulthood. 

On the other hand, for those who persist 
in criminal careers, only death completely 
guarantees offenders' desistance from 
crime. In a more relativistic view, desist
ance is said to occur if: 

• Offenders arc diverted from serious 
crime to more mmor violations. 

• The individual rate of offending is 
significantly reduced. 

• The time between offenses is 
significantly increased. 

Despite years of 
research, no one 
knows why most 
delinquent teenagers 
turn away from 
criminal activities 
while a minority 
continue to commit 
offenses through 
adulthood. 
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Measqfinga ·i 

CriminctlC:ar~r> 

Pourprlma,y thar~tt~I'I$~>·· 
tics are used to quantttya 
crimln~1 career: 

.. Age at (ms~t
Measures the age at 
which an IndiVidual 
begins delinquent or 
criminal activity. 

• Age at desistance.,..,. 
MeaSUreHh&agea~ .. .. 
whl<:h an lndlvldvalc~as ... 
es to engage tn delin;; •....•.. 
qlJent Qr criminal activity, . 
•. FrequenCY-Represents 
thE! numbero~ offenses of 
a partlculartype(foYex ... 
ample, robberies or the 
entire group of felony 
offenses) committed by 
an IndJvrdual during a 
given period oHlme. 

R crime serloushess
Uses a $cale to record the 
serioUsness of the crime 
and examine trends that 
mIght reveal an Increase 
or decrease In severlty~ 
The difference between 
the age of onset and 
the age at deslstahce . 
defines the length qf a 
criminal career. Of <:ourSe, 
desistance Is difficult to 
measure directly. A rea .. 
sonable period oftlme 
must elapSE! before 
researchers can be certain 
that a gap In offehdlhgls 
not merely a temporary 
suspension of criminal 
activity. 

To see how a l:!rimlnal 
career evolves, research
ers also study Whether an 
Individual dlsl:!ontfnues 
some types of l:!rlme and 
begins others. 

In other words, persistence and desistance 
are qualified by seriousness of offense, 
frequency of offending behavior, and 
length of Clime-free periods. 

In 1986 the National Academy of 
Sciences Panel on Criminal Careers indi
cated that these three basic measures of 
individual criminal careers can capture 
their more complex aspects) Using this 
infonnation, researchers can identify a 
startup phase when frequency of offenses 
increases, detect a period when frequency 
decreases at the end of a career, and deter
mine bursts or lulls in criminal activity in 
between. In addition, researchers can 
examine criminal careers for offense spe
cialization and changes in the level of 
severity and type of offenses com~itt~~. 
They can also consider the role of lOdlVld
ual motivation. For example, how impor
tant to desisi.1nce is the motivation to 
change, and where does such motivation 
come from? How important is it for 
offenders to learn new behaviors? 

This model assumes that desistance from 
crime is a gradual process. Although sud
den shifts have been documented, they 
usually parallel a major life event such as 
a religious conversion. 

To understand how delinquent and crimi
nal offending stops, the Project focuses on 
known offenders in these age groups to 
reveal the conditions and mechanisms 
involved in desistance. Questions about 
individual patterns of criminal activity and 
the mix of offenses in a criminal career 
must be answered: 

• Do offenders tend to specialize in types 
of offenses? 

• Do offenders progress from petty 
crimes to serious and violent t~lonies? 

• How much do offenders vary in the 
number of years they follow a particular 
criminal pattern? 

• How do periods of offending change
with bursts and lulls l or as gradual 
declines in activity? 

.. To what extent do career climinals mix 
different kinds of crime? 

Issues and approaches 
One approach to answering these ques
tions is for the Project to gather infor
mation on the demographic and social 
characteristics of chronic offenders, 
including gender, age, race, family com
position, social setting, and individual 
experiences. The Projeet is also focusing 
on the particular factors that lead an i~d~
vidual to persist in or desist from a cnml
nal career. This involves examining a 
complex mix of psychological, sociologi
cal, and health-related factors including: 

• The relative influence of health-related 
factors and early developmental experi
ences on early criminal activity. 

• The later influences of family, school, 
peers, work, and fonnation of one's own 
family. 

.. The significance of unusual events. 

• The role of personal situations and 
individual attitudes in creating opportuni
ties and inducements for crime. 

In undertaking this work, researchers face 
several methodologica! challenges. The 
crucial issues include the [ollowing: 

• Finding the best way to estimate actual 
rates of individual offending. 

• Ensuring the reliability and validity of 
the method chosen. 

The Project relies first on criminal justice 
system reports for the basic data on 
offending carr.ers. Self-reports and inter
views with fanli1y members supplement 
official records of delinquent and criminal 
behavior. Sampling strategies arc also 
being developed to examine the carecrs 
of active offenders who escape Official 
detection. 

The Project is also examining hypotheses 
explaining the life course of delinquent 
and criminal careers based on 



current developmental and social theories. 
However, few theories are fll1l1 enough to 
explain why adolescents or adults cease 
criminal activity. For the most part, 
researchers lack the natural history data to 
generate good hypotheses and theories. 

Several hypothescs-covering individual 
development theory, social control theory, 
social learning theory, social disorganiza
tion theory, network theory, rational 
choice theory, and deterrence theory
guided planning for the Project (figure 1). 
Brief overviews of each of these theories 
are presented next.2 

Development tbeory 

Conduct disorders and early delinquency 
are powerful predictors of a career in 
crime. Both temperamental and develop
mental deficiencies probably interact with 
other conditions to explain the early onset 
of delinquency and might be dispropor
tionately common among adolescents who 
continue criminal activity into their adult 
years. For example, characteristics such as 
a fearless, uninhibited early tempera .. 
ment-when coupled with hyperactivity. 
impulsiveness, a low IQ, or attention 
deficit-may lead to early antisocial 
conduct. 

Figure 1. The Project tests hypotheses about criminal behavior drawn from seven major schools 
of thought 

Individual P6}velopmel1t· theory .< predi~s that conduct dis6l"ders>Mdearly delinquency lead to 
crime. 

Social control theory 
.. Predl<:tsthatWhenthe social (Qnstraints on tlntisodal behavior are 
weakeoedor absent delinquentbehavtor emerges. 

Social ~arrii.,g Theor1 . 
• Predicts thatthosewhopersfst In criminal activity continue to 
increase the frequency, dUratjon,and intensity of contact with other 
offenderst while those whod.eslsdrom crime decrease contact with 
offenders and increase contact with non offenders. 

Socjal PisorSanlzatio., theory 
• PrecUcts.that crime tE!$.ults when community life becomes dfsorga~ 
ni2;ed~ thatls, when high mobility and a heter9geneous population 
cause a bre~kdown in c:onformingcontrols over criminal conduct. 

NetWork Theory .. 
• Predi<:ts that when netWQrk ties are weak,sodal sanctions against 
crilM will work. 

Rational Choice Theory· 
• Predicts that individuatschoose to tc>mmit crime when the benefits 
outweigh the cost5of disobeying the law. Crime will decrease when 
opportunities are limited, benefits are reduc:ed, and costs are increased. 

Deterrence· Theory 
• predicts that When punishmehtis swift and certain, incidence of 
crime Is reduced. 
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50 

crlme~As$)ClrtoftM ....... . 
learning proc;e$$,the(:'Q$u .. 
and benefits to the ... 
()ffender determiM the 
path of a crllTllriato(non~ 
criminal c;are~r;· 

Previous studies have been forced to sort 
out retrospectively these temperamental 
deficiencies from later I;onditioning. By 
following individun!s from birth through 
age 32, the Project is gathering this infor
mation sequentially. 

Social control theory 

Often used to explain the development of 
criminal behavior, social control theory 
predicts that when the social constraints 
on antisocial behavior are weakened or 
absent, delinquent behavior emerges. In 
this theory the three main bonds or ties 
that link individuals to socially accepiable 
behavior are: 

• Attachment to others. 

• Belief in shared values. 

.. Involvement in law-abiding activities. 

Motivation is generally ignored, and only 
the strength of social bonds is assessed. 

Originally used to study delinquent behav
ior, this approach can easily be extended 
to issues of persistence and desistance, 
especially when individuals are studied 
with communities. In addition to examin
ing the strength of social ties to parents, 
peers, and adults and their law-abiding 
values and beliefs, it also makes sense to 
look at attachments, criminal role models, 
and participation in delinquent and crimi
nal networks to document how these 
change during the life span. 

For example, it is generally recognized 
that a good Job and a successful marriage 
help anti~lal individuals create social 
ties to conventional persons and thus grow 
away from a life of crime. On the other 
hand, "successful" career criminals may 
have fewer convenl.ional social ties and 
thus may be forced to depend more on 
criminal associates and lifestyles. 

Social learning theory 

Individuals learn how to break: the law in 
the same way they learn other types of 
behavior. A large body of theory, called 
social learning theory, applies nine key 
propositions to the development of crimi
nal activity: 

• Criminal behavior is learned. 

• Criminal behavior is learned by com
municating with others. 

• Most of this learning occurs in intimate 
personal groups of family and peers. 

• The learning includes motives, drives, 
attitudes, and rationalizations as we]] as 
specific techniques on how to commit 
crimes • 

• Motives and drives stem from interpre
tations as favorable and unfavorable 
definitions of obeying and violating laws. 

• An individual becomes delinquent 
because definitions favorable to violating 
the law overwhelm those favorable to 
obeying it. 

• Associations with different individuals 
vary in frequency, duration, and intensity. 

• The learning process for crime is no 
different from other areas of adult 
learning. 

• Criminal behavior is not explained by 
individual needs and social values such as 
wanting and valuing property because 
noncriminal behavior expresses the same 
needs and values . 

Social learning theory predicts that those 
who persist in criminal activity continue 
to increase the frequency, duration, and 
intensity of cC1ntact with other offenders, 
while those who desist from crime follow 
the opposite <;ourse. From a research per
spective, such a prediction underscores the 



need to obtain detailed data on the nature 
of an individual's associations and how 
they change over time. This requires 
extensive, ongoing analysis of the individ
ual's social network and community life. 

Social disorganization theory 
Social disorganization theory explains that 
crime results from the disOlganization of 
community life. The high mobility and 
heterogeneous population found in some 
urban sett;]gs can lead to a breakdown in 
both formal and informal controls over 
delinquent and cririlinal conduct. 

Under these conditions, community insta
bility and limited institutional participa
tion prevent a communal consensus on 
norms, values, and beliefs from develop
ing. Instead, residents encounter cultural 
conflict., loss of control, and an increase in 
organized illegal activities. 

Numerous studies have established that 
incarcerated offenders are likely to return 
to crime if they are released to socially 
disorganized communities. To date, how
ever, no one has linked community char
acteristics with the individual effects that 
make a person likely t/;) engage in criminal 
behavior, a gap the Project is addressing. 

Because so many high-risk communities 
experience cultural conflict, a clear picture 
of neighborhood subcultures-including 
adolescent, delinquent, and criminal
needs to be developed, Social disorganiza
tion theory predicts that persistence and 
desistance will relate to the type and level 
of involvement that offenders have in 
these subcultures. After all, these subcul
tures provide role models and may offer a 
learning environmen~ for criminal skills 
along with reinforcing social ties, 

Network theory 
Network theory shows what types of rela
tionships link different members. More 
important for the Project, network analysis 

also explores how people are recruited 
into criminal careers and how or why they 
stay in or leave them. Do people become 
offenders by being recruited into networks 
and socialized into crime? Or do offenders 
form groups that make criminal acts easier 
to perform? 

To focus on these issues, the Project is 
considering the following: 

• At what age do individuals enter peer 
groups? 

• At what age and under what conditions 
are new cliques formed? 

II How long does a clique tend to last? 

• How are cliques linked in networks or 
webs of affiliation? 

• How instrumental are cliques in teach
ing members to be delinquent? 

Little is known about how members of a 
popUlation are structured into social net
works of rel:ltionships by age or gender. 
For this reason, social maps showing age 
and gender are being created for all age 
groups in the Project. Such maps plot 
human development as individuals move 
from the small configuration of family ;lnd 
kin mentorships through larger peer net
works and into more specialized networks 
based on work and association ties. 

Most young males do not belong to peer 
groups or networks with constant mem
berships.3 Instead, males enter a web of 
relationships that link cliques and small 
groups. These webs of affiliation pull 
individuals into criminal careers in two 
ways. First, a youth may be recruited into 
a network or clique either as an initiate 
into delinquent activity or as a past 
offender. Second, a youth may be recruit
ed into a network as an accomplice in 
crime, that is, a co-offender. Intervention 
policies (see chapter 6) will depend 
heavily on whether groups are a primary 
or secondary route for recruiting and 

Numerous studies 
have established that 
incarcerated offend .. 
ers are likely to 
return to crime if 
they are released to 
socially disorganized 
communities. 

51 

I 



l 
52 

socializing youths into delinquent con
duct. The latter makes co-offending easier 
for youths who are already delinquent. 

Loose links among youthful criminals. 
Youth with the highest rate of criminal 
activity tend to be only loosely linked to 
others within a network (figure 2). These 
youth are also likely to associate with 
more than one network, choose different 
accomplices for each offense, and operate 
over a large territory. Evidence suggests 
that these frequent offenders recruit others 
into delinquency and crime and that they 
continually search for new accomplices. 

The large difference between the genders 
in the prevalence of crime raises an inter
esting question: Can the dissimilar social 
networks of males and females and their 
distinct webs of relationships account for 
gender differences in crime rates? The few 
studies that have focused on this question 
suggest that female offenders often belong 
to networks that include males who are 
also offenders. For example, several stud
ies have shown that female marijuana 
smokers are more likely to smoke with 
males than females and more likely to 
obtain the marijuana from their male 
friends than from dealers.4 

Transitory links among youth who 
abandon crime. Interestingly, there also 

appears to be an association between peer 
relationships and early desistance. In a 
London study, those who quit offending 
after age 17 had committed all of their 
offenses with co-offenders, never alone.s 
The researchers concluded that early 
desistance was related to the offender's 
transitory involvement in peer groups; 
those who showed early desistance usually 
had abandoned their peer group by age 17. 

Little is known ahout the role of adult 
peer groups in offending, in part because 
adult offenders are more likely to commit 
offenses alone and less likely to be affili
ated with a peer group. The Project 
is clarifying whether adult criminals 
work alone because those who need 
co-offenders desist early or because adult 
offenders learn better how to commit 
offenses alone. 

Changes in status are clearly associated 
with dropping out of networks. In particu
lar, work, marriage, military service, and 
changes in residence bring new associa
tions and change an individual's web of 
relationships. It is not known whether 
these transitions are the source of desist
ance or whether desistance leads to adop
tion of new roles and ties.6 

Density of ties important. Network 
density also seems to be a factor in 

Figure 2. Network of membels of a gang. The lines represent closeness of ties among 
gang members • 
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-
recruiunent, continuation, and perhaps 
desistance. A "dense" group is one with 
strong tics among its members. Dense 
groups tend to be closed societies of either 
prosocial or antisocial activity. Those 
involved in illegal activities for which 
strong social sanctions exist-such as 
drug distribution networks-are usually 
quite dense. Ironically. the stronger the 
ties within the group, the less likely it is to 
open membership to outsiders. 

Increases in network density reduce the 
number of bridges fonned among groups. 
Interventions that break weak ties to 
groups should have a major impact on the 
diffusion of criminal activity, leaving it 
restricted to group members with the 
strongest ties. 

Some evidence suggests that social sanc
tions work best when ties to a network are 
weak, particularly with a criminal market 
activity such as drug dealing.7 However, 
sanctions that socially isolate offenders 
ultimately produce networks with such 
strong ties that it is nearly impossible for 
law enforcement to penetrate the struc
ture-as exemplified in the family and 
kinship structure of organized crime. 

Within most tightly bound networks, a 
leadership structure, no matter how mini
mal, exists. Experience shows that remov
ing the leader from a dense network has 
little effect because a successor is almost 
always available. However, it may be 
possible to fragment a weak network by 
removing its leaders. 

Rational choice theory 

Criminal behavior is more than a response 
to social pressures or upbringing. It is also 
a choice. 

Why do criminals choose to commit 
crimes? In the last few years, more and 
more researchers have been looking at the 
factors thal influence such decisions. 
Under rational choice theory, offenders 

are those who calculate as best they can 
the costs and benefits of a situation, 
rather than be driven by predisposition. 

It is not necessary to see an offender as 
completely rational in the sense of making 
the best and most efficient choice from an 
objective standpoint. They can show "lim
ited rationality" and respond to uncertain
ty with either rules of thumb that draw on 
previously established beliefs or on stand
ing decisions that facilitate the exchange 
of infonnation. 

Rational choice theory examines the effec
tiveness of interventions that restructure 
conditions so that the availability of crime 
opportunities is limited, the possible bene
fits are reduced, and the probable costs of 
criminal actions are increased. Clearly, 
this requires understanding the process of 
criminal decisionmaking. 

With its focus on individuals rather than 
on opportunities for crime, the Project's 
interview process provides an effective 
tool for getting clear answers. In inter
views, offenders recreate their thought 
processes about past crime events 
and discuss how they define crime 
opportunities. 

Deterrence theory 

According to deterrence theory, if punish
ment is swift and certain, it raises the cost 
of crime to the offender and thus curbs 
crime. The practice is centuries old and is 
the mainstay of many cultures' response 
to crime. How effectively deterrence lim
its crime and why it works or fails to work 
have yet to be explained. 

Deterrence exists on a number of levels. 
For example, parents and other adults 
often informally sanction adolescents for 
inappropriate or delinquent actions. The 
police and courts provide more formal 
sanctions, from warnings to arrest, proba
tion, incarceration, and parole. Recent 
studies indicate that getting caught and 
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punished for a first or early offense leads 
to early ctesistance from delinquent or 
criminal activity.S 

But many questions remain to be 
answered: 

• Is the certainty of punishment more 
effective than erratic punishment at deter
ring crime? 

II How effective is punishment meted out 
by parents, and which types work best? 

II Do sanctions work better on young 
offenders than on older, more experienced 
offenders? 

.. How important are community rein
forcements of family and official sanc
tions in deterring crime? Do organized 
communities increase their effectiveness? 

Summary 
The Project on Human Development in 
Chicago Neighborhoods is exploring why 
some young delinquents persist into adult 
criminal careers while most other youthful 
offenders desist in their teens. The study is 
designed to gain a deeper understanding 
of how social interactions are related to 
persistence and desistance. It is examining 
both the social conditions that encourage 
socially beneficial and antisocial behavior 
as well as the processes by which these 
social conditions operate on individuals. 

Peer relationships are probably the crux of 
desistance, so tlle Project is spending 
considerable time and effort measuring 
them. Although costly, time-consuming, 
and difficult scientifically to obtain, these 
data are crucial to understanding desist
ance from crime. Moreover, gathering 
information about network parameters
including the number of and ties among 
members in each network, its density or 
tightness, and the antisocial or prosocial 
relationships of its members-must be 
ongoing because changes in peer networks 
over time may prove to be important. 

To predict desistance and persistence, the 
Project is assessing not only the occur
rence of delinquent or criminal behaviors, 
but also their outcomes and consequences. 
Do criminal behaviors lead to punishment, 
ostracism, increased status in the commu
nity, or more money? 

The behavior theories described in this 
chapter make different predictions about 
future behavior based on the consequences 
of detecting and sanctioning past behav
ior. They illustrate why it is important to 
know the offense for which a person is 
arrested as well as the reSUlt of any prose
cution. Conversely, if an offender avoids 
detection, are poSitive consequences 
gained-such as money or an increase in 
status among peers? The Project will fur
ther our understanding of continuation ill 
and desistance from criminal behavior by 
testing competing hypotheses from bio
logical and psychological development, 
social control, socialleaming, social dis
organization, network, rational choice, and 
deterrence theories. 
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Chapter 8 

Focus on Crime Prevention 

For the past three decades, crimi
nal justice professionals have 
relied on two different strategies 
to manage criminal activity. In 

the 1960's, diversion was the prevailing 
theme. Both researchers and professionals 
working in the criminal justice field 
experimented with alternative approaches, 
such as "outward bound" programs or 
social service placements, rather than jail 
or probation. In the 1980's and 1990's, 
the pendulum swung back to the tradition
al approach of incapacitation: imprison
ment and sometimes the death penalty. 

However, neither method stemmed the 
annual increase in criminal and violent 
behavior. And neither approach has pro
vided information about the origins, 
persistence, or termination of criminal 
behavior to determine its relative 
effectiveness. 

A third approach-prevention-has not 
been tried on a similar s~ale. The Project 
on Human Development in Chicago 
Neighborhoods aims to develop the theo
retical underpinnings and practical effec
tiveness for large-scale prevention. 

Because so much remains to be learned 
about the development of criminal behav
ior, the Project relies heavily on observa
tion and fact-gathering. This report has 
described the surveys, measurements, and 

raw observation that form the heart of the 
Project. 

The data collected will create a moving 
picture of development-both nOlroal and 
deviant-from before birth to age 32, 
describe potential intervention strategies, 
and set the stage for the next generation of 
criminology research. 

The Project's fact-gathering approach 
should not be interpreted to mean that this 
research project is the first in a new field. 
Previous research has produced substan
tial data about the nature of crime and 
criminals, but it has not led to comprehen
sive theories about how criminal behavior 
develops from birth onward. The Project 
builds on this information base and pro
poses to meld past accomplishments into 
one multidisciplinary investigation. 

Out of this investigation, theories about 
the development of criminal behavior are 
being integrated and elaborated. These 
theories can help predict which individu
als are most likely to develop antisocial or 
aggressive behavior as well as later delin
quent or criminal behavior. They can also 
aid in structuring programs that either 
prevent individuals from developing these 
behaviors in the first place or steer them 
back toward more socially accepted 
behavior after they have appeared. 

• 
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Framing theories of 
antisocial behavior 

To be useful, theories of antisocial con
duct need to integrate the study of human 
development, the influence of family and 
community, and the role of school and 
peer groups. While previous studies have 
focused on one or more of these aspects 
for a limited period of time, the Project is 
collecting information on all of them. This 
wealth of data will provide important 
building blocks for integrative theories 
that blend these variables and operate over 
the ftrst decades of life. 

Although existing theories have helped 
shape the Project's design, no single theo
ry predominates. This strategy allows the 
core scientiftc group to frame testable 
hypotheses that link elements from com
peting theories. 

On the basis of the Project's methodology, 
these hypotheses combine individual and 
environmental influences. The hypotheses 
fall into three broad categories-differen
tial social organization; individual differ
enc.es; and relationships, peer groups, and 
SOCIal networks. 

Testing hypotheses related to 
social organization 

The kind and quality of social organiza
tion appears to play an important role in 
the development and continuation of crim
inal behavior (see chapter 7). A communi
ty with high mobility and heterogeneous 
composition will have difficulty establish
ing and maintaining a local consensus on 
norms, values, and beliefs. Instead, cultur
al conflict and loss of community control 
are encouraged, conditions that are favor
able to the development of delinquent and 
criminal behavior. 

Three cross-cutting hypotheses that the 
Project is investigating involve the effects 
of differential social organization. 

Hypothesis I. The prevalence of child
hood conduct problems, adolescent delin
quency, and adult crime in a neighborhood 

--,---------------------

is related directly to the kind of social 
organization in a neighborhood. 

Hypothesis II. FrurJly structure and child 
care vary among communities. The more 
single-parent households with young 
children in a community, the greater the 
likelihood that children are reared with 
inconsistent or harsh diSCiplinary meas
ures, so that inconsistent messages 
are delivered in controlling children's 
aggressive and antisocial behaviors. Both 
approaches to parenting encourage aggres
sive attitudes and behavior to develop in 
children and adolescents. 

Hypothesis m. Schools vary in their 
requirements for aca.demic achievement. 
Lower standards for academic achieve
ment increase dropout rates, reduce 
occupational expectations, and limit occu
pational attainment. Neighborhoods with 
poor schools also have few economic 
opportunities and high rate.~ of unemploy
ment. Limited opportunities for economic 
and social advancement increase the prob
ability that antisocial behavior will occur. 

Testing hypotheses related to 
individual differences 

Individual differences in impulse control, 
verbal skills, and social competence are 
important facets of a child's personality 
that may represent a vulnerability to 
engage in criminal or aggressive activity. 
The following three hypotheses regarding 
individual characteristics are being tested. 

Hypothesis IV. Children who persistently 
exhibit the precursors of antisocial be
havior-stubbornness, hyperactivity, 
deftance, sense of daring, and lack of 
empathy-can be identifted before age 6. 
Failure to establish secure interpersonal 
bonds during infancy, having a difficult 
temperament, or suffering an injury to the 
brain before, during, or after birth increase 
the likelihood that such a pattern will 
emerge. 

Hypothesis V. Children identifted in the 
preschool years are likely to persist in 
antisocial behavior throughout childhood 
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and adolescence and into early adulthood, 
accumulating a record of delinquent, crim
inal, and abusive behavior as they mature. 
They are more likely to abuse alcohol and 
illicit drugs and to engage in early and 
promiscuous sexual behavior than other 
people living in the same neighborhoods. 
This relatively small group, probably no 
more than 5 to 10 pereent of all individu
als in a given neighborhood, is responsible 
for far more crime and antisocial behavior 
than their numbers indicate. 

Hypothesis VI. The great majority of 
adolescents involved in delinquent behav
ior do not exhibit the pattern of early and 
persistent antisocial behavior shown by 
those described above. They commit 
fewer serious offenses and spend much 
less time involved in delinquent activities 
than individuals who begin exhibiting 
anti-social behavior at an earlier age. 
While they may engage in alcohol and 
drug use at a higher rate than nondelin
quent teenagers from the same neighbor
hoods, their rate is lower than early-onset 
individuals. 

Testing hypotheses related to 
relationships, peer groups, and 
social networks 
Throughout life, relationships help forge 
an individual's behavior, attitudes, and 
personality (see chapter 3). During early 
childhood, the most crucial interactions 
are with a caregiver. Later, friends, peers, 
lovers, co-workers, and neighbors-to 
name a few-give social cues and feed
back. Some relationships may pull an 
individual into a life of crime or help 
extract that person from it. 

The following two hypotheses involving 
relationships are being tested. 

Hypothesis vn. During the transitional 
period from childhood to adolescence, 
peer groups play an increasingly signifi
cant role in determining who becomes 
delinquent. Groups and gangs and their 
loose social networks, inspired by children 
who are already antisocial, introduce 
delinquent activities to some adolescents 

who have not shown antisocial tendencies 
up until this age. 

A number of factors influence the entrap
ment of adolescents in antisocial activities. 
For example, children who reach puberty 
earlier than normal may be drawn into 
groups of older, more deviant peers; 
underachievement in school may compro
mise self-esteem and produce frustration 
in learning; and parents may find it more 
difficult to monitor and control adoles
cents than children. 

Hypothesis vm. From midadolescence to 
young adulthood, a large percentage of 
delinquent individuals return to more 
conforming routines and lifestyles. A 
steady job, marriage, and family formation 
encourage desistance from delinquency 
and crime. In contrast, the relatively small 
group of persistently antisocial individuals 
is not likely to be influenced by such 
factors. 

All eight of these hypotheses combine 
elements from a variety of prevailing 
theories. All focus on the early identifica
tion and prediction of both serious and 
transient delinquents and criminals. By 
testing these and other hypotheses, includ
ing those that arise during the course of 
the Project, and by collecting it vast 
amount of information on a range of vari
ables, the Project will identify characteris
tics of those children and youth who are 
likely to become the most serious and 
persistent delinquents in a community. By 
examining the conditions that place a child 
at risk and the process by which these 
conditions exert their influence, the 
Project will move from statements of 
prediction to scientifically grounded rec
ommendations for targeted prevention 
strategies. 

Summary 
Most criminal justice efforts begin after an 
individual has committed a crime or has 
been arrested for violent activity. By that 
time, he or she has learned antisocial 
behaviors that are difficult-and expcn-
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Prevention hinges on 
the ability to select 
which out of a large 
number of children 
are likely to become 
serious and persistent 
delinquents in a 
community. 
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sive-to unlearn. On the other hand, 
working with high-risk individuals before 
they tum to crime will give them a 
smoother start in life, reduce the number 
of crimes committed, and save money that 
would otherwise be spent pursuing, prose
cuting, and jailing offenders. 

Prevention hinges on the ability to select 
which out of a large number of children 
are likely to become serious and persistent 
delinquents in a community. Some of the 
clues that identify these children are 
already known, but the indicators are not 
yet accurate enough to allow us to target 
individuals for early and sustained inter
vention programs. The Project will identi
fy pattems based on individual behavior, 
human development, and environmental 
context. This information should improve 
our ability to recognize children with the 
potential to become criminal or violent 
adults and to design more effective types 
of intervention for different ages. 

Many more youths begin delinquent activ
ity in adolescence than would be expected 
on the basis of their early development. A 
cnJcial question is whether these youths 
arc morc likely to have shortiived delin
quent careers Ulan children who have 
already shown evidence of antisocial 

beha vior prior to adolescence. The Project 
will help to identify both the circum
stances in which desistance is most likely 
to occur and the individuals who are most 
likely to give up delinquent activity. This, 
in ~um, will help improve the types of 
intervention used for this age group. 

Improving predictions, developing effec
tive intervention programs, and changing 
social policy will save a considerable 
amount of money-in reduced losses from 
crime; in lower local, State, and Federal 
budgets for fighting crime; and in the 
enhanced productivity of otherwise crimi
nal persons. 

The Project on Human Development in 
Chicago Neighborhoods is poised to 
improve dramatically our understanding 
of the conditions that lead some children 
toward delinquent and criminal behavior. 
When information from the Project is 
combined with other ongoing longitudinal 
and t'xperimental studies on criminal 
behavior, society will be in a ~tter posi
tion to reduce the level of crime and vio
lence in the Nation. Given the Project's 
anlbitious agenda and able research team, 
this knowledge may be in hand within this 
decade. 
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Project Members 

Administrative Group 
D"rector 
Felton J. Earls, M.D. 
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Development 
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Professor of Child Psychiatry 
Harvard Medical School 
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Albert J. Reiss, Jr., Ph.D. 
William Graham Sumner 

Professor of Sociology 
Yale University 
Lecturer in Law 
Yale University Law School 

Assistant Director 
Stephen Buka, Sc.D. 
Research Associate 
Harvard School of Public Health 
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Robert Cainl1:, Ph.D. 
Professor of Psychology 
University of NClrth Carolina 

Felton J. Earls, M.D. 
Professor of Human Behavior and 

Development 
Harvard School of Public Health 

David Huizinga, Ph.D. 
Research Associate in Psychology 
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Terrie Moffitt, Ph.D. 
Associate Professol' of Psychology 
University of Wisconsin 
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Michigan State University 
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Yale University 
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Professor of Sociology 
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Elizabeth J. Susman, Ph.D. 
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Pennsylvania State University 
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Stanford University 
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Harvard Law School 
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University Professor of Social Sciences 
Washington University 

Lloyd Street, Ph.D. 
Professor of Sociology 
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James Q. Wilson, Ph.D. 
Professor of Government 
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Workshop Participants 

Workshop on Community Measures in 
the Development o/Delinque"t and 
Crimi"al Behavior 

Chicago, Illinois 
November 2-3, 1990 

Robert Cairns 
University of North Carolina 

Felton J. Earls 
Harvard School of Public Health 

Claude Fisher 
University of California, BerkeJe} 

Richard Linster 
National Institute of Justice 

Douglas Massey 
University of Chicago 

Terrie Moffitt 
University of Wisconsin 

Lloyd Ohlin 
Harvard Law School 

Stephen Raudenbush 
Michigan State University 

Albert J. Reiss, Jr. 
Yale University 

Robert J. Sampson 
University of Chicago 

Ora Simcha-Fagan 
Columbia University 

Lloyd Strcct 
Cornell University 

Mercer Sullivan 
New School for Social Research 

Richard Taub 
University of Chicago 

Ralph Taylor 
Temple University 

Rodrick Wallace 
New York State Psychiatric Institute 

Terry Williams 
Yale University 

Workshop 011 Family Strllctllre 
and Etlwicity 

New Orleans, Louisia"a 
December 14-15,1990 

Stephen Buka 
Harvard School of Public Hcalth 

Robert Cairns 
University of North Carolina 

A vshalom Caspi 
University of Wisconsin 

Felton J. Earls 
Harvard School of Public Health 

Jacquelynne Eccles 
University of Colorado 

David Fanshel 
Columbia University 

Sydney Hans 
University of Chicago 

Frances Horowitz 
University of Kansas 

Richard Linster 
National Institute of Justice 

Donald Lyman 
University of Wisconsin 

Sara McClanahan 
Princeton University 
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Jacqueline McGuire 
Judge Baker Children's Center 

Terrie Moffitt 
University of Wisconsin 

Joy Osofsky 
Louisiana State University 

Irving Piliavin 
University of Wisconsin 

Deborah Prothrow-Stith 
Harvard School of Public Health 

Stephen Raudenbush 
MIchigan State University 

Albert J. Reiss, Jr. 
Yale University 

Margaret Beale Spencer 
Emory University 

Donald Vereen 
Harvard Medical School 

Sarah Wewers 
Louisiana State University 

Melvin Wilson 
University of Virginia 

Workshop on Gender Issues in the 
Development of AII/isocial Behavior 

Cambridge, Massachusetts 
JUlie 11-12, 1990 

Kenneth Adams 
Castine Research Corporation 

Jack Block 
University of California, Berkeley 

Jeanne Brooks-Gunn 
Educational Testing Service 

Ann Brunswick 
Columbia University School of 

Public Health 

Anne Colby 
Murray Research Center 

Felton J. Earls 
Harvard School of Public Health 

Carol Nagy Jacklin 
University of Southern California 

Solomon H. Katz 
University of Pennsylvania 

JohnLaub 
Northeastern University 

Richard Linster 
National Institute of Justice 

TaraM&rtin 
Murray Research Center 

Joan McCord 
Temple University 

Jacqueline McGuire 
Judge Baker Children's Center 

Fayneese Miller 
Brown University 

Terrie Moffitt 
University of Wisconsin 

Joy Osofsky 
Louisiana State University 

Erin Phelps 
Murray Research Center 

Frank Putnam 
National Institutes of Health 

Albert J. Reiss, Jr. 
Yale University 

Lee Robins 
Washington University School 

of M('.dicine 

Robert J. Sampson 
University of Chicago 

Kristen SavoIa 
Murray Research Center 

Lisa A. Serbin 
Universlte Concordia 

Margaret Beale Spencer 
Emory University 

Elizabeth J. Susman 
Pennsylvania State University 

EmmyWemer 
University of California, Davis 

Jennifer White 
University of Wisconsin 

Cathy Spatz Widom 
Indiana University 

Copeland Young 
Murray Research Center 
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Deborah Zarin 
Judge Baker Children's Center 

Consultation Meeting on Traumaiic 
Stress 

Cambridge, Massachusetts 
March 2, 1992 

Laurence Aber 
Russell Sage Foundation 

Stephen Buka 
Harvard School of Public Health 

Ann Densmore 
Judge Baker Children's Center 

Felton J. Earls 
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Norman Garmezy 
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Stuart Goldman 
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Kenneth Adams 
Southern Illinois University, Carbondale 

Gerald L. Brown 
National Institute on Alcohol Abuse 
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Robert Cairns 
University of North Carolina 

A vShalom Caspi 
University of Wisconsin 
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University of Wisconsin 
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Albert Einstein College of Medicine 

Richard Davidson 
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University of Wisconsin 
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Donald Lyman 
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William Mason 
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Robert Rose 
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