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98 Perkins and Taylor

block-level indicators, suggests the following. Prior block studies may have
observed race composition impacts because race and disorder correlate at
the block level. In short, impacts of race at the block level may have emerged
because race served as a proxy for signs of incivility. The consistent impact
of gender suggests further attention. Small group studies in the residential
context have not attended closely to aggregate impacts of female-headed
households. Theoretical development building on the neighborhood dynam-
ics described by Sampson (1987), and considering their application to
smaller residential units, may prove profitable.

Finally, our results have something to say about fear of crime and
the ongoing debate about its construct validity (Ferraro, 1994; LaGrange
& Ferraro, 1989). As described above, theorists have turned to noncrimi-
nal causes of fear to explain its apparent lack of connection to criminal
victimization (which, again, was not a significant predictor of fear in this
study and even the correlation between serious crime news and fear was
nonsignificant after controlling for block racial composition). They have
focused instead on the unsettling conditions, alternately labeled sources
of “urban unease,” “signs of incivility,” “soft crimes,” or something else,
which residents may encounter. Results here inform these proposals in
two respects. First, they confirm that the proposed connection has un-
derpinnings in psychological differences. Residents on the same block,
although they may and do view it differently, experience the same physi-
cal and social setting. Their differences in how they perceive that setting
make them more or less concerned about safety than their neighbors.
Second, they confirm that the proposed connection also has ecological
underpinnings. Communities with differing levels of disorder express
varying fear levels.

2”&

Strengths and Limitations of These Methods and Results

The sheer combination of multiple, diverse methods for assessing a
community context (i.e., data triangulation) is a major advantage. That is
particularly true when it comes to contexts such as crime and disorder,
whose measurement has had notorious validity problems (O’Brien, 1985).
Independent observations of community disorder were related not only to
fear but also to resident-surveyed perceptions of disorder and to crime and
disorder news stories (see Tables II, III, and IV; see also Perkins et al,,
1992), thus exhibiting good concurrent validity.

The internal consistency and interrater reliability of both the resident
survey scales and the Block Environmental Inventory were tested and found
to be more than adequate. The reliability of the newspaper article selection
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and content analysis methodology was demonstrated using the same pro-
cedure, but with other raters and newspapers. More applications and
psychometric work using two or more of the methods are recommended.
In particular, it would be useful to know more about survey respondents’
exposure to specific environmental and media stimuli.

Choosing Methods

If the measures are about equally predictive, one might question the
need to ever use more than one measure (e.g., surveyed perceptions). Other
studies, using different measures with different items and different samples
may obtain different results, however. Furthermore, a separate and still un-
resolved issue concerns the construct validity of each of these assessment
procedures. The various methods may still be measuring different under-
lying processes. For example, group perceptions reflect a mix of group
attitudes, group communication patterns, and extant conditions. On-site ob-
servations come closer to extant conditions. Further, from a policy
perspective, different foci may be relevant to different goals. Community
policing initiatives have concentrated on improving extant conditions
(Greene & Taylor, 1988), making on-site observations the preferred indi-
cator. But policy-makers more concerned with distress expressed by
resident groups might rather focus on the perceived disorder as their prob-
lem indicator.

Observational methods and media analyses both deserve more atten-
tion among community researchers. Their significant independent
relationships with fear in the present study are noteworthy, given the ad-
vantages surveyed perceptions had. Most important, neither the Block
Environmental Inventory nor the newspaper data shared method variance
with the criterion as did the survey. The observational data were collected
earlier than the other two methods, and more than a year before the second
survey, when the criterion was measured. Only one of the three observa-
tional predictors, home physical disorder, even shares household-level
sampling variance with the fear measure, again unlike the survey. The news-
paper archive had the disadvantage of focusing on a larger unit of analysis
altogether, the neighborhood as opposed to street block (i.e., it depends
on selected residents and blocks being representative of their wider neigh-
borhood). Most of the newspaper stories did have the advantages of being
closer in time to the fear measure and being more focused on crime per
se, compared to the other two methods.
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Remaining Questions

Although the present results help clarify the theoretical links between
community disorder and fear, several important related questions remain.
First, it is still possible that the individual-level connection between per-
ceived disorder and fear is spurious, arising from other psychological
factors. For example, people who are more worry- or anxiety-prone may
be more fearful and also (inaccurately) perceive more disorder in their en-
vironment. The fact that resident perceptions of the block environment
agreed closely with independent observations in this study (Perkins et al.,
1992) tends to discount that explanation, however.

At the group level, although all three HLM models suggest that the
conditions most troubling to residents are physical rather than social dis-
order, questions remain before dismissing social incivilities as a source of
problems. We did find that perceived social incivilities failed to have an
independent impact on fear, but they also correlated very strongly with
perceived physical problems (» = .80). This close coupling makes the as-
sessment of independent impacts difficult if not impossible. Take, for
example, the significant impact of nonresidential disorder on fear. The
sheer presence of street-corner groceries, bars, or schools inevitably attracts
nonresidents to the area, disrupts informal social controls, and makes for
less safe neighborhoods (Greenberg et al., 1982; Taylor et al,, 1995). So
although our results seem to suggest that fear of crime is in large part fear
of litter, graffiti,® and living in a deteriorated block or neighborhood, the
intertwining of social and physical disorder cautions against such a conclu-
sion at this time.

There are many potential moderators of the impact of community dis-
order on fear that were not controlled for in these results. The amount of
citizen participation in individual and collective crime prevention and other
local organizational activity, and the nature of that participation, are likely
to affect fear at both the individual and community levels (Perkins et al.,
1990; Taylor & Perkins, 1994). What we know less about is precisely how
various formal and informal communication processes operate to influence
perceptions of crime and disorder within communities. For example, does
information about local crimes disseminated through newspapers or commu-
nity meetings increase fear directly? Or do most residents hear secondhand

81t should be acknowledged that although we include graffiti as a form of physical disorder,
it is also a crime. Indeed, respondents whose homes have been “tagged” with graffiti may
be especially, and understandably, fearful of gang violence.
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accounts which may be exaggerated? And how can information about crimes
be presented so that it encourages awareness and a healthy and effective
response but not fear and paranoia? More information is needed about resi-
dents’ exposure to various forms of communication and their reactions to
each form before we can answer these questions. We would argue that eco-
logical, multilevel analyses of actual communities are more likely than labo-
ratory experiments to produce externally valid answers.

Although that is the approach we have taken here, we still cannot
generalize to settings beyond. urban, predominantly residential blocks of
low-to-moderate density. We do not know if our results would hold for
commercial blocks or public or high-rise housing, where patterns of com-
munication and the use, territorial functioning, and even the definition of
public space may differ dramatically.

Those types of land use also have a worse reputation for crime than
do lower density, private residential blocks. Yet an important caveat to
the present results is the apparently high degree of serious, violent crimes
that happened to occur during the study in study neighborhoods, according
to the newspaper archive. Probably the biggest crime story of the year
was a series of unexplained murders of women in the Northwest section
of the city. Police maintained that the crimes were unrelated, but the bru-
tality of the attacks (most of them involving rapes and strangulation or
multiple stabbings), as well as their timing (leading right up to the Time
2 survey) and accompanying warnings in the press for women not to walk
alone at night and to avoid dimly lit areas suggest that female survey re-
spondents in those neighborhoods may well have been affected by the
news coverage.

There were also several, singular incidents that received considerable
attention from both the media and the community. The one receiving per-
haps the most attention was the murder of an 1l-year-old girl and
subsequent community crime prevention efforts in one of the study neigh-
borhoods. Other major crime news incidents occurring in just a few of the
study neighborhoods included the arrest and trial of two men who had
executed five people in a drug-related incident, the murder of a woman
and slashing of her mother and rape of her child, the robbery and critical
wounding of an off-duty policeman, the bow-and-arrow slaying of a preg-
nant woman, the rape-murder of a 15-year-old girl by a drug dealer, the
robbery and killing of a retired minister which sparked a wave of gun law
interest, a family who caught a man raping an 11-year-old family member,
the torture and rape of a woman and execution of her boytriend, and sev-
eral shootings outside of nightclubs.
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We do not know if this level of serious crime and crime news is atypi-
cal of Baltimore or other cities. But salient levels of crime or at least
disorder cues are a regrettable necessity of research on crime and, espe-
cially, fear of crime. Researchers in areas with less serious crime, crime
news, or social and environmental disorder may not achieve the same re-
sults. It is important to note that these insights into the nature and possible
impact of particular crimes and their news coverage come not from the
quantitative portion of the news data, but from gqualitative neighborhood-
by-neighborhood news summaries, whose value should not be overlooked
or underestimated.

Another important implication of these ecological assessment
methods for theory, research, and action is their flexibility regarding
content. As the present data demonstrate, all three methods lend them-
selves well to measuring community disorder. But there are many other
ecological concepts that can be measured using these methods. More
than half of the Block Environmental Inventory focuses on more posi-
tive or neutral characteristics of the environment not covered here,
such as territoriality, beautification, and defensible space. Newspaper
content analysis can, of course focus on any topic that is newsworthy
and even ones that are not part of the “hard” news (e.g., violence in
comics and movie advertising). For example, a methodology similar to
the one presented here was used by the first author to evaluate both
media and government treatment of different San Francisco neighbor-
hoods (one wealthy, one poor) following the 1989 earthquake. With
the advent of NEXIS and other news search services, the procedures
for searching print media electronically have been made vastly more
efficient.

Regarding surveys as an ecological method, the present and simi-
lar resident surveys have been aggregated to the block and
neighborhood level to successfully measure all kinds of community so-
cial climate variables, such as citizen participation, neighboring,
informal social control, sense of community, communitarianism, place
attachments (Perkins et al., 1990), even aggregated anxiety and depres-
sion (Taylor & Perkins, 1994). But surveys are still probably better for
measuring individual psychological constructs than for assessing com-
munity ecologies. For the latter, community psychologists should
explore alternative quantitative and qualitative methods that are more
commensurate with both the community level of analysis and the mul-
tifaceted (social, physical, political, and economic) human environment,
such as direct and participant observation, and content analysis of me-
dia and other recorded communication.
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APPENDIX A

The instrument also includes many items not used in the present analyses. For example,
“territorial markers” (e.g., garden, yard decoration, other “personalizations,” crime prevention
signs) convey control over an area and a separation between one’s self, family, or community
and “outsiders,” and are related to residents’ perceptions of safety (Taylor et al., 1984), to
their perception of less community disorder and crime problems (Perkins et al., 1992), and
to more or less police reports of crime, depending upon the type of marker (Perkins et al.,
1993). “Defensible space” describes features of the built environment, such as building size,
street layout, width and lighting, sight lines for passive surveillance, and barriers to entry, that
have been associated with modest, but real, reductions in crime (Perkins et al, 1993) and
fear (Newman & Franck, 1982; Taylor et al., 1984). Other studies have found defensible space
features to have a limited influence on the residential social climate and thus fear levels
(Merry, 1981) or to have some positive and some negative effects on perceived crime and
disorder (Perkins et al., 1992). Nonresidential land use (corner stores, schools, etc.) has been
found to encourage reported crime (Perkins et al., 1993) and observed incivilities (Taylor,
Koons, Kurtz, Greene, & Perkins, 1995). Instructions and the latest version of the BEI may
be obtained from the first author.

APPENDIX B

Assume we have a model where the outcome (Y) is fear of crime, and the individual-
level predictor is perceived physical deterioration. Assume we have a group level predictor,
in the form of a dummy variable W, indicating a high or low score on observed signs of
incivility. HLM provides an individual-level model (Level 1), and a group-level (Level II)
model. The Level I model would be

Yij = Boj+ BifXi— X)) +ry 1)

where Y; = score of individual i in block j on fear of crime, Boj = unique Y-intercept for
each jth block, B1; = unique slope for each jth block, (Xj - X.j) = each individual’s perceived
physical deterioration, after subtracting the average perceived physical deterioration in his/her
block, and r;; = the residual, unexplained portion of Y.

The model assumes (Bryk & Raudenbush, 1992, p. 12) that: #; is normally distributed,

with homogeneous variance across blocks, and that the slopes (81;) and intercepts (B¢;) each
have a bivariate normal distribution across blocks. A plausible hypothesis would be that those
who perceive more deterioration will be more fearful.

The Level II model seeks to predict the block slopes and intercepts noted above. The
two equations in the Level IT model are as follows:

Boj

Y00 + YoI W + oy @)

By = yio+yuWj+puy (3

where yoo = mean fear score in blocks where observed incivilities rates are below the median
(i.e., the intercept in these blocks); yor = mean fear difference between blocks with observed
incivilities levels below the median and those above the median; yio = average slope of fear
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on perceived physical deterioration in blocks where observed incivilitics are below the median;

y11 = average difference in the slope of fear on perceived physical deterioration in blocks
where observed incivilities are below the median versus those where it is above the median;

no; = unique effect of block j on average level of fear in a block after controlling for the
differences on the outcome between low and high observed incivilities blocks (It captures
between-block effects on the Y-intercept due to block differences other than observed

incivilities.); and p1; = unique effect of Block j on the slope of fear on perceived physical
deterioration after controlling for the effects that observed incivilities have on the slope. (It
captures between block differences on the slope duc to block differences other than
incivilities).

Substituting from Equation 2 and Equation 3 back into Equation 1, we derive the full
combined model, that can be estimated with HLM using iterative maximum likelihood procedures.

Yy = yoo+yor W)+ vio(Xij — X)) + y31( Xy — X)) + poj + (X — X ) + rij (4)

In the current study, however, we have fixed the slope of Level I predictors, not al-
lowing them to vary across blocks. We did this because we did not have enough cases per
block. Raudenbush (1988) advises having at least 20 cases per group to efficiently model vari-
ations in slopes, which represent, in effect, interactions between the individual predictor and
the group predictor. Further, in this study we do not have theoretical rationales for allowing
specific slopes to vary. Therefore, we are assessing a reduced model, setting the Level II

model of Bi; = y10, so the combined model is:
Yi = voo + Yo W) + v1o( X5 — XL ) + poj + 1y (5)

and y10 is the slope of perceived physical deterioration on all blocks.
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