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DRUGS IN NEW YORK STATE

Part I: Study Methods and Overview of Findings

INTRODUCTICON

Reports of organized criminality
among youth go back hundreds of
years.Nevertheless, objective datare-
garding the prevalence (amount, kind
and location) of “gang” activity exists
mostly where it has been officially
recognized as a problem. Sometimes
data are gathered because of the fre-
quency and/or notoriety of activity with
obvious gang overtones. Sometimes
other purposes are served by playing
up or down what appear to be gang
activities. Such manipulation is fa-
cilitated by the absence of either a
universally accepted definition of A
“youth gang” or any standard ecri-
teria for such a definition.

In New York, as elsewhere,
most prevalence information
comes from local law enforcement
organizations. When information
about gang activity comes from the
youth themselves, it is invariably
restricted to a particular gang. Such
data provide in-depth information, but
have limited geographic scope. Thus,
comprehensive prevalenceinformation
on gang activity is currently depen-
dent on incomplete composites of data
gathered using different definitions
and methods.

Without universal, or at least re-
producible definitions, it is impossible
toknowthe magnitude ofthe problem,
thekind of threat posed by youth gangs
or even where such threats are con-
centrated. Yet, these fundamental
facts are necessary for determining
how much of our resources should be
devoted to the problem, as well as how
these resources should be allocated.

In order to better understand the
current gang situation in New York,
the Division for Youth applied for and
was awarded a two-year federal grant
to study youth gangs, with special

emphasis on their involvement with
illegal drugs. This study sought to de-
scribe the prevalence, geographic dis-
tribution and characteristics of "youth
gangs” throughout New York State.
This aspect of the project is covered in
thisissue of Research Focus On Youth.

Size Distribution of 832
Antisocial Yuth Groups

3-10 MEMBERS

(12%)

99
(19%)

25-49 MEMBERS
(19%)

Additionally, this study sought to
specify the amount and kind of drug-
related activity engaged in by these
groups and aimed at developing an
empirically-based classification for cat-
egorizing antisocial youth groups. Such
a taxonomy would facilitate updating
and clarifying the definition of what
are conventionallyreferred to as gangs.
This aspect of the study will be dis-
cussed in the next issue of RFY.,

STUDY METHODS

Antisocial youth groups. The es-
sence of the term “youth gang,” as used
in most current and past research,
describes a group of youth acting in
concert to commit criminal offenses. In

11-15 MEMBERSYM

developing a comprehensive taxonomy
of youth groups that includes any ag-
gregation of young people who might
qualify as a gang, the concept of Anti-
social Youth Group (AYG) was devel-
oped and operationally defined as
three or more youth who, in concert
with one another, engage in criminal
behavior. This intentionally broad defi-
nition undoubtedly includes groups
which have been excluded in other
work on “gangs” thathas concentrated
on the more highly organized and vis-
ible groups. The definition used here

increases thelikelihood that the data
collected will encompass the full
range of "gang" activity.

Court-placed youth as key

informants. One method of col-

lecting data aboutissues not widely

known in the general population
(e.g., youth group activity) is to in-
terview knowledgeable “key infor-

mants.” Most key informant studies
on gangs use school or police officials
who, though knowledgeable, view
“gangs” from the perspective of agents
ofcontroel, Studies thathave usedyouth
as key informants have concentrated
on a few previously identified groups.
In this study, we used incarcerated,
court-placed youth as our key infor-
mants in the belief that, because of
their high-risk for AYG involvement,
youthin DFY facilities across the State
constitute a knowledgeable popula-
tion about such activities.

This informant pool may have
yielded data about the more criminal
youth groups and, therefore,
underrepresented milder forms of an-
tisocial activities. It should also be
keptin mind that since the interviews
were conducted in 1992, our findings
cannot reflect groups that have only
recently emerged in communities
throughout the State, This lag is fur-




ther exacerbated by the fact that re-
spondents had been incarcerated for
about nine months prior to interview,
sotheirinformation, atbest, wassome-
what dated.

Sampling to maximize informa-
tion per contact. Simple random
sampling, even within this high-risk
population, would likely yield many
youth with no AYG knowledge. Fur-
thermore, any sample accurately rep-
resenting the DFY population would
limit geographic coverage to those
areas of the State with large youth
populations or high DFY utilization
rates. Yet, any departure from ran-
dom sampling necessarily diminishes
the utility of study findings for esti-
mating true (rather than minimal)
AYG prevalence in New York. Never-
theless, it was decided that four inter-
related, non-random subsamples
would better achieve study goals
within the constraints posed by the
resources available.

The first of the subsamples was
aimed at minimizing interviews with
youth who knew nothing about AYGs.
It consists of youth believed by DFY
child care workers to be knowledge-
able about gangs. This "worker-
nominated" sample was the starting
point for all other sampling. Youth
successfully interviewed from this
worker sample were asked to nomi-
nate other youthin DFY they believed
to be knowledgeable about gangs.
These nominees made up the "youth-
nominated" sample. Together, the
worker and youth subsamples provide
the "index" respondents for the study
(the pool from which all other sam-
pling was developed).

To evaluate the validity of the data
collected from the index subsamples, a
“corroboration” sample of youth was
drawn at random from the same zip
codes as the index informants. These
youth were contacted regarding the
groups in their zip codes reported by
the index respondents. These corrobo-
ration interviews revealed relatively
high inter-respondent reliability for
group identification and responses to
specific questions.

Finally, in order to penetrate
geographicareas not well represented
in the DFY population, a “penetrance
sample” was randomly drawn from
counties in which no AYGs had yet
beenidentified. Thus, youth contacted
in the worker, youth, corroboration
and penetrance subsamples are the
source of the data used in the study.

Data-gathering. Data were gath-
ered in three stages. First, participa-
tion by each youth was solicited using
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a vs-zMnd oral explanation of the
study. Second, for those agreeing to

participate, the interviewer used a
screening instrument (asking for the
name, location and size of any youth
groups known to the respondent) to
determine their appropriateness for
an interview. Index resporidents who
could name no groups were not inter-
viewed. Those who named groups were
interviewed about the group they felt
they were most knowledgeable about.
Corroboration sample informants were
interviewed onlyiftheynamedagroup
previously identified in their zip code.
Penetrance sample participants were
interviewed only ifthey named agroup
located in their home county.

The 45-minute interview consisted
ofa structured questionnaire designed
to provide guidance and data-record-
ing assistance tothe interviewer, with-
out constraining either the order of
the questions or the response catego-
ries. The instrument facilitated ob-
taining the maximum information in
whatever way seemed most appropri-
ate and recording the information in
as standard a way as possible without
sacrificing validity. To aid in coding
the interview, permission was sought
to tape record the session. These re-
cordings also allowed monitoring of
theinterview process withoutthe pres-
ence of additional staff.

The interview was designed to char-
acterize AYGs on the basis of their
activities (kind, frequency, location,
planning, number participating, in-
volvementofother groups, use of weap-
ons and drugs), member characteris-
tics (age, gender, ethnicity and received
benefits of membership), group orga-
nization (leadership, possessions,
rules, meetings and branches), recruit-
ing practices (how youthjoinandleave
the group, anticipated benefits and
initiation) and territorial consider-
ations/relations with other groups (turf
location, boundaries, control, compe-
tition from; and relations with, other
groups).

For drug-related activities, respon-
dents were asked about the kind of
drugsinvolved, specificactivities (use,
transport, sale, ete.) and other aspects
of trafficking. The interviewer also
sought information about the
respondent's membershipin the group,
how long s/he had known of the group
and how the group members thought
their community perceived them.

Protection of respondents. At
best, obtaining informed consent from
incarcerated youth is problematic. To
obtain truly voluntary participation,
the study’s focus on groupsratherthan
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respondents’involvementin them was
explained. Confidentiality and immu-
nity were promised, as was the fact
that neither participation nor refusal
would affect a youth’s privileges or
length of stay.

The risk to informants of reprisals
by gang members, sympathizers or
nominees was limited by never telling
nominees whonominated them oreven
that they were nominated by another
youth. In addition, access to interview
data was restricted, and staff were
instructed on confidentiality mainte-
nance techniques.

Identifying individual AYGs. A
major task in this research was deter-
mining whether a group named by a
respondent differed from groups al-
ready identified. This was usually ac-
complished by comparing the turf of
the new group with that of groups
with similar names or initials. When
name and location failed to distin-
guish groups, other group characteris-
tics, such as size or specific turf
boundaries, if available, were exam-
ined. Groups which could not be
definitively distinguished were con-
sidered the same group. Hence, given
the definition, the number of unique
groups identified likely constitutes an
undercount of AYGs in New York,

* FINDINGS

Respomnse. In all, 524 youth were
contacted for participation between
January and November, 1992. Table 1
shows both the subsample composi-
tion of these potential respondents
and their level of participation.

Table 1: Youth Contacted for Study
by Subsample and Response

Num-| Per- |Cum.
Category ber | cent | Pet
Total Youth Contacted § 524 |100%

SUB-SAMPLE
Worker nominees §228 | 44% | 44%
Youth nominees | 113 | 22% | 65%
Corroboration sample | 138 | 26% | 91%

Penetrance sample | 45 | 9% |100%
RESPONSE
Refused 47 9% 9%

*Corroboration sample youth unable to corroborate any AYGs,
but who knew about other groups, and penetrance sample
youth who named only groups outside their home counties.

Since 91 percent of the youth con-
tacted agreed to participate (47 re-
fused outright) and only five percent
(28) failed to name any AYGs, it is
reasonable to conclude that contacted




youth were both comfortable partici-
pating and knowledgeable about the
subject. Another 75 youth (14% of all
contacts) were screened, but not inter-
viewed. These youth were either drawn
in the corroboration sample and could
not corroborate any groupsin their zip
code, or were drawn in the penetrance
sample and could name no groups in
their home county.

A total of 374 youth (71% of the 524
contacted) were interviewed. Of the
421 eligible (874 interviewees + 47
refusals), 89 percent wereinterviewed.

AYGs identified. Table 2 shows
the degree of corroboration and the
level of information obtained on the
1,111unique AYGsidentified. It should
be remembered that despite the broad
definition used, this number is only a
lower limit of the true number of groups
in New York. Within this minimal
number, the reason only 23 percent of
the groups were identified by more
than one respondentis that corrobora-
tion sampling was curtailed duetothe
unexpected number of index nominees
who were knowledgeable about AYGs.
In order to reserve enough resources
to insure reasonable geographic cov-
erage in the penetrance sample, cor-
roboration as well as index sampling
had to be stopped long before lists of
potential respondents were exhausted.
Thus, the low rate of corroboration is
deceiving, especially since it was
largely successful in terms of group
identification.

Table 2: Corroboration Level of

Identified Antisocial Youth Groups

score composed of the following fac-
tors: interviewer judgment of
respondent’s knowledge and honesty;
amountof missing data; length of time
respondent knew group; cooperative-
ness (allowed taping of interview); in-
consistency of responses; and respon-
dent membership in group.
Respondent characteristics.
Table 3 shows the "typical" character-
istics of the respondents to the 308
interviews selected on the basis of this
validity score. As used here, "typical"

Table 3: "Typical" Characteristics of
Respondent for Group (N=308)

what the majority of the groups have
in common.

Except where noted, the statistics
in Table 4 are based on the most valid
interview for the 308 groups on which
interview data were gathered. Table 4
shows either the typical value for con-
tinuously-measured variables or the
percent of groups in any categoryona
variable which describes at least half
of the groups. Thus, characteristics
which did not describe a majority of
the groups are ignored; for example,
stealing, whichis an
activity of only 38
percent ofthe groups.

RESPONDENT CHARACTERISTIC

Lives In group's turf

Adjudicated as a Juvenile Delinquent
African-American

Nominated in worker sample

Is a member of the reported group

Screened need for substance abuse services
Placed with DFY for a violent crime

Average age of respondent at interview

Average validity of responses (range: -19 to +17) 52

Average years known of group or been a member 4.2
Average years a group member (non-member=0) 24

Such variables will
VALUE be examined in the
84% next RFY.

Male § 83% Again, despite the
69% liberal definition of
67% “gang” used in this
60% study (three or more
57% youth engaging in
54% criminal behavior
50% together), a review
16.0 of the ACTIVITIES

section of Table 4
reveals that the
majority of the AYGs
engageinnon-trivial

refers to what characterizes the ma-
jority of the respondents, i.e., catego-
ries containing at least half the re-
spondents. Table 3 also shows the av-
erage responses for continuously-mea-
sured characteristics. Notable here is
that over half the respondents
claim to be members of the group
on which they are reporting, 84

Num-| Per- | Cum. ercentliveinthereported group’s
Catego p .
dory ber jcent | Pct | hometurfand the timeyouthhave
Total Groups Identified 11,111]100% |100% | either been a member or known

CORROBORATION LEVEL
Corroborated Groups: 252

23%

LEVEL OF INFORMATION
Interview data: 308

about the group averages more
than four years.

It is clear from this that the
sampling methods used in this
research were successful in yield-
ing key informants with direct
knowledge of the groups on which
they reported. Furthermore, this
relatively long contact time sug-
gests that the current conception
that modern gangs are transitory
phenomena is not entirely accu-
rate. Since our informants have

For 72 percent of the AYGs identi-
fied, only screen data were collected.
Thus, most of the analyses are based
on data for the 308 groups on which
interview data were collected. When
more than one interview for a group
was available, the most valid inter-
view was used torepresent the group.
This decision was based on a validity

had an average of four years of
contact, a significant proportion of the
groups must be more than short-lived
associations.

Activities of the “typical” AYG.
Our findings suggest that AYGs vary
extensively on many characteristics.
This variability will be explored more
fully in the next issue of RFY. It is,
nonetheless, instructive to examine
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activities with a
frequency and in numbers suggesting
that most groups meet and, perhaps,
surpass the criminal potential of
traditional youth gangs. For example,
almost ninety percent of the groups
engage in violence to. protect their
members. They claim to do this an
average of more than once a week
with 15-30 youth involved in each
event.

Such traditional gang activities,
including violence to protect turf
(engaged in by almost two in three
groups), are too often viewed as
having little consequence for the
wider community. Yet, in addition
tosuchinter-gang activities, the ma-
jority of the groups also engage in a
variety of activities where the vic-
tims are not gang members. These
include robbery or extortion, wild-
ing (sprees of random violence) and
marijuana and cocaine trafficking,
Even more ominous is that, for more
than eight in ten groups, activities
usually involve weapons and, for
over half the groups, youth are un-
der the influence of alcohol or other
drugs during these activities. Fur-
thermore, three-quarters of the
groups engage in most of their ac-
tivities outside their neighborhoods,
while almost ninety percent act out-
side their neighborhoods at least
occasionally.




AYG structure and culture, This
study provides conflicting evidence
regarding the assertion that modern
youth gangs are transitory and poorly
organized. First, the three-member
minimum for AYG status notwith-
standing, the average group has over
85 members with halfthe groups hav-
ing more than 30 members. Given
their relatively large sizes, it is un-
likely that the majority of these groups
could rely on rudimentary organiza-
tional patterns or exist for only brief
periods of time.

There is little doubt AYGs are less
organized and have a wider variety of
organizational structures than either
traditional youth gangs or adult
agencies engaged in such paramili-

tary and commercial activities, Nev-
ertheless, almost nine in ten AYGs
had some sort of leadership and for
almost two in three there is role differ-
entiation among members.

As seen in Table 4, over three quar-
ters of the groups have rules, such as
the limitation of membership to cer-
tain kinds of youth. Further signs of
group integrity are the presence of
identifying characteristics(e.g., unique
dress), initiations and group owner-
ship. Although only four in ten groups
hold “regular” meetings, those that
do, average 11 meetings per month.
Over half the groups usually meet in
the same public place.

On the other hand, contrary to no-
tions of traditional gangs, in almost

seventy percent of the groups, mem-
bers are free to quit without retribu-
tion. Thus, while the “typical” AYG
doesnot have atitled, multi-level lead-
ership structure or traditional unique
identifying “colors,” their structure and
cultural norms provide them with suf-
ficient organizational integrity to mo-
bilize sizable numbers of youth for the
purpose of engaging in significant
criminal activities on a regular basis.

Social context. Table 4 shows that
six in ten groups on which interview
data were collected are in the five bor-
oughs of New York City. However, re-
gardless of location, the typical AYG
hasothergroupsinitsimmediate vicin-
ity withwhichit associates. While some
of these associations are adversarial

TABLE 4: CHARACTERISTICS OF THE "TYPICAL" AYG*

Typical Typical
Value or Value or
Percent of Percent of
GROUP CHARACTERISTIC Groups GROUP CHARACTERISTIC Groups
STRUCTURE ACTIVITIES- Continued
All Identified Groups (N= 832**) Average Violence to protect turf | 36.4 (20.0)
Number Average (Median) | 85.7 (35.0) (Median) Trafficking | 32.1 (19.5)
of Most frequent (66 groups) 20 Number of Violence to protect members | 30.5 (15.0)
Members Valid Interviews (N= 288** Members Wilding | 27.6 (15.0)
Average (Median) | 86.4 (29.5) involved Vandalizing | 25.3 (70.0)
Most frequent (33 groups) 20 in Group Robbery/Extortion | 16.9 (8.0)
Average (median) number of meetings per month | 11.0 (4.0) Activity Stealing | 15.7 (5.0
Meetings Don't hold regular mestings 62% ~ Involve weapons 82%
Meet in same public place 51% Most Do not involve other groups 75%
Group has some sort of leadership 88% Activities Take place outside neighborhood 75%
Differential member power or privilege 64% a Group Are not planned 59%
Other Own something as a group 60% Engages Don't involve most members 57%
Group has no branches 58%. in: Involve members using drugs 52%
RULES & CUSTOMS Drug activities present problems 95%
Certain kinds of people excluded 86% Other Group does things outside of turf 88%
Members may participate differentially 83% Aspects Group pays cash for drugs 56%
Group has rules 78% Non-member individuals get drugs after deals 54%
Members can quit group 66% SOCIAL CONTEXT
Has group identifier of some kind 62% Group claims turf 81%
Group has an initiation 52% Turf Group controls turf 67%
Rules are taught by modeling 50% Claims bounded turf 64%
ACTIVITIES Turfis in NYC 60%
Violence to protect members 89% See community wanting group to go away 66%
Non-Drug Violence to protect turf 64% Other Group associates with other groups 57%
Robbery/Extortion 61% Factors Group goes anywhere it pleases 55%
Wilding 55% Other groups in home area 55%
Any drug involvement 83% MEMBER CHARACTERISTICS
Marijuana involved 73% Gender Boy members only 56%
Drug Group uses drugs 70% Some or all members African-American 90%
Cocaine (any type) involved 60% Ethnicity Members of more than one ethnicity 67%
Group sells drugs 60% Some or all members Latino 63%
Group packages drugs 50% Age Age of typical member is15-17 72%
Trafficking | 15.7 (30.0) Age of youngest member Is13-15 68%
Average Robbery/Extortion | 6.8 (1.0) Age of oldest member Is less than 21 51%
(Nedian) Violence to protect members | 6.4 (1.0) Average {median) age of oldest member | 22.6 (20.0)
Times Wilding 5.9 (0) Average (median) age of typical member | 15.9 (16.0)
Per - Stealing 4.7 (0) Average (median) age of youngest member ; 13.6 (14.0)
Month Violence to protect turf | 4.3 (0) Other Members live near each other 2%
(None=0) Vandalizing 2.7 (0) Members gst money from group 52%

* Averages areé shown for all continuously measured characteristics. Only those categorical characteristics in which one category accounted for at

least half the responses are shown.

** N of cases excludes responses of “many," "lots," or "don't know."
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Locations of Antisocial Youth Groups Identified in Survey
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(35% compete with groups in the same
area), a third of the groups (84%) have
treaties with other groups and 22 per-
cent report sharing members. When
asked about the purpose of these asso-
ciations with other groups, informants
for 45 percent of the groups reported
associations for the purpose of engag-
ingin antisocial activities. However, 27
percentofthe groups associate for purely
social reasons. These characteristics of
intergrouprelations also suggest points
of both similarity and difference with
traditional youth gangs.

Eight in ten AYGs claim turf. Over
six in ten can name its boundaries and
claim to control it. Turf for AYGs has
special significance due to its role in
drug trafficking. The proximity ofother
groups and the existence of claimed
turf apparently do not limit the geo-
graphic range of the typical AYG. The
majority of ourinformants claimed their
was "no place their group wouldn't go."

Finally, when asked about the
community’s perception of the AYG,
informants admitted that residents of
their communities “wish the group
would go away." This is a candid ac-
knowledgmentthat their activities are,
after all, socially undesirable.

Locations of Antisocial Youth Groups Identified in Survey A
New Yeork State (Outside of New York City)

Number of Groups = 378
(Includes 25 multi-county, interstate and mstltutlonal)
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Member characteristics, Table 4
shows that the typical AYG is com-
posed of African-American and Latino
males. Notsurprisingly, only six percent
ofthe AYGs were exclusively female. In
contrast to classic ethnically homoge-
neous gangs, two in three AYGs had
multi-ethnicmembership. This, and the
factthatseventy percent of group mem-
berslive near each other, suggests that
residential proximity is more impor-
tant than ethnicity in explaining AYG
membership.

The typical age of AYG members is
16. Members of the typical AYG stay
members because of the money the
group provides them, although their
reasons for joining in the first place
were more diffuse. This economic tie to
youthgangshas traditionallybeensub-
ordinated to more psychological
motivations for gang membership.

Geographic distribution of
AYGs. The 1,111 AYGs identified in
the screens were found in 46 of the 62
counties in the State (see maps on
page 5). Two-thirds of the groups (66%)
were in New York City. The reader is
again cautioned against generalizing
from these numbers which are based
on a non-random, non-exhaustive
gample of incarcerated youth. It is
likely that amore extensive penetrance
sample would have yielded AYGs in
more counties and decreased the per-
cent of groups found in New York City.
What is certain from these findings
and illustrated with the maps, is that
AYG activity is neither confined to
large cities nor a regionally isolated
phenomenon in only part of the State.

Yr Stae Division Fr th '

SUMMARY

This publication reports the metheds
used in, and an overview of, findings
from a two-year study of youth gangsin
New York State. By utilizing youth
placed with DFY as keyinformants, the
study combined the breadth of cover-
agecharacteristicofkeyinformantstud-
ies with the depth of information about
gangs available only from youth for
whom gangs are an important feature
of their everyday environment. This
strategy yielded results supporting the
following generalizations about AYGs:

s groups are ubiquitous, vari-
ouslyorganized and not transitory,
although individual membership
is not tightly controlled;

e groups engagein a variety of
violentactivities usinglethal weap-
onry;

¢ drugs are an integral part of
gang life; they are both a source of
menber income and readily avail-
able for personal use.

Given these characteristics and the
factthatthe vast majority of DFY youth
were knowledgeable about AYGs, it is
fair to say that youth gang activity
plays-a greater role in juvenile delin-
quency than the focus of current
intervention programs might suggest.

This study was funded by the U.S.
Department of Health and Human
Services, Administration For Chil-
dren, Youth and Families, Grant #
980-CL-1070.

Bureau of Program Evaluation and Research

52 Washington Street

Rensselaer, N.Y. 12144 Phone (518) 486-7098

The next Research Focus on
Youth will concentrate on the dif-
ferences between AYGs, rather
than their simifarities. Subsets of
groups engaged in ditferent activi-
ties and with different characteris-
tics will be compared and con-
trasted. The results of our efforts to
cluster AYGs into a meaningful
and useful typology will be pre-
sented.

More specific information re-
garding the role of drugs (kind, use
and trafficking features) in the life
of antisocial youth groups will also
be provided.
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