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POVERTY, INCOME INEQUALITY, AND COMMUNITY CRIME RATES E. BRITT PATTERSON Florida State University This paper examines the relationship between crime rates and aggregate economic conditions for 57 small social areas. The principal analyses address a continuing controversy—are community crime rates associated with absolute poverty, relative poverty (i.e., income inequality), or both. Using victimization data from 57 small residential neighborhoods, the analyses examine the association between absolute and relative poverty and rates of violent crime and burglary. The findings indicate that absolute poverty is more strongly associated with neighborhood crime rates, although the relationship is conditional on the type of crime considered. The implications of the findings are discussed within a perspective of community social controL What is the relationship between crime rates and the economic conditions of social areas? After more than a century and a half of empirical and theoretical investigations (beginning with Guerry, 1833, and Quetelet, 1835), this question remains controversial. Recent research on the social ecology of criminal activity has renewed attention to this question and contributed to the controversy (e.g., Blau and Blau, 1982; Messner, 1982; O'Brien, 1983; Sampson, 1985; Williams, 1984). This paper identifies some issues in the debate and empirically examines the association between crime rates and economic conditions in 57 small residential areas.



CRIME RATES AND ECONOMIC CONDITIONS POVERTY AND CRIME The relationship between economic environment and crime has been considered in conflict theories (Bonger, 1916; Taylor et al. 1973). subcultural theories (Cloward and Ohlin, 1960; Wolfgang and Ferracuti, 1967), strain theory (Merton, 1949), opportunity theories (Cantor and Land, 1985; Cohen et al., 1980), and social disorganization theory (Komhauser, 1978; Shaw and McKay, 1942). Common to many of these perspectives is the position that variation in the spatial distribution of crime are associated with the degree of poverty characterizing an area. In summarizing this orientation. Void and Bernard (1986:138) pointed out that it is "the lack of some fixed level of material goods necessary for survival and minimum well-being" that causes criminal activity (personal as well as property) to flourish in an area. As summarized in Table 1, research reveals contradictory support for the CRIMINOLOGY
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poverty/erime thesis.' For example, some studies show that poorer areas have higher levels of certain types of violent offending, such as homicide (Bailey, 1984; Loftin and Parker, 1985; Messner, 1983; Smith and Parker, 1980) or assault (Crutchfield et al., 1982; Harries, 1976). Others claim that such relationships are spurious and that once other characteristics of social areas are taken into account, poverty has httle if any relationship with homicide, forcible rape, or aggravated assault rates (Blau and Blau, 1982). Still other studies, such as Messner (1983), report that standard metropolitan statistical areas (SMSAs) with high poverty levels have lower homicide rates. Such contradictory evidence also emerges in studies using victimization-based measures of violent crime rates. For example, Sampson and Castellano (1982) and Sampson (1986) report that personal victimizations are significantly higher in poverty-stricken areas, but Decker (1980) found poverty to be negatively related to violent victimizations when robbery was excluded from a violent victimization index. Fewer studies have examined the relationship between poverty and property crime rates, but the evidence shows a more consistent pattern. Both Mladenka and Hill (1976) and Crutchfield et al. (1982) report that official rates of burglary are positively associated with the percentage of the population living below the poverty level, and research using aggregated victimization data supports this relationship (Sampson, 1986). However, these studies as a rule have examined the relationship between areal crime rates and poverty while controlling for only a few other characteristics of social areas. ECONOMIC INEQUALITY AND CRIME Complicating the picture of how economic conditions are related to areal crime rates is a debate regarding the most appropriate way to measure poverty. Some argue that poverty is a subjective concept: "Poverty is always in part a subjective condition, relative to what others have, rather than any simple objective fact of the presence or absence of a certain amount of property or other measure of wealth" (Void and Bernard, 1986:138). Similarly, the Social Science Council (1968:227-228) concluded that "people are 'poor' because they are deprived of opportunities, comforts, and self-respect 1. The concept absolute poverty has been measured in many different ways. The following are several of the most common operationalizations: unemployment/occupational distribution (Bates, 1962; Boggs, 1965; Chilton, 1964; Cnitchfield et al., 1982; Decker, 1980; Harries, 1976; Polk, 1957, 1967; Quinney, 1964; Schmid, 1960a, 1960b; Schuessler and Statin, 1964; Watts and Watts, 1981; Wellford, 1974; Willie, 1967); median income/ median family income (Beasley and Antunes, 1974; Bordua, 1958; Chilton, 1964; Decker, 1980; Harries, 1976; Mladenka and Hill, 1976; Schmid, 1960a, 1960b; Schuessler and Slatin, 1964); and education distribution (Bates, 1962; Bordua, 1958; Bursik, 1984; Chilton, 1964; Crutchfield et al, 1982; Harries, 1976; Under, 1954; Messner, 1983; Mladenka and Hill, 1976; Polk, 1957; Quinney, 1964; Schmid, 1960a, 1960b; Willie, 1967).
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regarded as normal in the community to which they belong" (italics added). Consequently, some argue that "relative" poverty (or economic inequality), not absolute poverty, is a more relevant variable for explaining areal variation in criminal activity. From this perspective, the percentage of community members who are poor in absolute terms may not be the most significant correlate of criminal activity. Instead, rates of criminal activity should vary with the degree of inequality in the distribution of wealth or income. Empirical studies of the income inequality/crime relationship have also produced mixed results. As summarized in Table 2, some studies have found that both income inequality and poverty are significantly associated with homicide rates (Loftin and Hill, 1974). Others report that economic inequality but not poverty is significantly associated with areal variation in this form of violent criminal activity (Blau, 1977; Blau and Blau, 1982). Still other studies find no significant association between income inequality and homicide (Messner, 1982, 1983; Messner and Tardiff, 1986; WilUams 1984). When consideration is given to other forms of criminal activity, inconsistencies persist. For example, Danzinger (1976) reported that income inequality had a significant, positive relationship with rates of robbery in 222 SMSAs, but Rosenfeld (1986) reported a nonsignificant association between income inequality and robbery rates using a different sample of 125 SMSAs. The few studies that have simultaneously examined the effects of poverty and economic inequality on rates of property offending also yielded divergent findings. Some studies found a positive effect of both poverty and income inequality on property offending rates (Danzinger, 1976), but others concluded that only economic inequality is significantly related to property offending rates (Jacobs, 1981). Some research goes beyond the question of whether poverty or income inequality has independent effects on crime rates and focuses on contingencies in the relationship between inequality and crime. Blau and Blau (1982), for example, argue that where ascribed inequality is present violent behavior will be high. Specifically, they suggest (p. 119) that ascriptive socioeconomic inequalities undermines the social integration of a community by creating multiple parallel social differences which widen the separation between social classes, and it creates a situation characterized by much social disorganization and prevalent latent animosities. Consistent with their hypothesis, Blau and Blau report that areas characterized by extreme racial economic inequality are also areas with high rates of violent crime. However, a subsequent study by Rosenfeld disagrees. According to Rosenfeld (1986:127), "the dollar gap between blacks and whites has no independent influence on crime rates." (See Golden and Messner, 1987,
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for a discussion of the sources of inconsistency in research examining the racial inequahty-violent crime association.) To summarize, the relationship between aggregate economic conditions and rates of criminal activity remains unclear. Diverse empirical findings have contributed to theoretical ambiguity. The central question persists: Are rates of difTering types of criminal activity associated with levels of poverty, economic heterogeneity, or both? Moreover, what are the contingencies of association in the relationship between material well-being and aggregate crime rates? This paper examines these issues with data that include measures of several other theoretically relevant variables. ISSUES OF AGGREGATION AND MEASUREMENT Two additional issues are pertinent to the specification of the economic conditions-crime relationship. The first involves the correspondence between the empirical and theoretical "unit of analysis" (see Nettler, 1984). The research summarized in Tables 1 and 2 shows the wide range of aggregation in prior studies (e.g., SMSAs over 100,000; nonsouthem cities over 50,000, and police districts). Early theoretical works (e.g., Cloward and Ohlin, 1960; Shaw and McKay, 1942) argued that the most meaningful unit of analysis for examining aggregate variations in delinquency or criminal activity is the social community or neighborhood. The notion of community poses severe operational problems, however, because of the difficulty of defining community boundaries. Most ecological units for which data are available correspond to administrative units of convenience and may not represent communities in the original spirit of the early theoretical works. As Williams (1984) and Messner and Tardiff (1986) (also see Bailey, 1984) suggest, however, smaller units of aggregation may provide a more meaningful frame of reference for many concepts used in macro theories of criminal activity. For example, the degree of income inequality may represent something completely different at the state level than at the level of police districts or census tracts. Individuals are most aware of the social context to which they are most frequently exposed. Thus, smaller units of aggregation provide measures of income inequality, racial heterogeneity, and residential mobility that are more consistent with the theoretical spirit of most aggregate models of criminal activity. As Williams (1984:285) pointed out in regard to SMSAs and cities: "Regular patterns of interpersonal interaction between people who live in central cities and residents ofthe suburbs are unlikely. Therefore, it is difficult to imagine how SMSA residents can become aware of income inequality within the SMSA".^ 2. However. Messner and TardifF (1986) also discuss the possibility that "the sahent frames of reference for social comparisons" might be meaningful at higher levels of aggregation. Specifically, "given the widespread exposure to the mass media, and to television in
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Smaller units of aggregation may also provide more meaningful measures of the dependent variable—crime rates. In general, the larger the aggregate, the greater the within-group variation in the measure being aggregated and the smaller the between-group variation (Burstein, 1975). Consider two units of aggregation, neighborhoods and cities. Cities are made up of several neighborhoods, and the measured crime rates of cities may not provide a good approximation of the crime rate in each of the city's neighborhoods. Some areas within a city may be places of little or no criminal activity, and other neighborhoods may be places where crime flourishes. The position taken here is that conceptual arguments relating crime rates and areal attributes are most applicable to smaller geographic units, such as neighborhoods. Thus, the analyses reported in this paper are based on 57 residential areas, which cover, on average, 1.5 square miles. Although it is not possible to assess whether they are "communities" in the sense of Shaw and McKay, these social areas do provide a meaningful frame of reference for examining the relationship between economic conditions and the crime rates of social areas. A second concern is how to measure criminal activity across social areas in such a way that comparisons across aggregate units are meaningful (O'Brien, 1983). Most previous research uses official crime data to make comparisons across aggregate units, and some empirical evidence cautions that such comparisons are, with few exceptions, unwise (McCleary et al., 1982; O'Brien, 1985; Skogan, 1976). One increasingly available means of overcoming jurisdictional variations in the recording and reporting of official crime is to use crime rates constructed from victimization survey data. Although not a panacea, victimization-based crime rates do avoid many problems associated with comparing official crime rates across aggregate units (for a list of potential problems involved in comparing official crime rates across jurisdictions, see Beattie, 1960; Maxfield et al., 1980; Seidman and Couzens, 1974; Skogan, 1976; Wilson, 1978). Thus, victimization data may provide a more accurate reflection of differences in rates of criminal activity across social areas by reducing the confounding effects of police agency response (see Smith, 1986). Further, some research indicates that residential proximity to criminal activity is directly related to victimization (Fagan et al., 1987; Garofalo, 1987), which implies that offenders commit crimes in "their own backyards" (Brantingham and Brantingham, 1978; Pyle, 1974). Consequently, this paper uses victimization survey data to operationalize crime rates across social areas. CRIME RATES AND OTHER ATTRIBUTES OF SOCIAL AREAS Assessments of the relationship between a neighborhood's economic situation and its rates of criminal activity must also consider a number of other particular, individuals in American society may very well assess economic standing in terms of a style of living that is deemed culturally appropriate for all Americans" (p. 311).
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variables that may be associated with the spatial distribution of crime. Among those considered in this study are (1) residential mobility, (2) racial heterogeneity, (3) neighborhood integration, (4) household composition and family disorganization, and (5) population density. Theoretical rationales for how these variables are associated with crime rates vary. However, many of the variables are viewed as important because of their potential association with levels of community social control. For example, rapid population turnover may disrupt primary relationships as well as institutional development. In transient areas, community integration and social control may be weak (Shaw and McKay, 1942), and empirical studies generally show a positive relationship between levels of residential mobility and crime rates (Chilton, 1964; Crutchfield et al., 1982; Sampson, 1985). The racial heterogeneity of an area may also impede the establishment of common values (Shaw and McKay, 1942). The close proximity of ethnically diverse groups can engender cultural conflict (Sellin, 1938). Each group may have unique institutions and roles, which may impede the development of shared meaning among members of heterogeneous areas. The lack of common interests and shared meaning may undermine the possibility of social integration and increase the potential for delinquency. Lander (1954) and Smith and Jarjoura (1988), for example, found that delinquency rates were highest in racially mixed areas. Efforts to measure the degree of informal control of youths across communities have used aggregate measures of household composition and family disorganization. The argument for this approach is that areas characterized by high levels of family disorganization and nonfamily households are less able to maintain "scrutiny, supervision and surveillance designed to preclude, deter or detect deviance" (Komhauser, 1978:24). Thus, communities characterized by high percentages of single-person households (Roncek, 1981) or female-headed households (Sampson, 1985) are more likely to experience high rates of criminal offending than other communities. The extant empirical evidence is consistent with this expectation (e.g., Cohen and Felson, 1979; Smith and Jarjoura, 1988). Finally, two other eommunity characteristics (urbanization and percentage of nonwhite population) have been examined in the literature on areal variation in rates of criminal activity. Scholars since Wirth (1938) have argued that more densely populated areas are places of greater criminal activity. Specifically, increasing population density makes social experiences impersonal and transitory. Thus, more urbanized areas are less integrated areas, and effective mechanisms of informal social control are less likely to develop. Extant empirical evidence consistently shows that crime rates are higher in more densely populated areas (Blau and Blau, 1982; Danzinger, 1976). The final control variable considered in this analysis is the percentage of minority population in an area. In earlier studies, the rationale for expecting
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certain types of crimes to vary with an area's racial composition was the "subculture of violence" thesis and the argument that social values supportive of violence have arisen among blacks frotn historical circumstances (see, e.g., Curtis, 1974). The proposed positive association between the percentage of minorities and crime rates of communities has received mixed empirical support. Some studies (e.g., Bordua, 1958; Chilton, 1964; Sampson, 1985; Smith and Jaijoura, 1988) found no association between percentage nonwhite and crime rates, but others reported a positive association between these variables (e.g., Carroll and Jackson, 1983; Messner, 1982; Roncek, 1981). The percent nonwhite variable is included in this analysis because of its frequent use in prior studies.



DATA AND MEASURES Data used in this study were originally collected in 1977 as part of a larger study of police behavior.3 Interviews were conducted in 57 residential areas with members of 11,419 randomly selected households. The 57 areas are within three SMSAs (Rochester, New York; St. Louis, Missouri; and Tampa-St. Petersburg, Florida). Data from the interviews were aggregated within neighborhoods to create neighborhood measures. When a resident did report a victimization, he or she was asked to identify where the victimization occurred. Only those acts that occurred within the boundaries of the study neighborhood were used when calculating neighborhood victimization rates. (See Smith, 1986, and Smith and Jarjoura, 1988, for a more detailed discussion of these data.) Two victimization-based crime rates are used in this study. Rates of burglary per 1,000 households and serious violent crimes (robberies, rapes, and aggravated assaults) per 1,000 residents were calculated from the victimization data. Across the neighborhoods in the study, burglary rates ranged from 32.7 to 235.1 per 1,000 households and serious violent crime rates ranged from 0 to 21.49 per 1,000 persons. No serious violent victimizations were reported in 15 ofthe 57 residential areas. Several measures of neighborhood characteristics were constructed by aggregating information from the interviews with residents. A correlation matrix for these variables, along with some descriptive statistics, is presented in Table 3. Residential instability is measured as the percentage of households that have been in the area for less than three years. Racial heterogeneity is the probability that two randomly selected individuals from a neighborhood would be members of different racial groups. Neighborhood integration was measured by asking residents how often they or members of 3. Because these data were originally collected to study variation in police behavior, the neighborhood boundaries rely heavily on police department definitions of neighborhoods.
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