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Past Approaches 
To Studying Youth
Victimization
To understand how the risk for violent
victimization varies among adolescents,
researchers have typically relied on two
resources: (1) interview data from self-
report surveys and (2) information from
official records maintained by police
departments and child welfare organiza-
tions. Official records provide important
information about the victims who come
to the attention of these agencies (e.g.,
age, sex, race, and circumstances of the
event). For some types of violence, such
as homicide, police data are highly reli-
able for estimating risk. In fact, for crimes
such as homicide, risk estimates for vic-
timization can only be determined by
using official records.

Fortunately, most violent acts are not
lethal. Unfortunately, about half of serious
violent incidents involving juvenile victim-
ization are not reported to the police or
other officials. This lack of information
presents a serious challenge for determin-
ing who is at greatest risk for nonlethal
violence and why (Snyder and Sickmund,
1999; Finkelhor and Ormrod, 1999). Because
of the limitations of official data, self-report
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Until recently, researchers studying
how family and community factors influ-
ence violent victimization among youth1

faced a significant hurdle: insufficient
data. As a result, the link between these
factors and violent victimization remain-
ed largely unexamined. Now, however,
because of a special release of National
Crime Victimization Survey (NCVS)
data from the U.S. Census Bureau and
the Bureau of Justice Statistics (BJS),
researchers can explore this important
issue in a new light. For the first time,
factors associated with violent victim-
ization are receiving the same critical
attention that has been focused on vio-
lent offending. Drawing on newly avail-
able NCVS data, this Bulletin offers a
unique analysis of how family and com-
munity characteristics affect violent vic-
timization among U.S. youth ages 12–17.

1 In this Bulletin, the phrase “violent victimization
among youth” refers to nonlethal acts of violence
committed against youth ages 12–17.

A Message From OJJDP
When youth are victimized, they
suffer physical, psychological, and
emotional injuries that may take con-
siderable time to heal. The repercus-
sions of youth victimization also affect
their families and communities. Each
victimization represents a tear in the
social fabric that is supposed to
protect children.

With limited data, past research
focused on violent offenders rather
than their victims. As a result of
recently available data from the
National Crime Victimization Survey,
however, researchers can explore
violent victimization in a new light.

Drawing on that data, this Bulletin
explores how individual, family,
and community factors influence
the risk for nonlethal violence among
U.S. youth ages 12–17. By examining
the connection between such factors
and the risk for violent victimization,
the Bulletin shows that disadvantaged
communities with high proportions of
young people and single-parent fami-
lies experience the greatest difficulty
in protecting youth from victimization.

Understanding how individual,
family, and community factors influ-
ence violent victimization is the
first step toward preventing it. With
this knowledge, community leaders
and policymakers can make sound
decisions and implement effective
programs that prevent youth from
becoming victims.
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surveys based on large random samples
have been especially useful sources for
studying violent victimization. Earlier
research using self-reports has generated
important information about how vio-
lence varies among youth. For instance,
self-report surveys show that black youth
experience greater risks for being victims
of serious violent crime than white youth
(Perkins, 1997) and American Indian youth
face the highest risk overall (Snyder and
Sickmund, 1999).

Interpreting these findings, however, can
be problematic. Some researchers will
assume that the risk patterns reflect indi-
vidual differences in lifestyle activities or
friendships and associations, whereas oth-
ers will assume that the patterns result
from differences in social, economic, or
family characteristics. Unless research
simultaneously examines individual, fami-
ly, and community factors, the relative
contribution of each set of characteristics
cannot be isolated, nor can the differences
in risk be fully understood.

This Bulletin describes how individual,
family, and community characteristics
influence the risk for nonlethal violence
among youth. Until now, determining the
relative importance of these factors has
been hampered by a lack of sufficient
data. To facilitate research on this topic
and others, the U.S. Census Bureau and
BJS have made available “area-identified”
NCVS data. These data differ from the
public NCVS files in that they include
state, county, and census tract codes for
each household in the sample. These data
make it possible to link the NCVS victim-
ization information for each household
and person in the sample to other sources
of community-related data available from
the U.S. Census Bureau.

The area-identified NCVS data are used
here to address several important but pre-
viously unexamined issues associated
with the risk for nonlethal violence among
U.S. youth. The Bulletin examines the fol-
lowing issues:

◆ The relationship between the types of
families in which adolescents live and
their risk for violent victimization.

◆ The relationship between the types of
communities in which adolescents live
and their risk for violent victimization.

◆ Whether family circumstances are more
important in some kinds of communi-
ties than others.

◆ How risk factors vary among youth of
different racial and ethnic groups.

◆ Which risk factors are the most signifi-
cant for understanding violent victim-
ization among youth.

Using NCVS To Study
Youth Victimization
Before addressing these issues, it is impor-
tant to describe the advantages and disad-
vantages of using NCVS data to study
youth victimization. NCVS is a large sam-
ple survey designed to be representative
of persons and households in the United
States. In 1995 (the year used for this
analysis), approximately 100,000 persons
in 50,000 households were interviewed
every 6 months about their victimization
experiences. Interviews were conducted
with each person age 12 and older in the
household, and participants were asked
whether they had been the victim of an
attempted or completed violent or per-
sonal theft crime.2

Because violence is a relatively rare event
in random samples of the population, the
large sample size of NCVS is useful. Equal-
ly important, the sample is designed to be
nationally representative; households are
chosen on the basis of census information
rather than published telephone numbers
or random dialing procedures, which
often produce biased samples. Participa-
tion is voluntary, yet more than 90 per-
cent of households surveyed in 1995
agreed to participate in NCVS, making it
one of the most representative social sur-
veys in the country. This Bulletin is based
on approximately 19,000 interviews with
youth ages 12–17.

NCVS data contain family details that are
difficult to find in other surveys of youth.
For example, NCVS captures information on
family income, size, length of residence, and
configuration. Because the area-identified
NCVS data contain census tract codes for
each household or family, numerous indi-
cators about a community (such as neigh-
borhood poverty rates) can be linked to
each household and youth in the survey.
This wealth of information makes it possi-
ble to study how individual, family, and
community characteristics are related to
violent victimization among youth and

whether these patterns are similar for
youth living in different types of families.

For this Bulletin, a person is considered
to have been the victim of violence if he
or she reported at least one incident of
attempted or completed assault, robbery,
sexual assault, or rape during a 6-month
period in 1995.3 Simple assault includes
attempted or completed attacks without
a weapon; aggravated assault includes
attempted or completed attacks with a
weapon and completed attacks with seri-
ous injury. Robbery includes attempted
or completed thefts by force or threat
of force. Sexual assault and rape include
attempted or completed attacks involving
unwanted sexual contact, verbal threats,
or forced intercourse.

Most violent crimes involving youth are
simple assaults (approximately 72 per-
cent), followed by aggravated assaults
(17 percent), robberies (8 percent), and
sexual assaults and rapes (3 percent).
The majority of these crimes (about 68
percent) are attempted rather than com-
pleted incidents of violence (Bureau of
Justice Statistics, 2000).

No data can address all of the questions
raised by a phenomenon as complex as vio-
lent victimization, and NCVS is no excep-
tion. Although NCVS has many strengths,
its findings have been criticized in the past
for underestimating rape and sexual assault,
nonstranger assaults, and, more generally,
crimes against females (see Bachman and
Saltzman, 1995, and Kindermann, Lynch,
and Cantor, 1997, for a discussion of these
issues). In response to these criticisms,
the survey instrument was redesigned,
and the new measures have shown esti-
mates of female assaults that are compa-
rable to the estimates provided by the
National Violence Against Women Survey
(Tjaden and Thoennes, 2000). This Bul-
letin draws on data from 1995 because
that was the year when the redesigned
survey was first fully implemented.4

2 A designated household respondent reports on
household experiences with crimes such as burglary,
vandalism, and theft from the property.

3 NCVS measures attempted and completed violent
victimization using a series of survey questions. For
questionnaire details, see Bureau of Justice Statistics
(2000).

4 Information from the decennial census is used to
describe the social and economic characteristics of
communities throughout the United States. The
research described in this Bulletin began before the
release of data from the 2000 census. Although the
data for each community were collected 5 years
before the victimization interviews, they are highly
reliable indicators of area characteristics because
communities change slowly in most places (for more
detail on the area measures, see Lauritsen, 2001).
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Several limitations of the data should be
noted. First, although the sample is much
more representative than most youth sur-
veys, it does not include youth living in
institutional settings, such as a juvenile
detention facility, or homeless youth. Sec-
ond, children younger than 12 years old
were not interviewed because of their per-
ceived inability to provide valid and reli-
able responses to the standard NCVS
questions. The victimization of children
younger than 12 appears to differ from
that of older youth: crimes against young
children are much more likely to involve
family members, whereas crimes against
adolescents are more likely to involve
acquaintances (Finkelhor and Ormrod,
2000). Thus, although the data reveal a
great deal about stranger and acquaint-
ance violence among the majority of
adolescents, it is difficult to determine
whether the patterns reported here apply
to children younger than age 12 or to
crimes such as family violence or child
abuse (Office of Juvenile Justice and Delin-
quency Prevention, 2000).

Measuring Family
Characteristics
As described above, NCVS is a household-
based sample that contains important
details about individual families (e.g., fam-
ily income, size, and length of residence in
the neighborhood). The overall configura-
tion of each household or family is coded
according to 32 different categories. The
main elements of these original categories
delineate whether a family is headed by a
husband and wife or by a single female or
male and whether any children, other rela-
tives, or nonrelatives reside in the house-
hold. The relationship between each youth
and the primary adult in the household
is also coded. By combining these three
measures, researchers can distinguish
families in numerous ways. Preliminary
analyses of the statistical validity of the
survey’s family categories, however, indi-
cated that youth could be combined into
two major family types. Initial analyses
also showed that this could be done with-
out masking important distinctions in
either victimization risks or individual
and community characteristics.

The first family type consists of youth liv-
ing with two married parents. According
to NCVS sample information, nearly 71
percent of youth ages 12–17 live with two
married parents, and the vast majority of
those youth (97 percent) are the children
of the adults. The remaining 3 percent of
youth in this group are typically relatives

of the married couple. Among all youth
living with two married parents, few differ-
ences were found between youth living in
households with parents and children and
youth living in households with parents,
children, and others (such as grandpar-
ents). Consequently, additional distinc-
tions among families composed of married
couples were not made.

The second family type consists of youth
living in a single-parent or other family
arrangement. According to NCVS sample
information, about 25 percent of youth
live in single-parent families; most of these
youth (91 percent) are the children of the
unmarried adult. Approximately 20 per-
cent of children in these single-parent
families live with their father, whereas
nearly 80 percent live with their mother.
It is important to note that no significant
differences in victimization were found
between youth living with single mothers
and those living with single fathers. There-
fore, single-mother and single-father fami-
lies are combined in these analyses.

Also included in this second category
are the 4 percent of all youth who live
in other family arrangements, including
those living with a grandparent, adult
brother or sister, aunt, uncle, cousin, or
nonrelative. No significant differences in
victimization risk were found between
youth living in single-parent and these
other types of families. Because the rela-
tively small number of youth in this
“other” category does not allow for statis-
tically reliable assessments of risk, youth
in single-parent and other types of families
were combined into one category. Using
the categories described above, NCVS data
indicate that approximately 71 percent of
youth ages 12–17 live with two married par-
ents and 29 percent live in a single-parent
or other family arrangement.5

Measuring Community
Characteristics
Communities are complex places that can
be described in numerous ways. This Bul-
letin presents two strategies to describe
them. The first strategy relies on a com-
monly used summary index known as
“community disadvantage” (see Lauritsen,
2001; Sampson, Raudenbush, and Earls,
1997). This index was created by using
factor analysis, a statistical technique that
helps researchers create summary index-
es. The results of factor analysis led to
the creation of a single reliable index
based on five census tract attributes: 
(1) the percentage of persons living in pov-
erty, (2) the percentage of female-headed
families with children, (3) the percentage
of persons unemployed, (4) the percentage
of households receiving public assistance,
and (5) the percentage of the population
that is black.6 By using a single summary
index, it is possible to understand how
violence is generally associated with area
characteristics.

The second research strategy is to study
the relative influence of specific aspects of
community disadvantage, such as poverty,
family composition, and racial and ethnic
composition. This strategy is used to deter-
mine which aspects of community disad-
vantage might be most strongly associat-
ed with the risk of violence. Both of these
strategies were used, and the findings are
discussed below.

Findings
Total violence and stranger and non-
stranger violence are examined to assess
whether the sources of risk correlate with
certain types of events. Adolescents are
classified as victims of nonstranger violence
if they experienced at least one incident of
attempted or completed violence at the
hands of an offender who was a friend,
acquaintance, or family member.7 Adoles-
cents are classified as victims of stranger
violence if the offender was someone with
whom they had no prior relationship.

important questions, they do permit a more detailed
analysis of youth victimization than has been possible
in the past.

6 The overall reliability of this factor is very high
(alpha=.92). See Lauritsen (2001) for additional details
on the results of this factor analysis and for informa-
tion about the process of merging the area-identified
NCVS data with census tract data.

7 Because of the small number of cases, conducting
reliable analyses of more specific kinds of nonstranger
violence (e.g., friends versus family members) is not
possible.

5 The “relatives and nonrelatives” of the adult head
of household include a wide variety of persons, such
as brothers, sisters, parents, and boyfriends and girl-
friends. Moreover, in many of the families with chil-
dren and other relatives or nonrelatives, the youth
was that relative or nonrelative (e.g., a youth living
with an aunt and cousins or a youth living with anoth-
er family). Unfortunately, it is not possible to use these
data to make finer distinctions about various family
types because information about the relationship of
each child to each member of the household is not
available. For instance, it is impossible to determine
whether children living with their mother and grand-
mother are at lower risk for violence than children
living with their mother and her sister. Also, children
living with their mother and her boyfriend cannot be
compared with those living with their mother and
some other nonrelative because this information is
not available. Although the data cannot address these 
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To assess how community characteristics
are related to violent victimization, events
that occurred within a youth’s residential
community are examined separately from
those that occurred elsewhere. This dis-
tinction is made because NCVS data con-
tain location information on the residen-
tial communities of each youth, but not
all incidents of violence take place within
an adolescent’s neighborhood. Although
the majority of violent events occur within
a youth’s neighborhood (defined here as
within 1 mile of his or her home), a sub-
stantial minority of violent events (47.0
percent) occur more than 1 mile from
home (see table 1). Therefore, the analy-
ses of how community factors are related
to risk will focus primarily on events that
occur near the victim’s home.

Relationship Between Risk
Factors and Family Types
The risks for total, stranger, and non-
stranger violence among youth living in
single-parent/other and two-parent fami-
lies are presented in table 2. Youth in
single-parent families experience signifi-
cantly higher risks for violence than youth
in two-parent families. Approximately 60
out of every 1,000 children in single-parent
families reported at least one violent vic-
timization during a 6-month period, where-
as approximately 40 out of every 1,000
children in two-parent families were victim-
ized. In other words, the overall risk for
violence is about 50 percent higher among
youth living in single-parent families than
among youth living in two-parent families.
The difference in risks for neighborhood

violence is even more pronounced: youth
in single-parent families are about twice
as likely as youth in two-parent families to
become a victim of violence in their own
neighborhood (40.8 versus 19.9 per 1,000).

Moreover, these levels of risk are signifi-
cantly higher than those found for most
Americans. In 1995, the 6-month risk for
violence among all Americans (ages 12
and older) was approximately 18 per 1,000
and the risk for neighborhood violence
was roughly 9 per 1,000 (Lauritsen, 2001).
Thus, children living in single-parent fami-
lies have an overall risk for violent victim-
ization that is about three times higher
than the average American (60 versus 18
per 1,000).

The same differences are found when
stranger and nonstranger violence are
examined separately. For youth in single-
parent families, the risks for stranger and
nonstranger violence are about 50 percent
greater than for youth in two-parent fami-
lies, and the differences in risk for these
events in their own neighborhood are about
twice as great. Similarly, adolescents in

Table 1: Violent Events Involving Youth Ages 12–17, by Proximity to the
Victim’s Home

Distance From Victim’s Home Incidents (%)

In or near the victim’s home 15.9
Not at home, but not more than 1 mile 36.6
More than 1 mile, but not more than 5 miles 31.2
More than 5 miles, but not more than 50 miles 14.4
50 miles or more 1.3
Unknown 0.6
All incidents 100.0

Note: Interviewers marked the first category identified by respondents.

Source: Author’s own data file combining information from the 1995 Area-Identified National Crime
Victimization Survey with census tract information from the 1990 decennial census. Original data
collected by the U.S. Census Bureau.

Table 2: Rate of Risk for Victimization Among Youth Ages 12–17, by Type of
Violence and Type of Family

Total Stranger Nonstranger

Family All Neighborhood All Neighborhood All Neighborhood
Type Violence Violence Violence Violence Violence Violence

Single-parent/
other 60.5 40.8 36.4 23.6 31.6 22.4
Two-parent*  40.4 19.9 24.0 12.0 21.1 10.2

Note: The rates presented here are 6-month prevalence rates, representing the number of youth 
(per 1,000) who experienced at least one incidence of violence (stranger or nonstranger) during 
the 6-month period.

*All differences in risk between youth in the two family types are statistically significant at p < .05.

Source: Author’s own data file combining information from the 1995 area-identified National Crime
Victimization Survey with census tract information from the 1990 decennial census. Original data
collected by the U.S. Census Bureau.

Describing Risk
The risk for victimization can be
described in various ways. Preva-
lence rates (such as those used
here) describe the probability that
a youth will become a victim of vio-
lence during a 6-month period. These
rates are calculated by taking the
total number of young victims of vio-
lence and dividing that number by
the total number of youth. Victimiza-
tion rates—the measure used by the
Bureau of Justice Statistics—reveal
the number of victimizations experi-
enced by a population. Victimization
rates differ from prevalence rates
because some victims of violence
experience more than one event in a
6-month period and because a single
incident of crime can have multiple
victims. BJS reports use victimization
rates covering a 1-year period to
measure the total volume of crime.
Prevalence rates are used here
because most victims of violence
experience only a single incident in
a 6-month period and because these
numbers provide a more intuitive
understanding of the likelihood that a
youth will become a victim of violence.
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below the poverty line is about 56 percent
greater (18.1 percent versus 11.6 percent)
and the proportion of female-headed fami-
lies is about 58 percent higher (27.4 per-
cent versus 17.3 percent). Compared with
youth living in two-parent families, youth
in single-parent families are nearly twice
as likely to be living in central-city areas
(39.7 percent versus 21.7 percent) and in
places with a greater percentage of black
residents (24.0 percent versus 10.6 percent).
These patterns emphasize the importance
of considering community characteristics
as a potential explanation for why chil-
dren in different types of families experi-
ence varying levels of violence.

Relationship Between Risk
Factors and Community Types
Figure 1 (page 6)  illustrates how adoles-
cents’ risk for neighborhood violence is
related to the overall level of socioeco-
nomic disadvantage in their community.
At the 50th percentile, approximately 26 of
every 1,000 youth were victimized by vio-
lence. The shape of the curve in figure 1 is

essentially the same when stranger and
nonstranger violence are examined sepa-
rately. The community type in which the
average white, Latino, and black youth
live is also noted in the figure and demon-
strates, for example, that black youth tend
to live in areas that are more disadvan-
taged than Latino and white youth.

Figure 1 shows that community disadvan-
tage does not have a substantial influence
on violence risk until the 80th percentile.
For most youth (about 80 percent of the
adolescent population), community char-
acteristics are unlikely to account for the
differences in their risk for violence. How-
ever, for the 20 percent of youth in the
least advantaged communities, the risk
for violence is much higher. In these areas,
the likelihood that an adolescent will
become a victim of violence is significantly
higher than for youth living outside these
communities.9

single-parent families are about three
times more likely to experience stranger
violence and three times more likely to
experience nonstranger violence than the
average American.

To understand why youth in single-parent
families experience greater risk for vio-
lence than youth in two-parent families,
it is important to consider how family
circumstances determine other factors in
the lives of youth. Because NCVS data are
representative of U.S. adolescents and
have been linked to census information,
the data reveal a great deal about the dif-
ferences in the family and community
resources available to these two groups
of children. Table 3 shows how various
factors differ according to family type.

Many factors are related to the types of
families in which youth live. For instance,
adolescents in single-parent families tend
to live in households that have significant-
ly less income than two-parent families.
The typical income of single-parent fami-
lies is roughly half that of two-parent fami-
lies.8 Single-parent families also tend to
have less residential stability—that is, they
are more likely to have moved recently
and have lived in their current home for
significantly shorter periods of time than
two-parent families. Research shows that
the length of time individuals have resided
in their home is related to the risk for vic-
timization (Bureau of Justice Statistics,
2000; Lauritsen, 2001). (See below for a
discussion of how family residential stabili-
ty is also an important predictor of the
risk for youth victimization.)

Because residential housing often is eco-
nomically segregated, communities sur-
rounding single-parent families tend to be
more economically disadvantaged than
those surrounding two-parent families.
On average, youth in single-parent families
live in areas with significantly higher rates
of poverty and a greater proportion of
other single-parent families. Compared
with youth living in two-parent families,
youth in single-parent families live in areas
where the proportion of persons living

8 NCVS uses 14 categories of nonequal income brack-
ets to measure household income. For this reason,
household income and group differences in house-
hold income can only be estimated. On the 14-point
scale, the average single-parent household income
is 6.9 (where 6=$17,500 and 7=$20,000), whereas the
average two-parent household income is 10.6 (where
10=$30,000 and 11=$35,000).

Table 3: Family and Community Characteristics for Youth in Single- and
Two-Parent Families

Single-Parent/Other Two-Parent
Characteristic (n = 5,460) (n = 14,338)

Family
Estimated household income 

(in thousands) 19.8 33.0*
Household size (number of persons) 3.7 4.6*
Length of residence (in years) 6.2 8.6*

Community
Central-city residence (%) 39.7 21.7*
Below poverty level (%) 18.1 11.6*
Population less than 18 years old (%) 26.2 25.9
Black (%) 24.0 10.6*
Latino (%) 12.6 9.4
White (%) 60.8 77.2*
Female-headed households with 

children (%) 27.4 17.3*
Community disadvantage score† .35 –.23*

* Indicates that the differences between youth in the two family types are statistically significant 
at p < .05.
† Community disadvantage is a standardized index; therefore, a score of “0” represents the average
level of disadvantage in the United States. For 95 percent of the youth population, the values range
from –1 to +2, with higher values indicating greater levels of disadvantage. The remaining 5 percent
live in areas that score between +2 and +3.

Source: Author’s own data file combining information from the 1995 area-identified National Crime
Victimization Survey with census tract information from the 1990 decennial census. Original data
collected by the U.S. Census Bureau.

9 The upturn shown in figure 1 (between community
disadvantage and youth victimization) is similar to that
found in analyses of adults (Lauritsen and White, 2001).
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The 10 percent of youth who live in the
most disadvantaged communities experi-
ence the highest risks of neighborhood
violence in the country. In these areas,
nearly 58 of every 1,000 youth reported
at least one incident of violence during
a 6-month period—a level that is almost
twice as high as that for adults living in
the same areas (Lauritsen, 2001) and
approximately 6 times greater than the
risk for neighborhood violence among
all Americans (58 versus 9 per 1,000).
Although age is a well-known correlate
of risk, the combination of age and com-
munity disadvantage is associated with
some of the highest levels of nonlethal
violent victimization in the country.

As noted earlier, the general index of
community disadvantage is one way of
describing the economic and social com-
position of a neighborhood, but what
components of this disadvantage index
are most responsible for the higher levels
of risk? Ascertaining a clear answer to
this question is difficult because most
components of disadvantage are inter-
related. For example, areas with high pro-
portions of female-headed households
with children tend to have higher rates
of poverty. Nonetheless, statistical tech-
niques provide some insight into this
important issue.

To determine which components of the
disadvantage index are most responsible
for higher levels of risk, the relationships
between victimization and each of the
components of disadvantage (i.e., poverty,
unemployment, public assistance, race,
ethnicity, and family composition) were
examined in a series of analyses. Of these
factors, poverty, family composition (i.e.,
female-headed households with children),
and race (e.g., the percent of persons who
are black) were most strongly associated
with an adolescent’s risk for violent vic-
timization. In urban samples, these char-
acteristics tend to be extremely difficult to
separate because many U.S. cities are seg-
regated along economic and racial lines
(see, for example, Sampson, Raudenbush,
and Earls, 1997). NCVS, however, includes
a representative sample of persons and
places outside central cities where the
statistical problems associated with sepa-
rating these aspects of communities are
reduced. In this sample, poverty, family
composition, and race were examined
simultaneously. The results of these analy-
ses are presented in table 4.

These analyses reveal that one of the most
important community predictors of youth
risk for violence is the proportion of
female-headed households with children.

Results show that the other important
correlates of risk (i.e., levels of poverty
and race) are not statistically significant
when family composition is taken into
account. Moreover, the results show that
the effect of the family composition coeffi-
cient does not change significantly once
racial composition and poverty levels are
included in the analysis. This evidence
suggests that youth face a higher risk
for victimization in disadvantaged areas
because these places contain greater pro-
portions of children living in single-parent
families—not because they tend to be
poorer or have larger percentages of
racial and ethnic minorities.10

The patterns described above show that
an adolescent’s family type is related to
risk and that certain characteristics of
the community also are associated with
victimization. Figure 2 examines whether
community disadvantage has a similar
influence on victimization among youth
in single- and two-parent families.

Figure 2 reveals an important connection
between families and communities that
is not apparent when these factors are
examined individually. When community
factors become increasingly important,
they do so primarily for youth living in
single-parent families. Compared with
youth who live in single-parent families,
adolescents in two-parent families appear
to be much better protected from the con-
sequences of living in the most disadvan-
taged areas. In the most disadvantaged
areas of the United States, approximately
66 percent of youth live in single-parent/
other families, compared with about 28
percent in the rest of the country. In areas
characterized by the highest socioeco-
nomic disadvantage, the ability of fami-
lies to monitor and supervise children’s
activities is particularly important. Under
conditions of serious community disad-
vantage, youth in single-parent families
experience much greater levels of victim-
ization risk than youth living in single-
parent families in more advantaged places
or youth in two-parent families, regardless
of area of residence.
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Figure 1: Risk of Youth Victimization, by Level of Community Disadvantage

* Community disadvantage is measured by a summary index that describes the relative level
of socioeconomic disadvantage in an area. The numbers on this scale represent the percentile
or ranking of the community according to this index for all census tracts in the nation.

Source: Author’s own data file combining information from the 1995 area-identified National
Crime Victimization Survey with census tract information from the 1990 decennial census.
Original data collected by the U.S. Census Bureau.

10 Additional analyses found that residential sta-
bility (an index representing the percent of per-
sons who have lived in their home for more than
5 years and the percent of housing units that are
occupied) is unrelated to youth victimization
once disadvantage is taken into account. Similarly,
no significant relationship was found between
the percent of foreign-born persons or the per-
cent of Latino residents and victimization risk
(see Lauritsen, 2001).
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Relationship Between Risk
Factors and Racial and
Ethnic Groups
Because family and community charac-
teristics vary among racial and ethnic
groups in the United States, it is important

to consider differences in victimization
risk across racial and ethnic groups. With
this in mind, NCVS race and ethnicity
items were combined to create three
major racial and ethnic groups. Table 5
(page 8) presents the risks for adolescent

Table 4: Key Components of Community Disadvantage, by Type of 
Victimization

Component of Type of Victimization

Disadvantage Total Stranger Nonstranger

Female-headed households .017* (.007) .023* (.008) .014* (.008)
Racial composition .000 (.003) .000 (.004) –.003 (.004)
Poverty .001 (.008) –.007 (.010) .009 (.009)
Constant –3.940* (.107) –4.499* (.133) –4.603* (.140)

Note: These logistic regression coefficients are provided for researchers interested in the technical
aspects of these analyses.

*Statistically significant at p < .05.

Source: Author’s own data file combining information from the 1995 area-identified National Crime
Victimization Survey with census tract information from the 1990 decennial census. Original data
collected by the U.S. Census Bureau.
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Figure 2: Risk of Youth Victimization, by Level of Community
Disadvantage and Family Type

* Community disadvantage is measured by a summary index that describes the relative level
of socioeconomic disadvantage in an area. The numbers on this scale represent the percentile
or ranking of the community according to this index for all census tracts in the nation.

Source: Author’s own data file combining information from the 1995 area-identified National
Crime Victimization Survey with census tract information from the 1990 decennial census.
Original data collected by the U.S. Census Bureau.

How the Data Are
Analyzed
The study of community influences
on victimization risk involves a sta-
tistical technique known as survey-
weighted logistic regression analysis.
By conducting a series of analyses,
it is possible to assess the relative
contribution of a variety of neigh-
borhood conditions. Because many
community characteristics are highly
correlated, researchers must care-
fully examine the statistical proper-
ties of their analyses.

The results in table 4 indicate that
when the family, economic, and racial
characteristics of a community are
considered simultaneously, the area
of disadvantage that has the most
direct relationship with victimization
risk is the percent of households
headed by females with children. As
discussed in this report, poverty and
racial composition are related to vic-
timization. However, when all three
factors are considered simultaneously,
poverty and racial composition appear
to be less important than family com-
position. These findings support the
notion that communities with relative-
ly fewer adults in children’s homes
have greater difficulty minimizing
adolescents’ risk for violence.

For those interested in the technical
details of these analyses, table 4
presents survey-weighted logistic
regression coefficients and stand-
ard errors. In bivariate regression
models, each of the three measures
was significantly related to victim-
ization. Robustness testing of the
multivariate findings was determined
by running a series of models and
comparing the stability of the coeffi-
cients. The coefficients for family
composition in the bivariate models
were .017, .020, and .015 for total,
stranger, and nonstranger violence,
respectively. The coefficients for
racial composition and poverty var-
ied widely, depending on model
specification. Variance inflation fac-
tor (VIF) tests revealed no serious
multicollinearity problems among the
three factors (average VIF = 2.89),
despite bivariate correlations ranging
from .51 to .74. Moreover, the family
composition coefficients were not
significantly affected by controls for
individual factors.
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victimization for black, white, and Latino
youth by gender and type of violence.

In this Bulletin, “black” refers to non-Latino
blacks, “white” refers to non-Latino whites,
and “Latino” refers to respondents who
identify themselves as Hispanic regardless
of race. Although Hispanics may be of any
race, in 1995 approximately 90 percent of
Hispanics reported that they were white,
6 percent reported that they were black,
and 4 percent reported that they were
another racial category (primarily Ameri-
can Indian). Youth were classified into
these three groups (black, white, and Lati-
no) for two reasons. First, these designa-
tions represent popular understandings of
the nation’s major racial and ethnic groups.
Second, without this classification, tradi-
tional “white versus black” comparisons
result in overestimated risks among whites
because Hispanics are most often classified
as white. Similarly, the traditional “Hispanic
versus non-Hispanic” comparison under-
estimates group differences because non-
Hispanic whites and blacks are combined
in the “non-Hispanic” category. Using the
classification described here, approximate-
ly 16 percent of youth are black, 13 per-
cent are Latino, and 71 percent are white.

Table 5 shows that the risk for total,
stranger, and nonstranger violence is
significantly higher among young males
than it is among young females. Beyond
this broad statement, however, the data
show a rather complex pattern of differ-
ences among youth according to race, eth-
nicity, and gender. Black, white, and Lati-
no youth, regardless of sex, show roughly
equal risks for nonstranger violence. Dif-
ferences emerge primarily in the category
of stranger violence. Compared with black
and Latino adolescents, white youth face
a lower risk of stranger violence in their
own neighborhood or community. (Racial
and ethnic differences are explored fur-
ther in the remaining analyses of individ-
ual, family, and community risk factors.)

Individual, Family, and
Community Risk Factors
Research has shown that several factors
are related to the risk for violent victim-
ization among youth. Because some of
these factors are interrelated, it is impor-
tant to study them simultaneously to
determine which are most strongly associ-
ated with violence and which are associ-
ated with violence only because they are
related to other, more important factors.
This type of analysis has been difficult

because data on individual, family, and
community factors are rare. This study’s
final set of results describes how these
factors are related to the risk for victim-
ization among U.S. youth when the factors
are examined simultaneously. Separate
findings are reported for total violence
and for stranger and nonstranger violence
because somewhat different patterns were
found, depending on the victim-offender
relationship. A summary of the findings
appears in table 6.

Individual risk factors. The individual fac-
tors examined include age, sex, race and
ethnicity, and time spent at home in an
average week. Data show that violent vic-
timization in general and violent victimiza-
tion in one’s neighborhood are significant-
ly related to age, sex, and time spent at
home. In general, older adolescents face a
lower risk for victimization than younger
adolescents, and males report more vio-
lence than females. In addition, the more
evenings that adolescents spend at home
in a typical week, the less violence they are
likely to experience. However, violence risk
is unrelated to race or ethnicity once fami-
ly and community factors are controlled.

Individual risk factors vary somewhat if
prediction is focused on stranger versus
nonstranger events. Age is significantly
associated with nonstranger violence but
not with stranger violence. That is, younger
and older adolescents experience similar
levels of stranger violence, but older youth

suffer less nonstranger violence. Findings
show important declines in nonstranger
violence for the 12–17 age range, which
suggests that physical, cognitive, and
emotional maturation help to make youth
less vulnerable to violence by nonstrangers.
Likewise, the persistent level of stranger
violence risk may simply reflect the fact
that contact with strangers increases dur-
ing adolescence. It may also indicate that
developmental processes do not offer
increased protection for this type of event.11

Gender differences associated with violence
risk exist, but they depend on the type of
violence. Male youth experience significant-
ly higher levels of stranger violence, where-
as male and female adolescents report
similar levels of nonstranger violence.
Time spent at home in the evenings—a
commonly used indicator of a person’s
lifestyle—is generally associated with lower
levels of all forms of youth violence, except
for nonstranger events in the neighbor-
hood. This exception is likely a conse-
quence of the fact that a larger proportion
of nonstranger victimization takes place
in or near the home. Overall, this behav-
ioral measure had one of the strongest
relationships to violence risk: youth who
spent more evenings at home in a typical
week were least likely to be victims of
stranger and nonstranger violence.

Table 5: Risk for Stranger and Nonstranger Violence (per 1,000 youth 
ages 12–17), by Gender and Race and Ethnicity 

Total Stranger Nonstranger

All Neighborhood All Neighborhood All Neighborhood
Gender Violence Violence Violence Violence Violence Violence

Male 53.5 30.8 34.9 20.2 25.0 14.4
Black 53.6 39.9 35.8 27.1 25.5 17.1
Latino 65.2 42.6 43.4 31.2 24.4 13.1
White 51.4 26.6 33.2 16.6 25.0 14.0

Female 38.4 20.6 19.8 10.1 23.1 12.8
Black 50.9 34.2 24.3 14.2 30.1 22.7
Latino 32.3 20.3 22.7 14.1 16.3 10.3
White 36.6 17.5 18.2 8.5 22.7 11.0

Note: The rates presented here are 6-month prevalence rates, representing the number of youth 
(per 1,000) who experienced at least one incidence of violence (stranger or nonstranger) during 
the 6-month period.

Source: Author’s own data file combining information from the 1995 area-identified National Crime
Victimization Survey with census tract information from the 1990 decennial census. Original data
collected by the U.S. Census Bureau.

11 See Finkelhor (1997) for a discussion of develop-
mental processes and youth victimization.
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Although white youth generally experi-
ence lower levels of nonlethal violence
than minority youth, these differences dis-
appear once family and community fac-
tors are taken into account. This result
mirrors findings from recent analyses of
adults (Lauritsen and White, 2001) and
is important because it shows that racial
and ethnic differences in nonlethal vio-
lence among youth are primarily a reflec-
tion of community and family differences,
rather than the result of being part of a
particular racial or ethnic group. The lack
of significant differences across groups
also is important because it suggests that
the sources of risk are similar for all ado-
lescents, regardless of their race or eth-
nicity. In additional analyses (not shown),
black, white, and Latino youth were exam-
ined separately to assess potential differ-
ences and similarities. These results found
no significant variation in the individual,
family, and community risk factors for vio-
lent victimization across the three groups.

In other words, family and community
characteristics serve as important sources
of risk and protection, and none of the
three groups exhibited unique risk factors
for violent victimization.

Family risk factors. Variations in house-
hold income and size and length of resi-
dence in the current home were examined
alongside family type to determine their
possible influence on violence. Of these
factors, neither income nor size was asso-
ciated with risk once other individual,
family, and community factors were con-
sidered. The fact that household income
does not have a direct association with
risk suggests that youth in single-parent
families are not at higher risk because
their own families are poor. Rather, they
are at higher risk because they are more
likely to be living in areas of greater
socioeconomic disadvantage—areas with
higher concentrations of single-parent
families and young persons.

Earlier it was noted that youth in single-
parent families are at higher risk for
stranger and nonstranger violence and
that these differences are especially pro-
nounced in the most disadvantaged com-
munities. However, when other individual
and community factors are taken into
account, a noteworthy distinction emerges
between stranger and nonstranger victim-
ization risk patterns. Differences in non-
stranger violence across family types
remain associated with the level of disad-
vantage in an area, but differences in
stranger violence do not appear to be con-
tingent on the characteristics of the com-
munity. Similar research using additional
years of data is necessary to determine
whether family type is consistently relat-
ed to violence risk or whether stranger
and nonstranger violence pose unique
challenges, depending on family type.

Although family type remains related
to violence risk when other factors are

Table 6: Individual, Family, and Community Predictors of Violence Among Youth

Total Stranger Nonstranger

All Neighborhood All Neighborhood All Neighborhood
Violence Violence Violence Violence Violence Violence

Individual Factor
Age *(–) *(–) ns ns *(–) *(–)
Male *(+) *(+) *(+) *(+) ns ns
Black ns ns ns ns ns ns
Latino ns ns ns ns ns ns
Time spent at home *(–) *(–) *(–) *(–) *(–) ns

Family Factor
Household income ns ns ns ns ns ns
Household size ns ns ns ns ns ns
Length of residence

in current home *(–) *(–) *(–) *(–) *(–) *(–)
Single-parent family */(+) */(+) *(+) *(+) */(+) */(+)

Community Factor
Central-city resident ns ns ns ns ns ns
Below poverty level ns ns ns ns ns ns
Population less than

18 years old *(+) *(+) ns *(+) *(+) *(+)
Black ns ns ns ns ns ns
Latino ns ns ns ns ns ns
Female-headed

households with children */(+) */(+) *(+) *(+) */(+) */(+)

*(–) indicates a significant negative effect.

*(+) indicates a significant positive effect.

*/(+) indicates a significant interaction effect (i.e., youth in single-parent families have significantly greater risk, especially in highly disadvantaged areas).

ns = not significant.

Source: Author’s own data file combining information from the 1995 area-identified National Crime Victimization Survey with census tract information from
the 1990 decennial census. Original data collected by the U.S. Census Bureau.
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considered, the family characteristic found
to have the strongest influence on risk was
length of residence in the current home.
Length of residence is related to stranger
and nonstranger victimization risk, even
among adults.12 Youth who have been liv-
ing in their current home for longer peri-
ods of time are less likely to be victimized
by stranger or nonstranger violence. One
interpretation of this finding is that chil-
dren who have lived in their homes longer
are more likely to be familiar with their
communities and are better able to know
whether certain locations or persons in
the area are safe or dangerous. It is also
possible that youth whose families often
move have other risk factors not consid-
ered here (e.g., recent school or family
disruptions and involvement in delinquen-
cy). Additionally, this finding may reflect
the fact that it takes time for children and
their families to develop ties and make
friends in new neighborhoods, and that
without established neighborhood ties,
these “new kids on the block” are less
likely to be protected by others.

Community risk factors. In general, youth
living in the most disadvantaged areas
experience the highest risks for violence,
and the most important element of com-
munity disadvantage is the percent of
female-headed households with children.
This statement is true even when other
individual, family, and community factors
are controlled. However, another commu-
nity characteristic has a consistent and
independent effect on the risk for youth
victimization: the percentage of persons
in the area who are younger than 18 years
old. Adolescents who live in areas with
high proportions of young people are
more likely to be victimized by violence—
especially nonstranger violence. This rela-
tionship may not be surprising because
violent offending is more prevalent among
adolescents than adults and persons tend
to associate with others of similar age.
However, the proportion of youth in an
area does not affect the risk for violent
victimization among adults (Lauritsen,
2001). Rather than simply reflecting the

number of potential offenders, the propor-
tion of youth in an area is likely to repre-
sent the challenges that families and com-
munities face when relatively few adults
are available to supervise and protect
large numbers of youth.

Conclusion
Social scientists have a long tradition of
studying how communities can be impor-
tant sources of protection from violence
and disorder. Similarly, many community-
based programs have been designed to pre-
vent violence among youth (Osofsky, 2001).
Most research and practice emphasize
increasing levels of informal social control
(e.g., adult monitoring of children’s play-
groups and residents’ willingness to inter-
vene in youth disturbances) rather than
promoting more formal social control
(e.g., increased policing). 

Community-based research shows that
levels of informal social control are impor-
tant factors in reducing adult victimization
in a community (Sampson and Groves,
1989; Sampson, Raudenbush, and Earls,
1997). Informal social control takes advan-
tage of both natural surveillance and resi-
dents’ local networks to help maintain
peace and order in a community. Commu-
nities tend to have less capacity for infor-
mal social control when they lack econom-
ic and political resources and the kind of
stability that permits the development of
strong ties to the local area. The research
in this Bulletin shows that communities
will have the most difficulty protecting
youth from victimization if they are highly
disadvantaged and, more specifically, if
they have high proportions of young peo-
ple and single-parent families. These con-
ditions make preventing violence difficult
because fewer adults are available to moni-
tor youth activities. In addition, those
adults who are available are more eco-
nomically distressed and have less time
and incentive to develop strong communi-
ty networks. These findings suggest that
youth victimization prevention programs
and postvictimization services should be
allocated according to an area’s family
and age composition rather than econom-
ic and racial or ethnic factors.

This research also suggests that youth
victimization prevention and services
should place more emphasis on youth in
single-parent families. Earlier research has
not paid sufficient attention to how fami-
lies help reduce violence risk among ado-
lescents. This study suggests that family
type and length of residence are associated

with risk, even when household economic
resources and community factors are con-
trolled. Additional research is needed to
determine what accounts for the remain-
ing differences in risk across youth in
single- and two-parent families.

The finding that children in single-parent
families are at higher risk for victimization
than children in two-parent families may
reflect the influence of recent disruptions
in the youth’s lives. To assess the impact
of recent family and/or school disruption
on youth victimization requires the use of
prospective longitudinal data that contain
information on individuals, their families,
and communities over time.

Nonetheless, it appears that youth are
at the greatest risk for stranger and non-
stranger victimization when they spend
less time at home and when they have
lived in their homes for shorter periods of
time. Although being away from parental
surveillance and in less familiar environ-
ments may seem like obvious risk factors
to many parents and adolescents, the
magnitude of their importance has proba-
bly been underestimated. This research
shows that these two factors are the
strongest and most consistent of all the
characteristics examined above. Although
communities can serve as important
sources of informal social control and
help guard against youth victimization,
parents can help reduce their children’s
risk by recognizing the special difficulties
they face due to residential changes and
by closely monitoring children’s activities
when they are away from home.
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