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Table 24. Matrix of Targeted Neighborhoods and Findings 

 
Neighborhood Collective 

Efficacy & 
Incivilities 

Collective 
Efficacy & 
Satisfactio
n w/police 

Collective 
Efficacy & 

Fear of 
Crime 

Social 
Cohesion & 
Incivilities 

Social 
Cohesion & 
Satisfaction 

w/police 

Social 
Cohesion & 

Fear of 
Crime 

 
Full Sample 

Statistically 
Significant 

Statistically 
Significant 

 Statistically 
Significant 

Statistically 
Significant 

Statistically 
Significant 

 
Brownsville 

 

Statistically 
Significant 

    Statistically 
Significant 

 
Bunche Park 

 

      

 
East Little 

Havana 

   Statistically 
Significant 

Statistically 
Significant 

Statistically 
Significant 

 
Seminole 

Wayside Park 

  Statistically 
Significant 
(positive) 

Statistically 
Significant 

 Statistically 
Significant 

 
Kendall 

Hammocks 
Park 

  Statistically 
Significant 
(negative) 

   

Ives Dairy 
Estates 

Statistically 
Significant 

Statistically 
Significant 

Statistically 
Significant 
(negative) 

Statistically 
Significant 

Statistically 
Significant 

 

 
Auberdale 

 

   Statistically 
Significant 

Statistically 
Significant 

 

 
Coral Reef Park 

 

 Statistically 
Significant 

Statistically 
Significant 
(negative) 

 Statistically 
Significant 

 

Invariance Test   Statistically 
Significant 

Statistically 
Significant 

 Statistically 
Significant 
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for the reason for such variability. There are, however, some tantalizing clues for why such 

variation was seen. We have included a matrix of certain neighborhood characteristics in Table 

23 and a matrix of the findings from the analysis in Table 24 to facilitate this discussion. 

 The results of the invariance test suggest that there is statistically significant 

heterogeneity in the coefficients for perceptions of social cohesion on perceptions of incivilities 

between neighborhoods. While the coefficients only approached statistical significance for 

Brownsville and Bunche Park, the magnitude of these coefficients is much closer to the 

remaining coefficients for the other neighborhoods and non-significant results may be due to the 

sample size in these neighborhoods. However, the relationship between perceptions of social 

cohesion on perceptions of incivilities was substantively small and non-significant for Coral Reef 

Park and Kendall Hammocks Park. Not coincidentally, these neighborhoods also have the 

highest median income and highest proportion of residents with at least some college education 

according to the ESRI neighborhood profiles. It may be the case that social cohesion is much less 

important for understanding perceptions of incivilities in affluent neighborhoods. One reason that 

this may be the case is that it is possible that social behaviors that may be considered incivilities 

in less advantaged neighborhoods are not seen as such in more affluent neighborhoods. For 

example, groups of youths who are “hanging out” with little adult supervision may carry the 

presumption of engaging in objectionable behavior by residents in disadvantaged neighborhoods, 

whereas similar groups may carry the presumption of engaging in non-threatening adolescent 

socialization in affluent neighborhoods. Social cohesion becomes important in less affluent 

neighborhoods because involvement and investment in the neighborhood likely results in more 

familiarity with neighborhood residents, i.e., a greater likelihood of identifying the particular 

adolescents who are socializing and the activities in which they are engaged. Therefore, in less 
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affluent neighborhoods, greater perceptions of social cohesion are linked with an increased 

tolerance for unsupervised adolescent activity and a lower tendency to ascribe nefarious purposes 

to such social behavior. 

 Another interesting finding regarding the heterogeneity of coefficients between 

neighborhoods concerns the relationships between perceptions of collective efficacy and fear of 

crime. As previously mentioned the relationship between perceptions of collective efficacy and 

fear of crime was only negative and statistically significant for Coral Reef Park, Ives Dairy 

Estates, and Kendall Hammocks Park. This relationship was not statistically significant for 

Brownsville, Bunche Park, East Little Havana, and Auberdale. These four neighborhoods are the 

most racially and ethnically homogenous in the sample (Brownsville and Bunche Park with over 

94% African-American residents; East Little Havana and Auberdale with over 94% 

Hispanic/Latino residents). It is possible that the link between perceptions of collective efficacy 

and fear of crime is less salient in neighborhoods where there is a high degree of homogeneity 

between residents. Further, the relationship between perceptions of social cohesion and fear of 

crime was statistically significant for Brownsville, Seminole Wayside Park, and East Little 

Havana. With the exception of Seminole Wayside Park where the coefficient for perceptions of 

collective efficacy is positive and the coefficient for perceptions of social cohesion is negative, 

there is no overlap between neighborhoods where both perceptions of collective efficacy and 

social cohesion both have a statistically significant effect on fear of crime. It would appear, at 

least on the surface, that perceptions of collective efficacy are important for understanding fear 

of crime in neighborhoods with less demographic homogeneity, whereas in more homogenous 

neighborhoods, perceptions of social cohesion is a more important predictor of fear of crime. 
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 While these patterns are certainly intriguing, the limitations of the research design 

prohibits a formal examination for potential moderating influences of neighborhood social 

context on the relationships between perceptions of collective efficacy and social cohesion with 

other perceptual outcomes. Unfortunately, additional research with a larger cross-section of 

neighborhoods is necessary to investigate the potential of cross-level interactions between 

neighborhood-level influences on the relationships between individual perceptions of 

neighborhood functioning and other important level-1 outcomes. 

 

4. Investigate the role of predictor variables, especially patterns of activity and use of 

neighborhood resources, in fostering higher perceptions of collective efficacy and social 

cohesion. 

 The analyses examining the potential sources of perceptions of collective efficacy and 

social cohesion hold particular promise for policy relevant discussion and the development of 

interventions designed to improve neighborhood social functioning. The findings from this 

investigation suggest that collective efficacy and social cohesion remain important and separate 

dimensions of neighborhood functioning. Perceptions of collective efficacy and social cohesion 

show differential relationships with important individual-level outcomes and individual-level 

predictors. Further, the kriged maps demonstrate that while collective efficacy and social 

cohesion are linked, it remains possible that sections of neighborhoods are bereft of either 

collective efficacy or social cohesion, but not both. The consequences of these findings suggest 

that it remains possible that interventions designed to improve neighborhood functioning may 

differentially impact these dimensions of social functioning. As a worst case scenario, it may be 

the case that a neighborhood (or section of a neighborhood) lacks social cohesion but the 
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intervention selected only increases collective efficacy. In order to avoid such situations, it is 

important to better understand the sources of collective efficacy and social cohesion. 

 As part of the preliminary analyses, we argued that certain types of activities or the use of 

particular neighborhood resources differentially impact perceptions of collective efficacy and 

social cohesion. The results appear to support this hypothesis, as the coefficients for particular 

variables differed between models for perceptions of collective efficacy and social cohesion. 

Unfortunately, the explanatory power of both models was very low, likely owing to the limited 

number of available variables. Future research should consider a greater number of potential 

activities and resources beyond what was available in the current surveys.  

 Regardless, the current investigation represents an important first step at articulating the 

different sources of perceptions of collective efficacy and social cohesion. It further remains to 

be seen whether these findings “scale up” to the aggregate-level as well. Specifically, whether 

the extent to which residents within the neighborhood engage in these activities or use 

neighborhood resources translates into differential levels of collective efficacy or social 

cohesion. Extending this research will be critical for understanding the differences between 

collective efficacy and social cohesion and designing policy strategies to support the 

development and improvement of neighborhood social functioning. 

 

 

5. Refine the methods used to explore the local density of collective efficacy and social 

cohesion  

 One of the critical advances in the current research is the use of kriging to estimate the 

local variation in collective efficacy and social cohesion. The theoretical idea behind the use of 

kriging is that while individual respondents within a neighborhood comprise individual “raters” 
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of the social functioning of the neighborhood, the reliability of these ratings diminishes as 

function of the distance away from the awareness space of the individual raters. As such, each 

individual rater contributes not only an assessment of neighborhood functioning, but a spatial 

reference for the locus of the accuracy of this rating, which is approximated here as the spatial 

location of their residence. Using tools in geostatistics, the ratings, locations, and patterns of 

similarity within these ratings can be used to estimate the semivariogram; which in turn, is used 

to interpolate estimates of the spatial variationin neighborhood functioning. Combining IRT 

estimates of the latent variables for perceptions of collective efficacy and social cohesion and 

incorporating these estimates into a method for interpolating the local density of neighborhood 

functioning represents an important advance in ecometrics and provides considerable 

opportunities for future research to investigate within-neighborhood social functioning. 

 There is important refinement that remains with the methods discussed in this report. 

First, although the simple random sampling strategy employed here will provide useful estimates 

of the local density, it is likely that this strategy is not the most efficient for estimating the local 

density of neighborhood social functioning. One important future improvement would be to 

improve the sampling strategy. While random sampling provides unbiased estimates for the 

kriged density, this may not be the most efficient sampling strategy. Future research may wish to 

consider alternative sampling strategies, such as spatially stratified sampling or two-step spatial 

adaptive sampling to reduce the kriging standard error (see Delmelle, 2009 for a discussion). 

 Second, we have conceived the process as a two-step strategy for estimating the spatial 

surface. Scores on the latent variables are first obtained using IRT models and then these scores 

are used to produce kriged estimates for the spatial surface. This strategy imposes an important 

restrictive assumption, that measurement error remains non-spatial in nature. Unfortunately, the 
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degree to which this assumption is valid cannot be assessed using this two-stage strategy. A 

recommended extension of the method would be to explicitly incorporate the measurement 

model directly into the method for interpolating the spatial surface. We are currently unaware of 

any efforts to integrate the Item Response Model into the geostatistical model for kriging, which 

is not surprising given the different origins of these two methods. However, it is likely that 

integrating these models would be beneficial by first increasing the efficiency of the estimation 

process and by allowing for methods to test assumptions regarding the spatial independence of 

measurement error. 

 Finally, it may be useful to consider changes in the estimated spatial surfaces over time. 

Ultimately, when discussing concepts like collective efficacy and social cohesion there is a 

specific emphasis on social process. Unfortunately as Sampson (2012) notes, despite the 

emphasis on process, very rarely have ecological studies of crime incorporated assessments of 

the community at more than one time period. One of the constraining factors for these types of 

studies is the cost associated with residential surveys carried out across a large number of 

neighborhoods across an urban area. However, if the focus of the research is on within 

neighborhood change, the cost of the study is substantially reduced as it is possible to focus on a 

smaller number of neighborhoods that are observed over time. Even an intensive study of a 

single neighborhood over multiple time periods may provide substantial insight into within-

neighborhood changes in social functioning over time. Given the reduced cost of such studies 

coupled with the potential for understanding dynamic change in neighborhood functioning over 

time, there would be a clear benefit in longitudinal studies with fewer (or even one) 

neighborhoods. 
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CHAPTER IX. CONCLUSIONS AND DISCUSSION FOR FUTURE POLICY 

 

There is little doubt that the concept of collective efficacy has captured the imagination of the 

scholarly community over the past decade. The theory of collective efficacy offers the potential 

to explain why neighborhoods differ in terms of crime rates and levels of disorder, and also 

explain the impact of crime and disorder on neighborhood-level social dynamics. Research on 

collective efficacy has led to a better understanding of the intricate relationships among and 

between population turnover, crime and disorder, and features of social relationships regarding 

the willingness to intervene and the sense of working trust among neighbors. Recent 

developments in the literature have been important in showing that not only are neighborhoods 

worthwhile places for public interventions, but that the interventions should move beyond crime 

and disorder and look more closely at the nature of relationships within that neighborhood. The 

complex set of findings can be distilled down to several of the most notable for policy.  

1. Similarities and differences in collective efficacy and social cohesion. Collective 

efficacy and social cohesion are separate but related concepts: Our research suggests 

that collective efficacy (willingness to intervene) and social cohesion (sense of working 

trust in the neighborhood) are related but distinct processes. We found that the impact of 

perceptions of collective efficacy and social cohesion on key outcome measures is 

somewhat different. Our findings confirm that both perceptions of collective efficacy and 

social cohesion were important in predicting perceptions of incivilities, but the impact of 

social cohesion was more pronounced. That is, if a person has a high level of working 

trust in her neighborhood (social cohesion), then she has a low tolerance for graffiti, 

litter, vacant buildings and other disorders (incivilities). That same person also believes 
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that her neighbors are willing to intervene in problems and she has a low tolerance for 

incivilities. 

Perception of social cohesion was a significant predictor of fear of crime, but 

perceptions of collective efficacy was not. That is, if a person has a low level of working 

trust in her neighborhood, then she has a higher level of fear of crime. Her belief that 

others are willing to intervene or not (collective efficacy) has no impact on her perception 

of fear of crime. Similarly, if a person has a high level of trust in her neighborhood, then 

she has a lower level of fear of crime. Once again, perception of collective efficacy has 

no effect on perceptions of fear of crime. 

2. Neighborhood Dependence. The relationships between perceptions of collective 

efficacy and social cohesion and key outcomes are neighborhood dependent. We 

found support that the relationships identified above are place-dependent. Perceptions of 

collective efficacy, for example, was independently (of social cohesion) predictive of 

perceptions of incivilities in two study neighborhoods and not the others. That is, in 

Brownsville and Ives Dairy Estates residents with high perceptions of collective efficacy 

had a low tolerance for incivilities. Similarly, perceptions of social cohesion was 

independently (of collective efficacy) predictive of perceptions of incivilities in four 

study neighborhoods and not the others. In East Little Havana, Seminole Wayside Park, 

Ives Dairy Estates, and Auberdale residents with a high working trust of their neighbors 

had a low tolerance for litter, graffiti, vacant lots, and other disorders. 

3. Social Activities. Different social activities in neighborhoods are associated with 

perceptions of collective efficacy and social cohesion in different ways. Different 

types of social activities appear to be more effective in producing collective efficacy 
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versus social cohesion and vice versa. Knowledge of community meetings and use of 

neighborhood grocery stores were significantly associated with perceptions of collective 

efficacy but not perceptions of social cohesion. Participation in volunteer activities, the 

use of neighborhood medical facilities, and home ownership were significantly associated 

with perceptions of social cohesion. Only use of neighborhood parks was significantly 

associated with both perceptions of collective efficacy and social cohesion.   

4. Relationships within Neighborhoods. The relationships between neighborhood 

factors and both collective efficacy and social cohesion vary within neighborhoods:  

Using advanced GIS mapping techniques we found that within distinct neighborhoods, 

these relationships are often more localized. That is, we found that there are discernible 

micro-environments within larger neighborhoods that should be understood as distinct 

areas worthy of focused policy interventions. While the idea of micro-environments is 

similar in theory to “hotspots” (Sherman et al., 1989) which have been widely discussed 

in criminological literature for some time, we conclude that the geographical 

concentration of social functioning is likely even more localized than traditionally 

envisioned.   

 

POLICY IMPLICATIONS:  OVERVIEW   

 Collective efficacy theory offers the potential for tangible policy implications. Prior to 

reviewing the policy implications of our research, we begin with an overview of a set of the most 

comprehensive policy implications to date for collective efficacy. Sampson (2011) argues that 

the most significant implication of collective efficacy theory is that it focuses on places and not 

people. The idea that social problems are disproportionately concentrated in highly localized 
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places is not a new finding. Contemporary research suggests, for example, that focused attention 

to areas of highly localized problems can significantly reduce violence and property crime 

(Braga & Bond, 2008; Taylor, Koper, & Woods, 2011). Braga and Bond (2008) suggest these 

efforts can be done without necessarily displacing problems to other areas. Hot-spot policing 

offers the potential for short term and long term public safety efforts. 

 In addition to “hot spot” crime reduction efforts, Sampson (2011) encourages 

policymakers to expand the scope of their policy concerns beyond crime and serious disorder. 

The literature on incivilities, for example, suggests that more minor forms of social and physical 

disorder have serious deleterious effects on neighborhood conditions. From a broken windows 

(see Wilson & Kelling, 1993) approach, disorder that is left unaddressed will o encourage 

additional disorder and further neighborhood deterioration.  Incivilities also promote fear of 

crime and disinvestment by businesses.  Communities are encouraged to implement strategies 

specifically geared toward redressing these problems such as community beautification 

strategies, public mobilization campaigns, and the use of zoning and licensing to restrict certain 

behaviors. While many of these neighborhood strategies are not new, they can be more explicitly 

viewed as part of broader public safety and community enhancement strategies. Importantly, this 

research makes it clear that crime reduction is achieved through strategies other than just 

enforcement. These problem-oriented strategies offer the real advantage of not only having true 

public safety value, but doing so in a way that builds positive and sustainable relationships with 

communities.   

 Beyond the more traditional crime and disorder approaches, law enforcement and other 

policy makers are encouraged to recognize the true public safety value of explicit strategies 

intent on building informal social control and collective efficacy. Far too often efforts directed at 
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engaging and mobilizing communities are seen as ancillary to public safety strategies. 

Traditional tactics such as national night out and similar strategies, while popular in some 

communities, are rarely recognized by law enforcement and policymakers as central to public 

safety efforts. The collective efficacy literature makes it clear that communities characterized by 

high levels of informal social control are better positioned to buffer the effects of negative socio-

economic conditions. Efforts directed at building the quantity and quality of informal local 

networks and neighborhood-level infrastructure that promote good behavior have real potential. 

In some cases, collective efficacy and informal social control can be promoted through 

deliberative “branding” strategies that create the physical appearance of shared social space.  

Periodic neighborhood newsletters, public signage strategies that demarcate neighborhood 

boundaries, and similar approaches have been shown to be effective at promoting a sense of 

common interests and shared space (Wickes, 2010). These are strategies that lend themselves 

toward discrete policy strategies.   

 Finally, Sampson (2011) suggests a series of neighborhood efforts that promote 

neighborhood stabilization should be prioritized. It is well known that economically depressed 

neighborhoods with high population turnover are often among the most violent (Bursik, 1988; 

Sampson & Groves, 1989). It is no secret that the more recent economic downturn has resulted in 

increases in crime and disorder in certain neighborhoods. Although the causal processes that 

promote crime are complex, there is some evidence that the large increase in foreclosures 

disproportionately felt in certain neighborhoods has had a noticeable effect on crime and disorder 

(Bess, 2008). It is critical to recognize that policy strategies that reduce the concentration of 

poverty and promote the stabilization of housing offer tangible public safety benefits (Sampson, 

2011).   
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 On a national scale, one example of improving specific, targeted neighborhoods through 

stabilization, financial re-investment and crime reduction, is the Neighborhood Revitalization 

Initiative (NRI). This is a White House-led collaboration between the U.S. Departments of 

Education (ED), Health and Human Services (HHS), Housing and Urban Development (HUD), 

Justice (DOJ), and Treasury. The idea is to revitalize specific, neighborhood environments 

through community-based initiatives that produce significant benefits for distressed 

neighborhoods as well as surrounding areas. These federal agencies are providing "place-based 

grants to offer grantees an integrated system of support by breaking down 'silos' so that solutions 

are implemented more effectively and efficiently and communities can access services in a more 

comprehensive and coordinated way" (BJA, 2013). Moreover, these federal agencies are 

working together to make it easier for a single community to leverage federal resources and 

reduce barriers to effective and coordinated implementation of federal grants.  

 Specific grant programs such as Promise Neighborhoods (ED), Choice Neighborhoods 

(HUD), Community Health Center grants (HHS), Community Development Financial 

Institutions (CDFI), and the Byrne Criminal Justice Innovations (DOJ BJA) are directing funds 

to locations that are in need of neighborhood stabilization and public safety. The programs 

emphasize targeted, place-based strategies using theories of hot spots and environmental crime 

(BJA, 2013). Unfortunately, they do not specifically target areas of low collective efficacy or 

social cohesion, but by implication are focused on high poverty, high crime, and high levels of 

social disorganization. It remains to be seen whether and how our study of collective efficacy 

and those before us (Sampson and others) might influence policy makers as they seek solutions 

to these problem neighborhoods.  
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POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS 

 How does our research on collective efficacy, social cohesion, incivilities, satisfaction 

with police, and fear of crime in Miami-Dade County translate into specific and tangible 

recommendations for refining public policy strategies?  In this section, we provide specific 

recommendations that have both national and local implications for policy makers, community 

organizations and organizers, law enforcement, and researchers.   

Recommendations 

1. Educate policymakers, community organizations and organizers, and law enforcement 

about collective efficacy and social cohesion and their links to incivilities, fear of crime, and 

satisfaction with police. 

 Collective efficacy and social cohesion are difficult concepts to grasp immediately.  

Because these terms and phrases are based on the language of social scientists, sociologists, 

criminologists, and statisticians they are cumbersome and do not translate to action readily. 

Nonetheless, the findings from our study and those of Sampson and others before us have 

important ramifications for communities and neighborhoods across the country and in Miami-

Dade County, Florida.  It behooves us to make these concepts understandable and useful.  We 

will work with The Children's Trust of Miami-Dade County (The Trust), the National Institute of 

Justice (NIJ), and the Bureau of Justice Assistance (BJA) to make our findings more 

understandable for a larger audience. 

 At the same time, however, The Trust, NIJ, and BJA should recognize the importance of 

the concepts of collective efficacy and social cohesion and transmit the findings as broadly as 

possible to state, local, and Federal agencies. Further, in order for these efforts to be beneficial, 

training should be provided to ensure that local and Federal spokespersons explaining these 
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concepts understand them and can translate them in a uniform manner with consistent definitions 

and examples to local level policy makers and community leaders.  

1a. Continue to fund research on collective efficacy and social cohesion 

 The Children's Trust and NIJ should continue to invest in studies of this nature, 

particularly to replicate and enhance the current findings. In the 1990s NIJ made a large 

investment in the Program on Human Development in Chicago Neighborhoods (PHDCN), yet 

the current study is the first that has added questions and dimensions to the collective efficacy 

scale in a different environment/geographic location. The Children's Trust funded this project to 

learn more about the neighborhoods in Miami-Dade County, particularly as they relate to 

assisting children and families and violent crime. While researchers always indicate that "more 

research is needed," in this instance we believe that adding to the body of knowledge created 

here and before us is a worthwhile and cost effective endeavor for community-based 

organizations and those with a stake in public safety. If the concepts presented here can be better 

understood, efforts and investments can be more precisely targeted and tailored to achieve 

improved quality of life for residents. 

2.  Develop and Implement Collective Efficacy Strategies for Community-Based Efforts 

 Research on collective efficacy and the role it plays in protecting vulnerable communities 

against crime continues to accumulate and suggests that collective efficacy has stronger effects 

on crime than many traditional social structure variables (Sampson, 2012). Given the importance 

of the theory and its potential for preventing crime, we recommend that community-based 

organizations and their funders insert a Collect Efficacy Strategy into their plans for 

neighborhood improvements, revitalization, crime prevention programs, or other efforts that seek 

to improve the overall condition of a neighborhood.   
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 Essential components of a Collective Efficacy Strategy include goals, objectives, 

measures, and a research partner to assist with data collection and analysis and to conduct an 

evaluation.   

 Goals would include: 1) Increase the willingness of individuals within communities and 

neighborhoods to do something about problems in their areas (collective efficacy); 2) Increase 

the sense of working trust in neighborhoods and communities (social cohesion); 3) Reduce 

incivilities (litter, noise, etc.) in specific neighborhoods; 4) Increase satisfaction with police 

services; and 5) Reduce fear of crime. For each goal, specific objectives and measures should be 

articulated and devised. For example, to increase collective efficacy and social cohesion 

communities could encourage individuals or groups to use public parks, as we have found that 

doing so is associated with higher perceptions of both concepts. (It may be necessary for police 

and city services to assist in making the park drug- or crime-free and accessible, but this would 

also be an objective within goal 4). Another objective for increasing social cohesion is to 

encourage more volunteerism. This may mean calling for assistance in cleaning up a park or re-

painting a community center on the weekend, assisting children after school, and any number of 

activities that invest people in the community. Volunteerism should be directed and targeted to 

achieve the goals identified.   

 Measures for each goal and objective should be created, developed, and implemented.  

Measures would be based on questions in our survey instrument but should be broadened to 

include specific items that community organizers believe are relevant to their strategy.  For 

example, volunteerism could be measured by the number of people who volunteer, the types of 

activities they volunteer for, the types of opportunities that are available, and the time committed 
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to the voluntary activity. This goes well beyond our measure of "have you done volunteer work 

in the last year to benefit your community (yes/no)".   

 The creation and implementation of these measures do a number of things. First, they 

broaden the understanding of collective efficacy to the community organizer and those who 

participate in the project. Second, they provide new and more relevant measures to the theory of 

collective efficacy. Third, they assist in learning about the overall success of the project as the 

measures will be used in the evaluation. 

 It is important, however, to recognize that implementing a strategy to measure and track 

neighborhood-level concepts such as collective efficacy, social cohesion, fear of crime, and 

satisfaction with the police over time is not a small endeavor.  Local communities, particularly 

public-sector agencies such as law enforcement, generally do not have the local expertise and 

capacity to implement and sustain data collection strategies.  It is imperative for grant funders to 

include local research partners in Collective Efficacy strategies. Much like the programs run by 

the Bureau of Justice Assistance (e.g., BJA's Smart Policing, Smart Probation, Byrne Criminal 

Justice Innovative Program, and others), we recommend the inclusion of a researcher or research 

organization to evaluate the project and to assist in analyzing data pertinent to the community 

that is being served. In addition to the evaluation role, a research partner can provide critical 

baseline information to guide efforts followed by timely feedback.  

 Recently BJA has stressed the inclusion of researchers as part of its emphasis on using 

evidence-based approaches to crime reduction. The research partner has been tasked with using 

data to identify specific crime-prone areas (hot spots) or chronic offenders, conducting statistical 

analyses of the data, and assisting with strategic solutions to crime problems. In addition, the 

researcher serves as the evaluator of the project, developing measures, collecting data, and 

 

This document is a research report submitted to the U.S. Department of Justice. This report has not 
been published by the Department. Opinions or points of view expressed are those of the author(s) 

and do not necessarily reflect the official position or policies of the U.S. Department of Justice.



 

196 

 

determining whether and how the project was implemented, and the impact of the project on 

crime and other outcomes. This arrangement is collegial and collaborative and results in data-

driven decisions during the course of the project, interim reports that provide feedback to the 

lead organization, and a final report that explains what happened and why.   

3.  Use Micro-Environments within Communities  

 While there is a long history of community-based strategies for reducing crime and 

violence, these interventions have out of necessity, focused on interventions at a very high level 

of aggregation, such as neighborhood-wide interventions. Conventional methodological 

approaches in collective efficacy research have only been capable of identifying which 

neighborhoods have low collective efficacy and are in need of intervention. This is limiting as 

neighborhoods are large social aggregates (and neighborhood clusters doubly so) and often 

considerable resources are necessary for non-policing community-based crime reduction 

strategies.   

Our finding that there is considerable heterogeneity in collective efficacy and social 

cohesion within neighborhoods is of considerable importance because it suggests that 

interventions may not need to be directed at the neighborhood as-a-whole but rather focused to 

those areas within a neighborhood where the exercise of social control has been diminished. The 

improvements that have been made in the scale for measuring collective efficacy and social 

cohesion coupled with the recommendation of kriging methods for assessing the local variability 

of these social processes provide a strategy for assessing the degree of community functioning at 

smaller levels of analysis. This enables much more targeted strategies for enhancing community 

functioning as well as a better method for incorporating problem-solving methods for identifying 

and addressing potential causes of the diminished capacity of residents to exercise social control. 
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 Two main strategies emerge from this enhanced ability to identify collective efficacy and 

social cohesion at lower levels: filling-in and building-up. Filling-in refers to the process of 

identifying areas with substantially lower levels of collective efficacy and social cohesion and 

focusing efforts on community building within those locations. The purpose of this strategy is to 

identify potential “sinkholes” of collective efficacy and social cohesion and problem-solving the 

causes of such sinkholes. Strategies targeted toward micro-environments allow for a better use of 

already limited resources.  Targeting micro-environments provides a robust methodological 

framework for leveraging dosage of interventions that may be place-specific. That is, researchers 

can measure the appropriate levels of interventions needed to improve collective efficacy and 

social cohesion. A more comprehensive understanding of criminogenic correlates of disorder, 

and how they are co-allocated in micro-environments provide cues for intervention. These causes 

could be features of space, such as mixed land use or particular “crime attractors” that may lead 

to an inability of nearby residents to exercise social control, either by fostering a sense of 

isolation and detachment to the community or by producing a sense of hopelessness and an 

inability of social action by residents.  The presence of certain businesses, for example, such as 

check-cashing establishments, pawn shops, and even certain alcohol establishments have 

negative impacts on neighborhoods (Cancino, Varano, Schafer, & Enriquez, 2007).  These 

establishments often attract an unsavory crowd, and feed off of the most disadvantaged in a way 

that generally exacerbates the effects of poverty. These causes, however, could also be a product 

of the nature of residential factors in the area, such as a high population turnover or systematic 

impoverishment. Importantly, researchers are encouraged to provide more complete explanations 

of the causal processes that influence the social and cultural characteristics of micro-places.   
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An example of filling-in can be seen in potential interventions in the Brownsville 

neighborhood. A sink in collective efficacy (i.e., a location where collective efficacy is lower 

than surrounding areas) can be observed near the center of this neighborhood, which corresponds 

to a concentrated location of Section 8 housing. A community-based intervention in the entire 

Brownsville neighborhood will likely be ineffective as collective efficacy is actually much 

higher in the surrounding residential areas. Community-wide interventions will likely result in 

bringing in individuals who are already invested in the community and have higher perceptions 

of collective efficacy rather than residents in the affected areas. Moreover, heavy suppression 

efforts that “bleed” into largely efficacious sections of neighborhoods could alienate viable 

community partners and increase fear of crime (see Hinkle & Weisburd, 2008). Instead, we need 

efforts that are focused on community building specifically within this low-income housing area. 

An intervention that specifically targets this section of the neighborhood is likely to be more 

successful and more cost-effective at reducing crime. Filling-in geographical areas where 

collective efficacy is extraordinarily low likely has implications both for the quality (type) and 

quantity of intervention strategies.   

Building-up on the other hand involves identifying areas within a distressed community 

with high collective efficacy and finding ways to leverage these residents to foster better 

community functioning in nearby areas. Through a continual process of bringing in residents of 

nearby areas and building outwards, it is possible to eventually improve the functioning of the 

neighborhood as a whole. For example in Bunche Park there is a rise in collective efficacy (i.e., 

an area where collective efficacy is higher than surrounding areas) corresponding to single 

family households adjacent to a school. Near this area to the south is a sink in collective efficacy. 

An appropriate strategy for improving neighborhood functioning in this area would be to 
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leverage the residents living in the high collective efficacy section of the neighborhood and focus 

on community building efforts that bring in residents from the periphery of this area. This 

process then proceeds sequentially as residents from peripheral areas are brought into the 

intervention in a series of phases. In this way, it is possible to improve the level of community 

functioning for the neighborhood as a whole. 

These two processes should not be seen as mutually exclusive, but rather complementary 

strategies for improving community functioning in problematic neighborhoods. The key 

development, however, is providing the capability of designing interventions based on the 

improvement in measurement and spatial precision offered by the methodological approaches 

adopted in the current research. Coupling this methodological advancement with highly targeted 

strategic interventions designed to improve community functioning may offer highly effective 

crime prevention strategies at lower cost. 

4.  Improve Law Enforcement's Understanding of Collective Efficacy  

 

 There is no doubt that police play an important role in keeping neighborhoods safe.  In 

earlier studies we have found that police involvement has a direct impact on fear of crime, 

satisfaction with police services, and incivilities (Uchida & Forst, 1994). Evidence from field 

experiments in Houston, Texas (Pate, Wycoff, Skogan & Sherman, 1986), Newark, ew Jersey 

(Kelling, Pate, Ferrara, Utne, & Brown, 1981), Flint, Michigan (Trojanicz, 1982), and Baltimore, 

Maryland (Pate & Annan, 1989) have served to validate the theory that closer ties between the 

police and the community, especially in the form of door-to-door contacts and foot patrols, raise 

levels of citizen satisfaction with police services and quality of life and lower their levels of fear 

of crime.  In fact, the philosophy of community-oriented policing rests on the assumption that 
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community engagement improves relationships between the police and the public and reduces 

fear of crime.   

 Our findings in the current study show that the police are not the only factor that have an 

impact on incivilities, satisfaction with police services, and fear of crime. Indeed, we now know 

that collective efficacy and social cohesion have similar impacts on these outcome variables 

depending upon the neighborhood and micro-environments.   

 What does this mean for police? How do they play a role in the general scheme of 

collective efficacy? 

 For police, community engagement is one of three 'pillars' of community policing, the 

other two being problem-solving and organizational change. Community engagement has come 

to mean attending and participating in community meetings, working with community advisory 

boards to address broad issues, providing neighborhoods with on-line crime maps and data, and 

on occasion solving problems using Herman Goldstein's problem-oriented policing model 

(Goldstein, 1991). These methods are all well and good, but only touch the surface of what could 

be done to make communities safer over the long term. 

 Understanding collective efficacy and social cohesion would give more depth to the 

police role within the community. Police know that their presence and visibility have an impact 

on controlling behavior (formal social control). In their absence, however, people are often left to 

their own devices, and depending on their micro-environment, are willing to intervene or not 

when they are confronted with problems (informal social control). To make things easier for the 

individual the police should take cues from what contributes to higher perceptions of collective 

efficacy in certain places -- greater use of neighborhood parks, greater use of neighborhood 

grocery stores, and knowledge of community meetings. For example, police may see a park as a 
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recreational location where kids come to play, where babysitters bring their wards, where drug 

traffickers deal dope, where gang members hang out, or where the homeless seek shelter. If, 

however, they see the park as a place where neighbors meet to network, form social bonds, and 

become invested in the neighborhood, then the purpose is different and perhaps police attitudes 

and strategies will change. Removing the drug traffickers, gang members and the homeless 

through sweeps and other enforcement activities have a higher purpose than simply moving 

nuisances.   By understanding that the park is not just a grassy location but also a place where 

friendships and bonds of trust are formed within a neighborhood, then perhaps the police will 

commit to longer term strategies to make that place safe and keep it safe. 

 Understanding these concepts and linkages between and among collective efficacy, social 

cohesion, incivilities, satisfaction with police, and fear of crime puts the police on a different 

plane -- it makes them realize the importance of the human element within neighborhoods and 

communities.  
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