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THE ECOLOGY OF COMMUNITY DEVELOPMENT: ENVIRONMENTS AND LEVELS


(Book Review for Human Ecology Review)

Book reviewed: Community builders: A tale of neighborhood mobilization in two cities
by Gordana Rabrenovic.  Published May, 1996, by Temple University Press, Philadelphia, PA.  (233 pages; cloth price: $54.95 (ISBN 1-56639-409-0); paper price: $22.95 (ISBN 1-56639-410-4)

Reviewer: Prof. Douglas D. Perkins, Ph.D., (in 1996: Department of Family & Consumer Studies, University of Utah, Salt Lake City, UT 84112)
Review:


Any book on community development, which is by definition a process of change in the social, physical and economic environment (Perkins, Brown & Taylor, 1996), would have relevance for human ecology.  Community builders has even more ecological value in that it looks beyond the community to connect neighborhood organizing, preservation, and revitalization to the larger, city and regional political economic context.  It is part of the excellent Temple University Press series on "Conflicts in Urban and Regional Development."


The book is well written and organized, beginning with an introductory chapter on the macro-economic restructuring of Albany and Schenectedy in upstate New York and one on the social and political history of neighborhood associations, nationally and in those two cities.  The third chapter outlines the political and economic history of Albany, followed by two chapters comparing a gentrifying and a low-income neighborhood in that state capital.  The sixth, seventh, and eighth chapters do the same for Schenectedy, a declining industrial city.  The final chapter summarizes the author's two-by-two comparisons of those neighborhoods and connects those observations to some urban social and economic theories and policies.


The strength of this book is clearly the attention it pays to the macro (historical, political, and economic) perspective.  But a true ecological analysis should also carefully examine micro level phenomena.  Rabrenovic details the roles of the key players and organizations in both cities and each of the four neighborhoods.  But their actions generally take place at the city or neighborhood level.


Street blocks and other micro levels of analysis.  In community research and intervention, there are at least four relevant micro levels of analysis, the largest of which is the neighborhood.  For several reasons, however, I would argue that the street block (both sides of a street between two cross streets, as opposed to square census blocks) holds greater meaning for residents than cities or even neighborhoods as an ecologically valid unit of analysis.  (By "ecological validity" I mean the degree to which the research definition of a social area accurately reflects natural or locally perceived boundaries and is vital for understanding citizen perceptions and their participation in community-based voluntary associations.)  First, block boundaries are less ambiguous to local inhabitants and more easily defined for research purposes than are neighborhood boundaries (Taylor, 1988).  Second, blocks are more behaviorally and culturally homogeneous and familiar to their inhabitants than larger units, such as neighborhoods, and residents are more likely to know and share the same concerns with people from their own block (Gans, 1967).  Third, processes of territoriality and informal social control operate more successfully in the face‑to‑face setting of the block than in larger social units (Taylor, 1988).


Blocks function as ongoing, ecological "behavior settings" (Barker, 1968), in which the social and physical "presses" on a particular block encourage certain kinds of "standing," or normative, behaviors for residents and outsiders alike and discourage other behaviors (Taylor, 1987).  Blocks simultaneously provide the "instrumental support" of gesselschaft and the "emotional support" of gemeinschaft.  It would be difficult to make the same case for neighborhoods.


Rabrenovic briefly mentions a system of block captains in one of the Albany neighbhorhoods, but otherwise ignores blocks.  This is understandable in a study of neighborhood associations.  But by concentrating on class and race-based theories for organizational success, she misses a plausible alternative or contributing explanation.  Compared to neighborhood associations and other more centralized political or service organizations, block associations have long enjoyed significantly higher participation rates and a greater influence on the quality of everyday residential life (Florin & Wandersman, 1990; McKenzie, 1923/1970, as cited in Taylor, 1988; Yates, 1973).  Block captains are not the same as block associations.  But it makes sense that the neighborhood association with some block-level structure would be more active and successful.


Even more "micro" than the block level of analysis are, of course, families and individuals.  Children and families have been the focus of countless public (state and federal) and private community-based service/prevention initiatives on many issues relevant to urban community development, including housing, crime and delinquency, welfare reform, substance abuse, and education.  This book considers housing and homeownership matters and cites neighborhood aggregated census data, but essentially ignores the family or household level of analysis.


With regard to individual differences, experiences, and motivation, there has been a virtual explosion of psychological research on citizen participation and empowerment and on community organizing and development in recent years, including the current Urban Initiative and 1996 urban miniconvention of the American Psychological Association (see forthcoming issue of the American Psychologist; also Altman & Wandersman, 1987; Florin & Wandersman, 1990; Saegert, 1989; Perkins & Zimmerman, 1995; Taylor, 1987; Wittig & Bettencourt, 1996; Zander, 1990).  Yet out of approximately 240 different works cited in Community builders, I was able to identify only one psychological reference.


Psychologically relevant environments: social, physical, economic.  A true ecological analysis must also recognize that community development is not only a political and economic phenomenon, but also social, psychological, and especially environmental.  In a paper with Barbara Brown at the above APA miniconvention, I examined the relationships between objective and subjective indicators of urban neighborhood revitalization, on the one hand, and various community, environmental, and social psychological characteristics of individuals and residential street blocks, on the other.  Rabrenovic adequately addresses objective indicators of development, including home ownership, residential stability, and citizen participation in community organizations.  (Our research considers those and also home improvements.)  But her macro perspective precludes careful analysis of important subjective indicators of development, including sense of community, place attachment, communitarianism (i.e., the value we place on our community and on working to improve it), home and community satisfaction and pride, and neighborhood confidence.


With regard to predictors of neighborhood mobilization, Rabrenovic pays close attention to economics, but does so in a way that risks the "ecological fallacy."  She notes, for example, that the gentrified, predominantly homeowner neighborhood in Albany had a more active organization than the heavily renter, low-income neighborhood.  The potential fallacy is that the organizational membership may not reflect either neighborhood census.  In any case, my own research has found income and home ownership to be significant, but inconsistent predictors of resident participation (Perkins et al., 1996).


Rabrenovic would do well to also consider various social and environmental predictors of community involvement and development.  We have found various community-focused social behaviors (neighboring, informal social control, involvement in religious and other service organizations) and cognitions (community psychological attachments, a sense of civic responsibility, and perceptions of organizational efficacy and of crime and other quality-of-life problems) to predict both citizen participation (Perkins et al., 1996) and various indicators of community revitalization (Perkins & Brown, 1996).  We have also found various physical features of homes and blocks, including "incivilities" (unkempt property, vandalism, litter), territorial markers (e.g., gardening) and "defensible space" (lights, barriers) to be related to participation and development.  Rabrenovic and others might assume that these psychological variables are fairly evenly distributed across different communities, but the fact that our block-level results were even stronger than our individual-level results suggests otherwise.

      Despite an enormous infusion of public and private investment, research, and policy interest in urban community development, Kaplan (1991) found that, compared with successes in other countries, American neighborhood policies have enjoyed only mixed results.  He also notes that research in urban planning and sociology has not led to a clear understanding of how the community social and physical environment are related to community development.  The failures of urban neighborhood revitalization over the last 30 years may be due, in part, to urban planners' and policy-makers' ignorance of the ecology and psychology of community development.


References

Altman, I., & Wandersman, A. (Eds.) (1987). Neighborhood and community environments. New York: Plenum.

Barker, R.G. (1968). Ecological psychology: Concepts and methods for studying the environment of human behavior. Palo Alto: Stanford University Press.

Florin, P., & Wandersman, A. (Eds.)(1990). Special section: Citizen participation, voluntary organizations, and community development: Insights for empowerment through research. American Journal of Community Psychology, 18, 41‑177.

Gans, H.J. (1967). The Levittowners: Ways of life and politics in a new suburban community. New York: Random House.

Kaplan, M. (1991). American neighborhood policies: Mixed results and uneven evaluations. In R. Alterman & G. Cars (Eds.), Neighbourhood regeneration: An international evaluation (pp. 28-42). London: Mansell.

Perkins, D.D., & Brown, B.B. (1996). The psychology of urban community development. Presented at the annual convention of the American Psychological Association, Toronto, Canada.

Perkins, D.D., Brown, B.B., & Taylor, R.B. (1996). The ecology of empowerment: Predicting participation in community organizations. Journal of Social Issues, 52, 85-110.

Perkins, D.D., & Zimmerman, M.A. (Eds.)(1995). Special issue: "Empowerment theory, research, and application." American Journal of Community Psychology, 23(5), 569-809.

Saegert, S. (1989). Unlikely leaders, exteme circumstances: Older Black women building community households. American Journal of Community Psychology, 17, 295-316.

Taylor, R.B. (1987). Toward an environmental psychology of disorder: Delinquency, crime, and fear of crime. In D. Stokols & I. Altman (Eds.), Handbook of environmental psychology, Vol. 2 (pp. 951‑986). New York: Wiley.

Taylor, R.B. (1988). Human territorial functioning: An empirical, evolutionary perspective on individual and small group territorial cognitions, behaviors and consequences. Cambridge, England: Cambridge University Press.

Wittig, M.A., & Bettencourt, B.A. (Eds.)(1996). Special issue: Social psychological perspectives on grassroots organizing. Journal of Social Issues, 52(1).

Yates, D.T. (1973). Neighborhood democracy: The politics and impact of decentralization. Lexington, MA: Heath.

Zander, A. (1990). Effective social action by community groups. San Francisco: Jossey-Bass.

