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INTRODUCTION 

Youth gangs and appropriate law enforcement response strategies toward you:h 
gangs have been the focus of recently revived i~terest by the general pub11c 
and Federal State. and. local govermnent: agenc1es. Thes~ groups expressed 
concern tha~ youth" gangs are- a major contributing factor in ~.S. cr~, 
particularly those:, crimes, classified "Index," by the FBI: Unl.form. Crl.1lle 

Reports. l 

previous social scienc~ research has concentrated on description and analysis 
of youth gan~ structure and t!pe of activit,~ with little info~tion ~vail~
ble on: law enforcement response to the· youth' gang phenomenon. How· ser10US 1S 
the. youth gang problem? LS there a problem? If so,.. how do police departments 
respond to law-violating youth gangs? Where are youth gangs loc~ted'l" . To 
answer- these and other questions ,_ the National. Institute for .Juven11e Justl.ce. 
and Delinquency Prevention requested that the. Center for the Assessment. of :he' 
.Juvenile: .Justice System. revieW. existing literature and conduct a natiomnde 
police department: sample- survey. 

A 6Q-department representative sample, stratified by region and city size, was' 
surveyed in: late 1981 to determine how .. police departments were organized to 
meet the challenge or youth gang crime.. Twenty-seven or" the. 60 depar~nts 
surveyed reported youth gang problems. '!be· full report, po11ce Randb.ng of 
Youth Gangs, II has. been submi tted to NI.J.JDP .. 3 

Accordin~ to this survey,. youth gangs and law-violating youth groups are- a 
major: problem to many police departments. Youth gang activity, as' well as 
juvenile crime,. should be considered within the context of total law .enforce
ment resourc~ management·. Police responses are. best measured aga1.nst the 
situation's perceived magnitude (defined locally) and the degree to wb1ch man
power ~.be allocated to-handle a targeted problem. 

SERIOUSNESS OF THE' PROBLEM 

The tT .S· •. Attorney General's Task Force on Violent. Crime, citing Harvard Uni
versity Professor- Walter B. Miller's draft report, "Crime by Youth Gangs and 
Groups in the' United: States, it has estimated " ... :that. about 71 percent" of a~l 
serious crimes by youthS are a product: of law-v101at1ng. youth groups. 4 Th1s 
assertion is- tempered by Hiller' s ,~&rlier, more cautious approach: 
n[R] eporting that: one's city has problems with crime by gangs or groups does 

• "d db" "5 not necessarl.ly mean that such problems .are conS1 ere to e ser10US. 

Measuring the seriousness of youth gang criminal activity is complicated by a 
"nUmber of factors. University of Chicago Professor Franklin zimring pointedly 

comments that the crime rate, measured by the number of juvenile arrests, is 
confounded by' the use: of aggregate data that· do not take into account juris
dictional differences in age classifications and diversity of criminal 
behavior. 6 Both· zimring7 and MillerS emphasize the inherent problems of esti
mating "group" vs. "individual" crime rates from statistical tabulations t~at 
report each offender, rather than each event, a~ a separ~te. o~fense. Count1ng 

. the number of crimes in this manner over--emphas1zes the 1nd1v1dual as the sta-
tistical unito The. result, claims Miller, is a " ••• reluctance to exploit 
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systematically the. collet:tive nature of youth crime ••• and to play doWn both 
the. amount and significance of serious youth crime which. involves multiple 
offenders acting in concert."9 

Other: factors· inhibit. interpre,tation. In. estimating- the juvenile crime rate, 
it is. not unusuaL to select a particular database to support. a point. of. view. 
Simply put, the increase or decrease of the. denominator in the crime rate 
equation (number of crimes/number of units in the base population) inversely 
affects. the. rate. For instance, 789,648 juvenile Part r: (Index) crimes were 
reported in' 19S0. l0 Measure~ as a proportion of total juvenile crime 
(Z, 025 S' 713) , the rate. is 39.0 percent.. Calculated as a proportion. of total 
Part I crime, adult and juvenile. (2,1.98,017 arrests), the rate is 35.9 per
cent.. However, the. crime "rate," computed as a proportion of total arrests 
reported by police departments in 19S0 (9,703,181 arrests), falls to 8.1 per
cent. as· a function of' the enormous increase in the denominator • 

Comparable. statistics for Put I (Violent) crime are' just as dramatic. As a 
proportion'. of adult and.. juvenile violent crime (446,373 arrests), the: juvenile· 
arrests for violent crime (S6,220) represent 19.3 percent of the total.. How
ever.,. as. a;. proportion of total juvenile crime (2,025,713 arrests), or as _ a 
proportion of. total Part r (Index) arrests. (2,198 9 071'), the statistics droy to 
4 .. 3 and 3.9 percent respectively.' More startling is' the revelation that. the 
number of juveniles arrested for violent crime in the United States for 1980 r 

is. only O.S percent of the total number of arrests reported by police during 
that. year (9,703,181) • 

The' Assessment Center's survey of police. responses;. to.. youth gang crime' asked. 
~epartmental spo~espersons to estimate the problem:' s seriousness· by listing, 
1U' order of thelr prevalence, the. types of offenses attributable to youth 
gangs (see Table 1, p .. 3)... Thirteen of 26 departments (50 per!=ent) lis~ed 
Part r. offenses; (FBI. Index .. crimes) as ::he' most serious problem encountered 
when ... dealing with·. youth gang activity.. Under Part: I.. offenses,. violent: crimes 
(i.e., .r~bberie.s·" aggravated~ assaul.ts and muggings, gang vs. gang, and gang 
vs. c1tl.Zen. vl.olence) were c:onsidered most s«;!rious. by 10 (3S.5 percent) of 
th~· departments. Three departments (11.5 percent) listed other Part L 
(property) crimes such as burglary, larceny, and auto theft:. 

Additionally, 13 departments (50 percent) reported Part: II offenses (FBI non
Index crimes) the most: serious· problem encountered. Youth gang-related crimi
nal. activities cited were criminal mischief and vandalism, purse and chain 
(jewelry) snatching, school disturbances, and harassment/intimidation. 

WERE ARE THE GANGS? 

Youth gangs are no longer unique .to large urban areas. Twenty-seven of 60 
police' departments report youth gang problems. Al though the expected 
relationship of c:ity size- and youth gangs was confirmed-five of. six (83.3 
percent) large popul.ation centers of one million or more persons host youth 
gangs and four- of .11 (36.4 percent) in the 500,000 to 999,999 population base 
report gangs--the survey also found that six of 12 cities (50 percent) with 
popUlations of 250tOOO to 499,999 report youth gang presence. In cities of 
100,000 to 249,999 persons, 12 of 31 (38.7 percent) report youth gangs as a 
law enforcement problem (see Figure 1, p. 4). 
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Table. 1 
POLICE DEPARTMENT RANKING OF YOUTH~ GANG. 

CRIMES CONSIDERED THE MOST SERIOUS' PROBLEMS 

% 
Part I Offenses 

V i"o lent 38.5 

Pro.perty T 105 

PartJI Offenses 5-0.0 

TOO.O 
.... 0"., Cit, ...... 9 

(N) 

r 1 0 ) 

{. 3'1 
(13 r 
(26 )eN-

Taba .... e ••• true ••• · '" t~. C:ENT~It·· FOIt THE 4SSESSMENT OFTH~ .jUVEN'LE: JUSTICE 
SYSTEM-. ( here_eta, ~tit.: A_r'c." ..... ,'. I ... tit.ta, ' •• 2'; 

'!hese- statiS'tics generate· uncertainty about prior assumptions that one can: ac
count: for most. U.S. youth gang activity by concentrating on. large population 
,cente~~ Only nine o~ the 27 police departments reporting youth gang. problems 

are'. in urban areas' of 500,000 or more persons. The remainder (two-thirds) are . 
in cities· with popUlation bases of' less than.ane-half million., 

Regional differ~nces are even more striking: 87.5 percent:. (14-- of 16) of the' 
Western cities sampled. acknowledged youth gang prob_lems as' compared to 40 per
cent (four' of 10) of the; Northeastern cities,. 26.7 percent (four of 15) of the· 
North Central region, an.d. 26.3 percent (five. of 19) of. the. South (see· Figure. 
2, p •. 5). 

California is. a, major contributor to the national youth gang problem. Of the 
14- Western. police departments, the eight California departments constitute . 
57.1 percent:. of the total. This figure, computed as a proportion of the total 
police departments reporting youth gang activity, accounts for about one-third 
(29.6 percent) o£ the cities reporting youth gang problems. 

ORGANIZATION FOR GANG CONTROL 

Three specialized organizational forms characterize the 27' police departments 
reporting youth gang or youth group problems. In ascending order of special
ization they are: 

The Youth Service program: 
monly the youth section or 
bili ty. Personnel are not 
control work •. 

Traditional police unit personnel, most com
bureau, are assigned gang control responsi
assigned exclusively nor principally to gang 
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Fi·gure· 1 

POLI'CE DEPARTMENT REPORTS Of YOU.TH: 
GANG. PROBlEM'S·· 8'Y CITY SI:ZE. 

'C"'TY SIZE: (1 .. 1,000'" 
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The Gang Detail: One or more officers of a traditional polic~ unit, most 
commonly youth or detective units, are assigned responsibility for the 
control of gang problems. Officers are typically assigned exclusively to 
gang control work .. 

The Gang Unit: A police. unit is established solely to deal with gang 
problems. The,' gang unit· typically encompasses a comprehensive intelli
:;ence func~ion, and personnel are assigned exclusively to gang control 
w,lrk. 

Traditional police department units (patrol, investigations, community rela
tions,. and crime: prevention) either share gang control responsibilities or 
support the organizational unit ~hat has primary responsibility. 

A department's organizational form appears positively related to three fac
tors: 

Gang population-the. larger: the' population,. the more specialized the 
form. The average reporte~ number of gangs' in cities employing the youth 
service approach (the least specialized) is 5.78, while the average num
ber: of gang members is l6.25~ The gang detail and gang unit's comparable 
figures are consistently higher in E~ach category. In gang' detail cities, 
the average number. of gangs reported is 11.5; the av~rage number of gang 
members is 22 .. 3 o. In gang unit ci ties, the aver.age number of gangs 
reported is 46.1; the average number of members is 36.9. 

Seriousness of the' gang problem--the survey resul~s. indicate gang' probe-' 
lema. are p(arceived more seriously by respondents in department:ii with es
tablished gang' details (e.g." perceived seriousness is strongly ~sso
ciated with degree of specialization)~ Respondents in nine of 12 depart
ments employing the youth. service program classify their gang problems as 
minor., (One: respondent labeled his city's problem moderate. Two 
respondents viewed their gang problems as major.) 

In comparison, fo~ of seven respondente in '-gang detail cities labeled 
their problems as minor. The relationship between. organizational spe
cialization and seriousness of crime emerges with more clarity in cities 
with gang units.. Five of the eight' departments where gang problems are 
perceived to be serious have established gang units, the most specialized 
organizational level. (Respondents in two of the remaining three gang 
unit cities classified problems as. moderate; one .department classified 
the problem as minor.) 

police department size--the survey data indicate size is associated with 
organizational. level-specialization is principally a characteristic of 
larger departments.. In departments with gang units, the average number' 
of sworn personnel is 7,600. In comparison, cities with gang details 
have an average of 885 sworn personnel, and cities using the youth 
service approach have an averag(a of 344. sworn personnel. 

The relative significance of each of these factors is not known precisely, and 
although questions· remain regarding the relationship of organizational types 
and factors believed associated with them, the scope of the present research 
precludes definitive statements about such relationships (i.e .. , in some cities 
with gang units, gang population is smaller than in several cities where the 
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y~uth se:vice pro~am .model. is used). Although department size appears. asso
c1~ted wl.~ organ1zat10nal. form, several large departments do not have gang 
U~:Lts. ~:LUa~ly,. the re~at10nship between the prob~em' s perceived seriousness 
and. organ1zat1onal type 1S not yet understood and merits further: research~ 

THK'YOUTH GANG CONTROL FUNCTION 

Tha youth gang' control function encompasses' fou~ classes of activities. 

I~formation p~ocessing--involves gathering,. filing,. retrieving, and some
tl.Dles, ana~yz1n~ youth gang and youth gang member information. Arrest' 
reports, f:Leld 1;'i1terrogation' reports, investigation reports informants 
gan~ member associates, and gang members themselves, are pri;cipal infor~ 
mat10n sources. 

~ention-includes deterrence and suppression activities and programs 
~ar8et~d directly at gang members and gang activities, such as. school in

ormat:Lon programs, and police. mediation efforts in controlling: inter
gang violence .. 

Enforcement-includes traditional arrest-ori~nted police practices such 
as visible patrol" random. or directed surveillance, and task force use. 

Follow-up investigation-includes apprehension of gang members who have 
or are, alleged to have committed cri.mas ... 

une~e~tedl.Y, ~e survey results damonstra·te· the- gang control function in the 
77 Cl..tl.~S l.S d1ffused.. Despite. existence of specialized' organizational forms 
~ many. departments,.gan~ control activities are conducted by some or all per
sonnel 1n several uU1tS.' 111 every department •. 

GANG CONTROL PROGRAMMING 
'. 

Programming in. reporting' departments is characterized by application of com
bined. strategies to: (1) prevent crime by youth gang members and (2) appre
hend. and. incapacitate youth gang members who do' c!lDJlllit cr.im~s. ,. 

The most popular prevention' programs are recreational and. include police 
athletic leagues, along with neighborhood and parent councils to help 
~dentify,. couns~l, and refer troubled youth; school-based' programs that 
l.Ilvol!e coun~el1ng and crime prevention work; building better police-youth 
relat10n~;. 1nforming. students. about employment and social service 
opportun:Lt:Les.. Prevent1ve patrol and other suppression activities are common 
In ma~y depar~ents, ,:specially those that have specialized gang personnel: 
class1c~1 s~c1~1 se;V:Lce "street:work,1U oriented to suppression as well as 
prevent10n~ 18 ~ eV1dence. 

R~spondents in. 14 of the 27 departments. reporting gang problems stated they 
d1~ not conduct programs directed exclusively to youth gangs or gang members 
~ut use the s~~ program repertoire directed at youth in generalo The major~ 
~ty of these c1tl.eS employ the youth service program approach. 
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Thirteen responding departments have established special programs employing 
the same set of strategies used to deal. with other juvenile offenders, poten
tial juvenila offenders, and adult offenders. 

In many- citieS', gang control programming has an extra-departmental dimension • 
Police departments join with other local police agencies, State and local 
government agencies,. and community agencies for cooperative' responses to gang. 
problems.. Information exchange concerning gang activity and gang members 
among; law enforcement agencies, police- participation in the activities of 
city-level. human relations. and sociaL services; planning,. advisory- groups, and 
study groups are pcpulg~ forms of extra-departmental programming~. 

While extra-deparl~ental alliances' present favorable conditions for 
formulating innovative gang contro,L programs, this opportunity has,: not:' been 
fully exploited.. Only_ 14- of the 21 police departments reporting youth gang 
problems participate in extra-department~l gang-oriented activity. Exchanging 
information on. gangs and gang members ·seems to be the:· most prevalent kind. 01: 
extra-departJDe'ntal activity, ye~: seldom' occurs within the framework of formal 
information, systems.. Rather, it is- in the- shape of informal requests' from one' 
agency to another, and informal review and information exchanges among gang 
officers on an unscheduled basis •. 

The strategies most frequently employed to apprehend youth gang' members who 
have, or are alleged to have,. committed crimes include standard patrol tactics 
such as rapid' response during or' just after the commission of crimes, imme
diate follow-up iIl'.i'estigation by patrol officers, youth· officers, Qr special
ized gang- personne.l, and more traditional follow-up investigation by personneL 
from. a variety of units._ Apprehension, when successful, is generally followed 
by' application. of the most appropriate of the standard trilogy of alternatives 
ctiat police use· to deal with juvenile offenders-coUDsel and release, station 
adjustment, referraL to juvenile court and, where statutorily 'permissible, 
referral to adult: court.. In some cities, selection of the "most appropriate" 
alternatives is- influenced. by a deliberately conceived gang control strategy 
known as gang-breaking. 

GANG-BREAKING AS A SPECIAL EMPHASIS PRO~ 

Gang-bre~ing is a method whereby police personnel work to incapacitate gang 
leaders and the most visible gmg' members, making the gang' itself less cohe
sive as an organization. This strategy is innovative, non-traditional, and 
unique because ir is directed toward the phenomenon of the gang itself and no~ 
at gang members exclusively. 

Practices used in this approach include making youth gangs aware that police 
have them under surveillance, getting community members to introduce police to 
youth gangs, and getting youth gang members to communicate with the police 
regarding their problems, both internal and external. Respondents in five de
partments mentioned. success with gang-breaking. The. gang-breaking concept 
consists of four elements- which are illustrated in Figure 3 (p~ 9), and dis
cussed below .. 
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prevention Strategies 

Prevention t a community endeavor consisting of social service agency, 
police, community, and private' sector interaction,. is believed the best 
approach for controlling youth gang crime.. This; preventive: role' is reflected 
in ~ox 1 of Figure 3. The community's social service· system, with any 
assistance· it receives from citizen and private sector organizations, is 
responsible for" treating. conditions assumed to breed criminality. in young 
people-poverty, inadequate housing, poor health, inadequate health care,. 
unemployment, and inadequate education. These social service programs are not 
targeted directly toward gang members, but rather are administered' broadly and 
for the welfare, of all. 

A strong police department prevention program can augment and operate within 
the framework of' cODlllWlity prevention. services-. 'The police program can 
coordinate strategies with services in three directions: general services for 
youths and. adults;- services for youths alone; and. youth gang-specific.' 
strategie.s. General. prevention services: directed toward: adul.ts; and youths can: 
include those normally encompassed. wi.thin the typicaL departmental crime pre
vention program: patrol, random or directed; community crime prevention 
techniques such as, neighborhood:. .watches and. crime. prevention. education; . and 
community relations programs.. . Usually, these prevention services are 
delivered by units- other than those responsible for youth and gangs. Youth
oriented prevention. services can include any or all of the strategies·, tech
niques, and practices· mentioned by survey respondents'. Prevention. services 
targeted directly at' gang members~ complete . the· repertoire of prevention 
services. Thes~ CmL include having youth workers interact directly_with gang 
leaders; having leaders, of competing gangs talk and. mediate problems; having 
police and gang leaders mediate problems; and "removing," through arrest· and 
prosecution,. gang leaders.. This latter recOlllllendation is not on,ly a control 
technique, but. a:: preventive measure as well (i.e., police fee.l that:" removing 
leaders impairs the: gang.' s functional ability, if Only temporarily, and 
impresses members- w-l.th· the. "vulnerability" of gangs). 

Strategies for Followers 

When prevention fails and crimes are committed, police identify those believed 
responsible- and apprehend them... A, critical element of the, gang-breaking 
concept ~egins once gang members have been apprehended. Gang members who have, 
or are alleged to have cOIIIIIlitted criminal acts should be treated 
prograumatically through existing procedures for handling youth who become 
involved with police. ~ depicted .. in"Box?>2 of Figure" 3 (p. 9), dependi.ng on 
the incident' s nature and.. circ\1lll8.tauces and, the-. individual' s history and 
characteristics, police' should select the most suitable alternative: counsel: 
and release or informal adjustment at the station~ Followers who are 
counseled and released or station adjusted can be. diverted in many instances 
(i.e., encouraged or required to participate in remedial social service 
programs administered by the social service agencies of a community and/or by 
the police department). These actions are consistent with the traditional 
public and p1)lice intent: to rehabilitate or protect youth involved with the 
justice system. ShoUld the gang member in question be beyond the juvenile 
age, an entirely different set of disposition alternatives begins, principally 
referral to the criminal. justice syst~. 
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Strategies for Leaders 

Gang'. leaders: or hardcore- members. require special programmatic handling. These 
spec1.al controL s.trategies are illustrated in Box 3~ of Figure 3 (p. 9).. Gang 
leaders or hardco~e ~mbers who violate the law and are: of legaL juvenile' age 

. are' referre~ to· Juven1.le court, and thos'e beyond. the legal juvenile age are 
pro~ecu~ed 1.~ adult: CO.ourt. Prosecutors· and. judges. in. either jurisdiction have 
obl1.~at70ns. l.n". thl.~ conceptual. scli~me_ .prosecutors; are expected to gain 
c:onv1.ctl.o~s,.. whl.le:. Judges: and. ~robatl..on offl.cers. are expected .. to recommend and 
~pose se:ff sanctl.ons, l.Uclud1.ng, prJ.so~ terma t~ea possible and appropriate. 
Oth-:r options s.hould" ~e e.1ected when appropriate, but emphasis should be on 
punl.shment and l.ncapacl.tat1.on ratuer.- than on re,-direction and release. Police 
are~ expected to aid in successful prosecution and convince courts that 
~ncarcer~tion. is justifi~d .. 1L However, r~spondents did not volunteer 
l.nformat1.on about how aggressive. and. proactive police should be in eliminating: 
leaders fr~ gangs or on the legaL techniques usefuL for so doing~ 

Evaluation 

The.- finaL element of the gang-br~aking. concept is' evaluation (see:. Box 4 of 
Figure 3.,. p., 9) --. Evaluation: c:~n be' cOl:Bprehensive and encompass all agency 
progr~'ng; poll.ce departments and social service agencies can evaluate 
preve~t1.on,.. control,. and remedial strategy effectiveness 0 Additionally, 
agenc1.es c~n use the evaluation. results to direct efforts. toward research and 
reprogr~ng. The present survey did not uncover any systematic Qi: 

methodolog1.cally sound evaluation strategies. 

A COMPREHENSIVE" COMMUNITY GANG' CONTROL PROGRAM 

A, comprehensive cODlllUnity gang control program:- is the preferred method . I 
dli.h. l.n 
ea. ng Wl.t . youth gan~ cr~ problems. This concept. is a structuraLapproaeh 

des1.gne~ to direct the activities of alL relevant' organizations toward common 
goals Wl.tho~t. ~terially impa~ing the- autonomy o~" participating agencies. 
Every organ1.zatl.on concerned W1..th. the welfare- of .... gang members or potentiat. 
.gang members.. sho~ld be involved in the· program. Countywide organization is 
pref-:r~ble S1nce Lt:. enables. county and municipal agencies. and institutions to 
part1.c1.pate. It .1.S essential that police agencies in cities where gang 
problems are centered pareicipate._ Participation of social service agenc.ies . 
prosec1;'tors,. judges,.. p:obation and parole agencies is. also recODlDended fo~ 
eff2ctLve program funct10n. 

Each community's key pol.icy and, administrative officials can organize the 
program to reflect the cODlllUniey' s serious commitment to managing its gang 
problems.. The program- should be given formal status and be governed 
by the represent&tives of participating agencies. , l'ublid. members and other 
governmental agencies can be added to the board. if -deemed essential. A. b\~dg~t 
and a staff should be provided. 

Though variations will occur among communities, the governing body and its 
staff can perform a geries of operations designed to overcome two major
progr~ing flaws; .fragmentation, and absence of fixed responsibility. These 
operat1.ons are: 
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~ Determine the extent of a community's gang problem: determine how many 
gangs there are, how many members are in the gangs, and the c.,..iminal 
history of gangs and gang members •. 

• Analyze- the- ganl population: describe the economic, social, health, 
educational,_ ethn1.c, sex,_ and age char.acteristics· of members. 

• Establish objectives: define what. the- community and each agency should 
strive to accomplish with respect: to the behavior of. gangs and gang 
members. 

• Formulate- programmatic responses: identify strategies that. participating 
agencies should administer both individually and cooperatively to 
achieve the. objectives set forth. 

.. Mobilize the necessary resources to employ the strategies 
gather resources and services from government agencies" the 
and the private sector to administer selected stra;egies. 

selected: 
cOlIlllUnit1, 

• Evaluate program results: gather, process, and interpret. the data 
required to determine: whether program' strategies are producing desired 
program results. 

• Training program' participants: develop and administer training programs 
for personnel of all participating agencies. Training programs. should 
cover the. nature of comprehensive commun:i,.ty gang control programs, the 
roles of participants in. them, and substantive matters pertaining to 
prevention and:.: control of gang crime. The very act of establishing a 
comprehensive- cODlDUnity gang control prilgram will be a major step toward 
·unifying the many agencies that. now administer gang. programming· 
independently.. Establishing Objectives t- identifying strategies, 
coordinating current programs, and mob.ilizing community resources can 
elim; nate: the fragmentation that currently ensts. Accountability is 
established by setting specific goals, fo.rmulating programs, and 
implementiu~evaluation procedures. ' 

The· comprehensive cOlllllUIlity gang control program structure may transcend its 
expected value for gang control; such a program could become a mechanism to 
integrate a: community's juvenile justice system in its entire.ty and provide a 
forum for addressing and implementing recommendations of study groups, 'task 
forces, and agencies concerned with juvenile justice planning. 

THE POLICE ROLE'. IN ESTABLISHING COMPREHENSIVE COMMUNITY GANG CONTROL PROGRAMS 

There is' reason to expect' police to react' favorably, if cautiously, to the 
comprehensive commUnity gang control program concept. This optimistic 
expectation is' rooted in: the- belief that many practitioners are not only 
persuaded of the value and need for integrated' community programming, but have 
already begun to establish integrated programs. 

Many of the gang' control personnel surveyed underscored the need for more 
integrated organizat.ions of gang control programming and resources. Those who 
called for "greater liaison with the Board of Education," and an intensified 
"attack on social causes of problems," those who noted that the solution lies 

-12-

J 
1 , 
I 

in "more social prograuming," and the entire cadre of· individuals who called 
for greater mobilization of cODDllUnity resources and programs, seemed to be 
calling for more effective mobilization and integration of community resources 
and. programs, if only implicitly. Other practitioners have gone beyond 
express ing their beliefs in the wisdom- of joint: attack on gang' problems by 
actually establishing integrated agency progratllS.. The most prominent examp'le 
is the Safe s.treets- Project. (OJARS, 1981),12 a: joint effort: of la't<;J 
enfor.cement, prosecutorial, and probation: agencies-. The Probation and Police 
Suppression. of Youth Gang Activity Project (Attorney General's Youth Gang .. Task. 
Force,. 1981),13 which seeks to' develop more productive police-probation 
department relationships" is another.. A third model, the Juvenile Gang 
Reduction Specialist Project: (Attorney General's Youth Gang Task Force, 
1981) ,14 seeks to coordinate more effective police and juvenile court action 
on. gangs. These actionS' not only substantiate the· favorable disposition of 
the police and the rest of the criminal justice: ca..umunity toward integrated 
programming, but also point to the formation of such programs. Thus, 
comprehensive community' programming represents less a dramatic departure from 
the. current progr.amming style than a mechanism. for accelerating a movement 
that. has- already' begun. Thee favorable disposition of police toward this 
movement places them: in- a prime position to exert leadership in: the 
development of comprehensive c~nity gang c:ontrol programs. Police are. 
urged to assume such leadership positions since other agencies are expected to 
respond favorably to these initiatives. 

MANAGEMENT OF GANG CONTROL PROGRAMMING 

The. gang control program management analysis' revealed three areas needing 
improvement: coordination',. training, and evaluation. The following 
improvement' recommendations. apply to police departmentS' irrespective of size, 
o~ganizational gang control form, or gang probl~ severity. 

Coordination 

The' survey resul ts indicate. the gang control funetion is a 
endeavor with as many' as four- units involved in gang control. 
and operation coordination is important. in such envir,ocments. 
and. conflicting administration Qf gan~ control activities 

.maintains problems in program delivery. 

collaborative 
Goal, policy, 

Inconsistent 
creates and 

A variety of mechanisms are used to coordinate diffused police functions; the 
most effective involves centralizing responsibility for goal setting, 
planning, operations, and monitoring in one unit.. Such units have·· formal 
authority over all other units' with respect to the activities in question. 
Centralized authority is formalized through written policies and procedures 
which carefuly delineate roles, powers, and responsibilities of the several 
units that participate in or influence the various functions and are issued to 
all personnel involved in the coordinated functions. Measures ensuring 
compliance with these policies and procedures are implemented. 

The present survey data indicate that neither centralized responsibility nor 
written policies .and procedures are being used widely. The information 

. gathered shows a widespread absence of written policies and procedures; only 
four of the 27 departments have them. Unless agencies maintain coordination 
in other. ways, such as frequent and effectiv1! oral communication in either 
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formal or informal settings-,. gang control program: coordination in many 
agencies is. probably less than adequate_ 

Training 

Gang. specialists· and non-sp.ecia1ists must. master important" concepts to 
function properly_ These may be. conveyed.. on~the-job, but: are taught most 
effectively in' formal. training: settings.. Imp.ortant training: issues include 
the: nature~ structure,. and history· or gangS'", department'al goals. and policies, 
and useful. strategies for prevention and .. control of: youth gang problems. 
subjects of interest and.. relevance' to· gang control. personneL often eme~ge more· 
freely in formal training;' settings (which are usua11:r less threaten1.ng' than 
on-the-job situations), perhaps because free exchange is' encouraged and often 
rewarded. 

Gang control personnel in",17 of the 2.7 departments have not had formal gang 
control training... If these: officers' have not: been trained, it is a virtual 
certainey that: members of: other' units that: share the gang' control function are 
untrained as well.. Agencies. that currently do not. provide training. for those 
involved in gang control programs ,. or that' only provide occasiona:' 
opporeunities, can take steps. to alter the situation. Without formal 
t'raining officers and thei,;: superiors must discuss concepts ,. policies, and 
individu~l needs on-the-job, an approach usually viewed in the police world as 
an: adjunct' to and ~of1tinuation of. formal training-not a substitute for it:. 
It is; essential that gang units,. gang details,. and all. other personnel who 
deal with youth gangs (i.e •. ,~ patrol officers,., investigators, youth officers~ 
and communi~re1ations personnel) receive training. 

Two problems may hamper police efforts-- to implement" training programs. First ,_ 
department's have limited funding resources for' t'raining. Most .agencies are 
expected to accept the recommendation to train all personnel who deaL with. 
youth g~ng,s.;. .. however-,. many caIm.ot. afford broad-based training programs. . C?st 
limitations. can' be circumvented by adopting a teChnique used to maXlm1 ze 
training investments.. This. method.. involves sending one or two individUals to 
available training courses; those individuals then return to their own 
departments- to train personnel. In order to conduct in-house training, a 
course must be developed.. Therefore, departments considering this strategy 
should' send both. program. members and instructors· to training courses'.. The 
instructors could then develop more effecti.ve in-service courses. Syst~tic 
eva1uacions of this technique for d~aling with funding limitations have not 
been conducted .. 

Second, gang control training technology is not readily available to police 
departments. Few public or private organizations offer gang training courses. 
Training materials such aa model curricula, participant work materials, and' 
audio and visual presentation materials are either scarce or unavailable. 
This technology gap notwithstanding, most: agencies have no alternative for the . 
immediate future other than the development and delivery of their own 
training. 

Effectiveness 

Effectiveness is the degree to which objectives (goals) are successfully 
achieved. Clear and precise articulation of goals and valid measures of them 
are prerequisites for calibrating effectiveness. Discussion with respondents 
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in the 27 cities that: report. youth gang problems produced no evidence. that the 
police. departments. have systematically employed valid and re1i~ble 
effectiveness measures. Judgments about the value of current programou.ng, 
whether traditional or innovative, can. only be properly based on evaluative 
research. The absence of: evaluation information impaired the. ability to 
identify effective or promising: gang control strategies. 

Respondents in one-third' of. the departments were willing to provide subjective 
arnraisa1s.- of 'their gang. controL program:f s effectiveness and to state the 
aiteria:· by' which they reached. these conclusions. All but one' of those. 
responding declared: their' department's efforts aa 8ucces.sfu1. The appraisals 
range from "dramatically successful" t'o "successful to a degree." Respondents'. 
derived their appraisals: in diverse. ways. Some based their conclusions on 
criteria typically cC)nsidered to be- object'ive (e.g., arrest:: rates,. clearance 
rates, conviction. rates, and program.. placements).. While.: such measures might: 
be valid apprai~als of: success,. the reliability of the statistics provided is 
questionable. The respondents' general inability to supply quantitative
statistical. data on other subjects covered by the survey (i.e., "What" 
proportion. or. crime. is, committed.. by gang members?" "What proportion of' 
juvenile crime is cou:mitted by gang members?") strongly suggests that: 
conclusions provided about favor~b1e arrest, clearance, and conviction rates 
are more likely based on: unsystematic evaluation efforts than on statistical 
information. Other. respondents used more subjective criteria (e.g., requests 
for assistance and positive responses from the public). Some. respondents used 
no criteria at:: a11J' preferring instead to comment on police potential in 
managing or eliminating- gang. problems.. (e.g., responses such as "can't. 
eliminate gangs, can reduce violence," and "problem. is manageable but can't be. 
eliminated" ) • 

Evaluation 

The. ability to measure:.. program.. effectiveness, defined as the degree- to which 
program goals and objectives are achieved successfully, is' the paramount 
requirement for managing and improving any poli~e program. Measuring 
effectiveness enables police executives to perform 'a wide range of critical 
management functions in a systematic and formal manner.. Critical management:: 
functions include evaluating the impact of new programs, allocating new 
resources, trading off current: resources, and budgeting. Failure to measure 
the- degree.. to which goals' and. objectives are achieved precludes insightful 
and, in som~ cases, even minimally effective conduct' of these functions. 

Unsubstantiated evidence· suggests police agencies are unable to measure- gang 
control program effectiveness, although this has not' been demonstrated 

. conclusively. Few depa~tments could respond authoritatively to effectiveness 
queries. None of the departments .surveyed had systematic quantitative success 
indicators available. Few departments gave evidence of having program 
objecti'vess' one of the. tools or prerequisites for measurement. 

Police departments that' are unprepared to adequately' measure effectiveness 
should rectify the situation.(depart:ments should begin developing the systems 
and.. information needed to gauge their total program effectiveness, and of the 
individual strategies that' are employed within it).- Departmental efforts will 

.be impaired, again, by a shortage of readily available technology and funding. 
In addition to the development of measurable objectives and reliable 
standards, evaluation- efforts should concentrate on (1) acquainting police 
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departments with the standards,. and (2) on the types' of information necessary 
to implement them. Few of these; tools are available now. Neither the' 
telephQne survey nor the literature yielded much. that is of use for measuring 
effectiveness. police departments are- faced, therefore, with the formidable 
task of developing their own evaluation tools.. . Procedurally,. goals' and 
objectives must be develop~d prior to establishing evaluation tools. 

CONCLUSION· 

This- report indicates police· are attemp.ting to prevent and control youth gang 
problems in a system characterize~ by substantial fragmentation~ Thi8 is the 
result' of the myriad of public, private, and law. enforcement agencies' 
association. with youth gangs· and. youth gang members.. Although many agencies 
influence gang members, no organization is "in charge" of gang programming
none are accountable for effective' prevention aud control of youth gangs and 
youth gang' crime. The data on inter-agency relationships suggest agencies 
function independently and with_a~ formal communication. . 

The consequences of fragmentation. and' absence of accountability have not been' 
subject to systematic inquiry~ However, they are. probably similar to those of 
other programming areae. studied. (i.e., police- and other agencies working with 
gang members are often at. cross-purposes because of general inconsistency and 
lack of coordination). Where this is the case, the organizational and 
financiaL resources committed to prevention and control of gangs are· poorly 
invested.. Often,. jurisdictional resources are not being applied productively. 
Perhaps. worse, the gang member becomes' frustrated and angered by the barrage 
of inconsistent advice, guid&nce, and direction. Fragmentation impairs 
effectiveness ... 

The juvenile:.' justice system should be able. to prevent and ~ntrol gang 
problems in an environment' where all agencies involved in the gang control 

. function. have clearly delineated roles. The comprehensive community gang 
control program model. is a departure from the currently dominant style of gang 
control program organization\, but not a dramatic on~. AgeI:t:ies that wish to 
strengthen or create new gang control programs may-consider this an alternate 
approach_ Whether this program can actually produce better results than 
current programs. is not known. The program, as it has been described in this 
brief report, suggests ways' that departments and agencies may effectively 
measure the success or failure of their gang control strategies. 
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