BLOCKING

Fenr of crime has boen lound W be
the single most powertul predictor of
neighborhood dissatistaetion among ue -
ban dwellers.  Indeed, a recent New
York Times potl of New York Citly resi-
dents indieated that erimeg s mentioned
three tunes more olten than it clorest
rival, housing, as that city's moat
tmportunt problem.

Yet fear of ¢rime mny have less to
do with sctual rates ot vietimization
than with residents' perceptions ot
goeut control in their community .

Thin gocinl control may be exercised
both intormally by ncighbors and tor-
mally by block nssocintions and other
voluntury orgnnizations, as weld us by
police. In nddition, erime i3 por-
ceived a8 beiny inextricably tangled
with a network ol communily problems,
many having only indireet refationships
to the problems addressed by tradition-
al erime control approaches.  Despite
this evidence, the link between ¢rime
and citizen etlorts to regnin a sense
ot community has goncrally been
ignored.

EXISTING RESEAHKCH

Within victimization research, a
great deal of attention has been paid
to individual renctions to: (1) neigh-
borhood conditions, such as crime rate
and crime-associated cues in the physi-
cul environment, (%) psychologicul tac-
tors, such as high levels of fear, and
(3) demogruphic charncteristios which
involve the vulnerability of certain
residents, such us women or the clder-
ly. Untortunately, most of this re-
search has shed more Hght on passive
and debilitative personal consequences
of crime and victimization (a.g.,
avoidance behavior) than on active, or-
ganized, and efticacious solf-
protection.

It i the latter "publio-minded”
response to which lmmile Durkheim re-
terred in suggesting that crime unites
some commmunities against the violation
of accepted norms. Other communities
muy, in contrast, react with ‘"private-
minded” fear and isolntion. ‘Che impli-
cation of this toe criminnl justice
policy, research, and prrctice ia that
wu need a better understanding ol why
residents get involved - -or do not get
involved--in their community, and what
the crime-related impact of that
involvement is.

Even when a community perspective is
taken, howuver, the residential block
level of analysis is usunlly ignored
favor of the neighborhood or, when con-
sidertny crime data, the precinct or
city level. There are at least two
important reasons why the block (de-
fined as the dwellings fronting on a
gingle street betwoeen two cross
streets) is a prelerable unit to study.
¥First, its boundaries are less ambigu-
oud to local inhabitants and more easi-
ly defined for research purposes than
are neighborhood houndaries. Second,
blocka ure more cultursily humogencous
than neighborhoods or police precincts,
and residents are more llkely to know
and share the same concerns with people
from their own block. ‘Thia last char-
ac.eristic of blocks provides them with
greater meaning as n socinl unit and in
ospecially importanl for studying renc-
tions to a problem sRuch as street crime
which strikes so "close to homne.®
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When compured with other types of
degentralized politienl or service or-
ganizations in urban communities, the
hlock association olfers [urther advan-
tuges, both to research and to intee-
vention. Hescearch by Douylas Yates,
for example, has found that blook asso-
oiations generally have a yreater in-
fluence on the quality of lifte than do
other "mediating structures” because
they tend to be tusk oriented, flexi-
ble, and sell-limiting--they tend to
take on only those nctivities tor which
the needed skills and resources are
readily available. Furthermore, the
small scale ol block associationa and
the "lmmediacy” of their problems often

provide greater conscnsus and make
chunges uat the block luvel more notice-
able to residents, and consequently
results in greater participation.

For these reasons, block nssocin-
tions may provide one of the moat prom-
ising menns to overcome the obstacles
to collective action agninst urban
crime and a wide ranye of other
cuommunity problems.

THREE ROLERS FOR
BLOCK ASSOCIATIONS

Community organization is thought to
affect crime and tear of creime in three
importnnt ways:

(1) Orvgnnized blocks are more likety
to engape direelly in formal community
crime prevention activitios,

(2) Block asaocintiona develop the
aocial environment ot the block through
greater contact and coheston among
neighbors. 'This, in turn, leads to

more etfective intormal social control.

(3) Block aasoociations often work to
fmprove the block's physical environ-
ment.  ‘I'his can further ingrease resi-
dents' real and felt satety.

CUOMMUNITY CRIME PREVENTION

‘I'raditional citizen participation in
erime prevention has included citizen
putrols, "block watoh" proygrams, prop-
erty identification, youth programs,
antd escort services for women and the
eiderly. 'These programs have genersally
been found to reduce residents' tear of
crime and, in many cases, to actually
lower local street orime and apparent
signs of community disorder. ‘t'hey have
been most successful where the civil-
inns have worked in concert with local
police.

It hus ulso become clcar, however,
that the etfects of groups which arve
exctunively oriented townrd crime pre-
vention tend to be short-lived, nnd
that group leaders have difticulty
eleiting and maintaining broad pneti-
cipntion. In addition, the auccess of
auch groups tenda to be closely relatod
to socionconomic characteriatics ol the
comnunity. 1t hus been clearly demon-
struted that poor communities require
much more than the short-term, crime-
spuecitie solutions otfered by typical
community crime prevention activities.

For these reasons, ongoing, multi-
purpose block associations may hold
grenter long-term promise for reducing
crime and disorder in urban neighbor-
hoods. Such organizations not only
encourage greater and often more reli-
able citizen participation in formal
anticrime activities, they also kecp
residents better informed about crime
and other block problems. In addition
they cun Increase residents’ neighbor-
ing behavior and their psychological
"genge of community.” These cffeeta,
in turn, may help prevent erime and
dirorder nnd reduce fear on the blook.

Douglas D. Perkina in a doctoral condidote In Commmnity
Psyc holnqy at New York Unlocmity and a reacoreh
astociate with the Clitzen’s Commitice for New Yok Clty.
Drs. Chavls, Flovin. Rich, end Wandersman are the senlor
nventigators of the Rlock Booster Project. :




"INFURMAL SOCIAL CONTROL

Key to uanderstnneding the role of
community organiz:ation in crime proe-
vention Is the concept of informal so-
cinl eontrot--the npverydiny regulntion
ol community norms, publie behtviors,
nnd physienl conditions ot the neigh -
borhood by community residents them -
selves.  Low intormnt socinl control
has been empicienlly linked to ln-
crenacd resident Lurnover o tight,
logs ol loenl commres, doeteriorntion
ot the physieal enviromment, and n ris
Iy erime rete.  Phe boasie arguament
advanced by advoeates ol inlormal so-
cinl control la thint where the socinl
environment ol n eommunity is wlosely
regulated, reaidents are more lkely to
develop n vested interest in the comma-
ity and have conlidence in its tatures
==two vitnl conditions tor otfective
erimi prevention.

Community orgammzntion divectly en
courages greitor sociml contnet, pnr -
ticularly in public nreiws of the block,
which may redoce Lenr and elieit a
willingness to "pol nvolved” in the
Light against erime.  This sort of
selt-perpetuntitg cycle ol neighbors
vigilantly witching out lor community
interests, reducing tear, and encourng-
Ing greatee paeticipntion nnd socinl
contnet results in wore cohesion and
more vigilance within the community.
For these reasons, intormal soeinl con-
trol becomes a powertul approach to
grime control.

There is, at lenst potentially, a
dark and destructive side ot intormal
8sucial control and formal community
orime prevention which must not be
overlooked, however. OQur history is
replete with examples of groups of
citizens handing togcther to tight o
perceived axternal threat to the commu-
nity--whether in the person of crimi-
nais or merely "undcesirables"--and tak-
ing the law into their own hands, often
with violent and unjust conseyuences.
T'oduy, the vast majority of citizens
who are formally or inlormally engnped
in crime controul wit ate well
within the
always
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residents' percepliona of salety but
also to greater social internction, o
acnse ol community, nnd decreased -bHurg
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THE BLOCK BOUSTER PROJECT

Haviny observed these positive bene

fits of block asrocintions in a variely
ol settings, n group ol university -
baged researchers working in conjune
tion with the Citizens' Committes for
New York City has recently initintod
Lhe Block Nooster Projpect.  ‘This pro

jeet i n longitudinal action research
study, tunded by the Ford Foundation,
which attempts to view erime prevention
in the bronder context of community
devaelopment and seeks to identily the

Along with more permanent v
making, and lesdership.
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g1y comnunitys:
ire to reassert conlry

;P"l' the

behavioral processes and snvironmental

conditions which link organization to
security and disorder to crime and
lear.

A major purpose of the Block Hooster

Project ia to examine the relntionships

between n variety ol community and in-

dividunl crime-relnted variables and

participation in block nssoeiation ne-
tivitieas or other erime prevention ef-
lorts Within low and moderate Incdme

blocks in New York Clty. It will study

both the effect ol the crime-related

variables on block anssociation atrenyth

and the colfeet of block association
strength on the crime-related
variablesa.

The project will provide hoth prac-
tieal nnd theoretical information on

two koy questions: (1) Why do some in-

dividunls react to the threat ot crime
on their block through colleetive ne-
tion, while others enpnge in more pri-
vate rlolenses,
act at all? (2) What nre the cllects
of the Ievel of block organization on
tormal nned Intormnl social control, on
erime nnd lear, and on physical aigns
of, pocial disorder, lerritorinlity, and
"detensibility"? Another lmportant
project objective Is the exploration ot
the personal,
tional charaeteristics thalt make tor
atrony nnd ellective block asroecin-
tions. As part of this netlon re-

search, we have developed n aystem ol

organizntional nuscssment nmd teaining
materiata, based on information that is
Individunlly tuilored lo each block, to
help community organizations maintain
and strengthen themselves.

The project employs a multimethod
resencch design in order to tap block
residents’ subjective nppralsal ot the
block and ila problema and strengths,
as well an more objective Indientors of
orime and the physieal environment,
Datn ia belng dorived from flve
Sources:
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nonnrehitectuernl Qae., more easily
chunged) physionl sipns ol social Jis
order ad valneralality to erime. I he
assessment will involve in person ob
servition of three types ol physienl
cues thnt hnve been tound W be rekiled
toy i aned fene ol vietimization: s
vl chisoeder or Mincivilitios™ (eop.
thee preesenee of fitter or loitering,
youths)y: teervilormlitly (eope, pereon
abization signs and bhenatitieintion) :
gl "detensible spaee’ Jentures (oo,
tenees around the property ).

in nddition, the Lirst three oo
sitres will be repeated one yenr lalvr
In order o oxnmine the elfeets ol tHhe
Block Hooster temning to matntmm ol
strengthen the bloek nssociations.

The resulty ol the project are ex-
pected to have important policy impli
cations for community development und
crime prevention. ‘Uhey will indiento,
for exuomple, whether block-levael or -
ganization can help lower-income commu -
nities turn a fragmenting erime problem
into eftective und cohesive group ne-
tion. ‘t'he findings should also have
important theorctical implleations,
nllowing rescearchers to determine the
cudsary ingredients lor eftective
block orgrnizntions and leadership and
to understund the relationship between
block -level eitizen participation and
crime.
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USEFUL RESEARCH AND
FFFECTIVE POLICIES

In spite of its tremendous promise
wa o nren ol study and intervention,
resdenreh on e eelntionships brdweoeen
fomanly ln';;unmulinn nnd erime, lear,
physical sipns ol disorder, territoe
nlity, intormal =ocinl control, nnd
Tormul eivilinn erime prevention hoso
not kept paee with theoretlenl specitln
tion.  In pnrticalnr, theres has heon
littles conclusive inveatipation ol the
ceiane- relativd enuses ol citizen pnrti-
cipntion in communily organizations,
nntl even less that has been able to
obtnin nnd nonlyze block-level crime
dnln.

We are Inirly conlident that conun-
nity development is the key o erime
prevention; bhul wilhoul a apecifie
understanding ol the social, psycho-
logienl, and environmental processes by
which erime and communily ergnnization
are Hnked, it is ditfiealt to design
programs or policies o encournpye the
devolopment nnd maimtenance ol orgnni-
zotlons that will etlectively deter
arline in the most erime-prone nrens,
Action resonrel enn meat this eritiend
need. L]

For futher infovmation, contact the
athorn /o Citizen'n Committee for New
York City, 3 Weat 29th Street, New
York, NY 10001y (212) 884-07/./.
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