
R   e   s   e   a   r   c   h        P   r   e   v   i   e   w

National Institute of Justice
Jeremy Travis, Director

U.S. Department of Justice

Office of Justice Programs

National Institute of Justice

R e s e a r c h   i n   P r o g r e s s   S e m i n a r   S e r i e s
❚  ❚  ❚  ❚  ❚  ❚  ❚  ❚  ❚  ❚  ❚  ❚  ❚  ❚  ❚  ❚  ❚  ❚  ❚  ❚  ❚  ❚  ❚  ❚  ❚  ❚  ❚  ❚  ❚  ❚  ❚  ❚  ❚  ❚  ❚  ❚  ❚  ❚  ❚  ❚  ❚  ❚  ❚  ❚  ❚  ❚  ❚  ❚

  

D
EP

ARTMENT OF JUSTIC
E

 
 

O
F

F
IC

E

OF JUSTICE PRO

G
R

A
M

S

B
JA

N

IJ
OJJ DP BJS

O
V

C

Linking Community Factors
and Individual Development

A summary of a presentation by Felton Earls, Harvard University School of Public Health

September 1998

Many scholars suggest that young people follow one of several
pathways to increasingly violent and antisocial behavior. For
example, Rolf Loeber at the University of Pittsburgh has outlined
three pathways that youths typically follow to antisocial and
criminal behavior.1 The “authority conflict pathway” is believed
to begin early in life with stubborn, disobedient behavior at the
preschool level. As the child grows, the behavior progresses
into truancy, staying out late at night, and running away. Other
children may develop violent tendencies through what theorists
call the “overt pathway,” which manifests itself through bullying,
annoying others, and fighting, eventually progressing to more
serious violent acts, such as assault, rape, and murder. The
“covert pathway” includes shoplifting, lying, vandalism, and
arson and later develops into fraud, burglary, or serious theft.
Some scholars argue that the three pathways are so closely
intertwined as to be inseparable.

This report describes research to determine the developmental
sequences that lead some children to engage in antisocial
behavior. This research is a component of the multifaceted
Project on Human Development in Chicago Neighborhoods
sponsored by NIJ with support from the John D. and Catherine
T. MacArthur Foundation, the U.S. Department of Education,
and the National Institute of Mental Health. The project is
collecting and analyzing multiple levels of data on youngsters
living in Chicago neighborhoods.2

During the past 3 years, the research team has surveyed
cohorts of youngsters in selected Chicago communities to
explore the pathways to delinquent, criminal, and violent
behavior and to understand why some children’s antisocial
behavior begins early in life and persists throughout much of
their lives, while other children go through a short-lived period
of delinquent behavior that begins in early adolescence.

Because the forces that drive a youngster to delinquency are
complex, the researchers examine multiple levels of informal
and formal controls exerted on a youngster’s individual and
family life, as well as such personal factors as impulse control,

temperament, and reading skill. The team measures levels of
social control and cohesion as typified by collective rearing of
children and regulation of behavior to develop what they call
the “collective efficacy” of each of the study communities.
Researchers define collective efficacy as mutual trust and a
willingness to intervene in the supervision of children and the
maintenance of public order.3

Communities with high collective efficacy generally experience
low homicide and violence rates and low levels of physical and
social disorder, while neighborhoods with low collective efficacy
suffer high rates of violence and significant physical and social
disorder. It is rare to find neighborhoods with high collective
efficacy surrounded by communities with low collective efficacy,
suggesting that there are spatial effects that extend beyond the
geographic boundaries of a single neighborhood.

The researchers seek to discover over the next few years the events
and circumstances in a child’s life, including community collective
efficacy and other community influences, that could set the young-
ster on the path to delinquency and escalating antisocial behavior.

Designing the project
Chicago was chosen because its large number of diverse
neighborhoods allows researchers to sample sufficient numbers
of children living in very different social contexts. The study’s
sample consists of 343 neighborhoods stratified by race,
ethnicity, and social class.

For an indepth, longitudinal study of pathways to violence, the
research team randomly selected 80 neighborhoods from
among the 343 in the study and then selected 100 children of
different ages from each of the 80 neighborhoods. The team is
particularly interested in children between the ages of 9 and 15
because these are crucial years during which they can capture
the distinctions between youths who exhibit an early onset of
antisocial behavior and those in whom the onset comes later.



Points of view in this document do not necessarily reflect the
official position of the U. S. Department of Justice.

FS 000230

This Research Preview is based on a presentation by
Felton Earls, M.D., Professor of Human Behavior and
Development, Harvard University School of Public Health.
As part of NIJ’s Research in Progress Seminar Series, Dr.
Earls discussed his work with an audience of researchers
and criminal justice professionals and practitioners. The
study (NIJ grant number 93–IJ–CX–K005) is supported by
NIJ, the John D. and Catherine T. MacArthur Foundation,
the U.S. Department of Education, and the National Institute
of Mental Health. A 60-minute VHS videotape, Linking
Community Factors and Individual Development, is avail-
able for $19 ($24 in Canada and other countries). Please
ask for NCJ 170603. Use the order form on the next page
to obtain this videotape and any of the other tapes now
available in the series.

backgrounds. Researchers plan to examine changes in fear
levels as youths from different neighborhoods mingle with one
another at high school. Will the fear levels increase for youths
from safer neighborhoods, for example, when they mix with
youths from neighborhoods with high levels of violence? As
families move to other neighborhoods in Chicago, researchers
also intend to track the children and analyze how changing
environmental factors affect them and how patterns of crime
are affected.
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Exposure to violence
Although the FBI and other agencies keep statistics about
criminals and their behavior, little information exists about the
effects of exposure to real-life violence and how being a victim
or a witness are related to rates of offending. The researchers
questioned 9-, 12-, and 15-year-olds about their exposure to
violence to better understand how communities work to control
violence and to determine the extent to which exposure to
violence is a predictor of future violence.

Interviews with youths aged 9 to 15 revealed that large num-
bers of these children in the 80 sample neighborhoods have
been victims of or witnesses to violence and that many carry
weapons. See exhibit 1. Youngsters were asked to provide
specific details on the nature of the crimes they had witnessed
to ensure that they were not confusing reality with video games,
movies, or television programs.

Correlation between exposure and behavior.  The researchers
found a strong correlation between exposure to violence and
self-reports of violent behavior. Between 30 and 40 percent of
the children who reported exposure to violence also displayed
significant violent behavior themselves. The research also shows
that girls are involved in violence as much as boys, although the
nature of the violence is quite different. Girls are more likely than
boys to be victims of sexual violence, and boys are more likely to
see or to participate in fights, stabbings, or shootings.

Correlation between exposure and fear of crime.  Besides
the community, family, and individual data they gathered, the
team will attempt to analyze how adults relate to children and
children relate to one another to identify the significant factors
that shape young lives. The researchers surmise that fear levels
may be far higher than violence levels throughout the city and
that fear may be unrelated to real-life exposure to violence.
Adults and children living in “safe” neighborhoods may report
higher levels of fear than those living in neighborhoods with
higher crime rates.

Mixing of social groups and its impact on fear of crime.
Because the city’s high schools are regional, they bring together
youths from different neighborhoods and socioeconomic

Exhibit 1: Youths’ Self-Reported Experience with Violence

Age of Youngster

Exposure to Violence 9 12 15

Heard gunfire 64.0% 76.0% 85%

Saw someone attacked 7.5 14.0 24
with a knife

Saw someone shot 8.0 11.0 21

Delinquent Behavior

Committed a property offense 4.0 10.0 23

Committed an interpersonal 18.0 34.0 60
offense (such as fighting)

Carried a weapon 2.0 5.5 19
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