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ABSTRACT

Community organizations that have crime problems on their agendas are
common across the country. They originate as an anticipatory response to
crime or as a consequence of local criminal activity; none endure,
however, by focusing exclusively on crime problems. Participation in
anticrime groups is based on awareness of local problems and is linked to
socioeconomic status and class-linked attitudes. One approach to fighting
crime is for community organizations to request more and better policing.
Another is to focus on the fundamental social and economic issues that
are root causes of crime. Individual measures often emphasize preventing
victimization and minimizing losses, while collective action involves
efforts to defend or reform neighborhoods. Evaluations have not produced
clear-cut evidence that prevention programs are effective. Organizations
also attempt to control crime and disorder through intervention and by
changing people’s social behavior. Crime-prevention organizations can be
implanted in new areas either by encouraging existing organizations to
add crime problems to their agendas or by encouraging the formation of
such community organizations.

This essay examines the role of community organizations in crime
prevention. During the 1980s, there has been increased interest in the
role that voluntary efforts can play in dealing with crime problems. In
earlier decades, hiring more police officers seemed the obvious answer
to mounting crime, but by the late 1970s municipal and federal budget
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constraints made that a less viable approach. The emergence of “com-
munity crime-prevention theory” at about this time presented an intel-
lectual foundation for experimenting with a new, “off-budget” ap-
proach to crime control rooted in local voluntary organization (Lewis
1979; Lewis and Salem 1981; Lavrakas 1985). Unfortunately, it appears
that such organizations can play only a limited role in crime prevention.

The community approach to crime prevention emphasizes collabora-
tion between the criminal justice system and community organizations.
It assumes that the police and other elements of the criminal justice
system cannot effectively deal with crime and fear on their own. In this
view, voluntary, organized community efforts to control crime and
alleviate excessive levels of fear must parallel government action if
safety is to be achieved within realistic budgetary constraints and with-
out sacrificing civil liberties.

The community approach assumes that contemporary crime prob-
lems reflect the decline of the traditional structure of urban neighbor-
hoods. While in the past people were poor and illiterate, and levels of
cyclical unemployment were often extreme, crime rates remained low
because the traditional agents of social control were strong: families,
churches, schools, ethnic solidarity, and traditional values. Crime
problems now are vastly worse because those agents have lost their hold
on many of today’s youths. Many urban neighborhoods are disor-
ganized because the informal control they once exerted has largely
disappeared. If disorganization is the root of the crime problem, organi-
zation is the solution. We are now more secular and individualistic and
perhaps more skeptical about the capacities of government, so in to-
day’s world the best vehicle for neighborhood reorganizing sometimes
seems to be’community organizing around crime problems.

Those organizing efforts stress a number of different tactics for pre-
venting crime. They range from narrow, technical approaches to pre-
vention to broader, social change strategies for rebuilding communities.
Some efforts involve collective action (activities carried out by groups),
while others call for individual initiative, which can also be encouraged
and facilitated by groups. Some programs aim at reducing opportuni-
ties for crime; they encourage people to install window bars and alarms
and stronger doors and locks. Groups also offer escort services to senior
citizens, and produce and distribute newsletters identifying actions that
individuals can take to protect themselves from harm. Other programs
focus on collective surveillance and crime reporting. Groups attempt to
mobilize neighbors to watch one another’s homes, to be alert for suspi-
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cious circumstances, and to call the police when problems arise. Thor-
oughgoing surveillance programs can also involve active citizen patrols,
which are frequently tied together by citizen’s band (CB) radios. Or-
ganizations also push for the sanctioning of offenders through crime-tip
hotlines that help to identify troublemakers and by court watch pro-
grams that attempt to ensure that offenders get tough treatment from
judges. Finally, organizations mount programs aimed at attacking the
causes of crime. What these causes are perceived to be varies from area
to area, but the programs frequently involve recreational activities for
youths, antidrug and antigang efforts, and campaigns to improve
neighborhood conditions and foster youth employment.

The focus of most of this effort is, of course, crime prevention.
However, this approach to community problem solving promises a
wider set of benefits. An additional target of these organizing efforts is
fear of crime. A growing body of research suggests that fear and related
concerns are overstated. This may have important consequences, for
the same research indicates that fear is linked to despair rather than
positive action, and to a desire to move out of troubled areas (Skogan
and Maxfield 1981). It is often assumed that, through organized efforts,
worry about neighborhood crime can be reduced to more realistic levels
and harnessed to positive actions to prevent crime.

Following a decade of organizing, national surveys point to modest
levels of participation in these efforts. In 1981, 12 percent of the adult
population claimed membership in a neighborhood group or organiza-
tion that was involved in crime prevention (O’Keefe and Mendelsohn
1984). A national survey conducted in 1984 found that 7 percent of
adults had joined a Neighborhood Watch group, one of the most com-
mon forms of collective activity (Whitaker 1986). This kind of partici-
pation (but not individual or household prevention measures, which are
more uniformly adopted) is about twice as high in central cities as in
nonmetropolitan areas.

During the 1970s and early 1980s, community approaches to crime
prevention attracted the attention of politicians, who found diverse
reasons for supporting it. It emphasized voluntarism and had smaller
budgetary implications than most alternatives for dealing with crime,
and it diverted attention from what some thought to be the root causes
of crime—poverty, functional illiteracy, and racism. This suited con-
servatives. On the other hand, it promised to support organizing efforts
in poor neighborhoods and to provide money for established commu-
nity organizations, which suited many liberals.
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The community approach to crime prevention also attracted the at-
tention of researchers. It emerged during a period of growing public
militancy with respect to crime, yet it offered an alternative to hiring
more police for researchers who were skeptical that affordable increases
in the level of traditional policing would have much of an effect on
crime. In addition, the concurrent political exhaustion of the rehabilita-
tive ideal had created an intellectual vacuum which the notion of em-
powering people to solve their own problems easily filled.

Finally, community crime prevention attracted the attention of
public and private agencies with money. During the 1970s, a succes-
sion of federal agencies stepped forward to support organizing efforts
around crime problems, and in the early 1980s the Ford Foundation
put private support behind them as well. During the same period,
federal research agencies sponsored studies of many aspects of this
new, nonpolicing approach to crime prevention, which further fueled
the interest of the research community.

This research suggests that the relation between community organi-
zations and neighborhood crime problems is an uneasy one and is
fraught with irony. Rather than uniting the community in outrage or
common purpose, crime appears to undermine the capacity of com-
munities to organize. Anticrime organizations are most often successful
in communities that need them least. Many established organizations
studiously ignore burgeoning crime problems, while others vigorously
attack other problems (e.g., blighted housing) and call what they are
doing “crime prevention.” Organized responses to crime may divide
communities rather than pull them together. When they are effective,
crime-prevention efforts may redistribute resources in favor of those
who are better off and work to the detriment of the poor.

Many kinds of organizations are involved in anticrime activities. In
addition to traditional community organizations, they include con-
dominium associations and community development corporations, con-
sortiums of shopping strip merchants, and “umbrella” organizations
that serve other organizations rather than individuals or neighbor-
hoods. This essay does not describe them all, and most of the quantita-
tive research on crime-prevention groups that it summarizes does not
differentiate between types of organizations. However, I do distinguish
throughout between organizations that are “preservationist” (Lewis,
Grant, and Rosenbaum 1985) and others that are “insurgent” in orien-
tation. By “preservationist” I mean something other than the architec-
tural or historical preservation groups that exist in many places; as [ use
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the term here, preservationist groups are concerned more generally
with maintenance of established local interests, customs, and values.
Such groups typically arise in stable, better-off areas. They represent
the interests of long-term residents, home owners, small businesses,
and local institutions in preserving the status quo. Insurgent groups, by
contrast, have a stake in upsetting the current distribution of status and
property. Leaders of insurgent groups necessarily are critical of soci-
ety’s institutions.

This essay is organized in the following manner. Section I discusses
why community organizations come into being, how they are distrib-
uted in geographical and social space, and how they can sustain interest
in crime problems over time. Section II reviews what is known about
patterns of individual participation in community organizations. Sec-
tion III reviews what community organizations do in response to crime
problems. Section IV examines a crucial policy-related question: Can
anticrime organizations be transplanted to places where they have not
emerged on their own? Section V, the conclusion, considers the ques-
tion of whether community-organizing responses to crime can succeed
in any meaningful way. It also suggests some important caveats regard-
ing the potential generality of the conclusions.

I. The Origin and Maintenance of Organizations

Relatively little is known about the origins of community organizations
involved in crime problems. The best documented efforts are attempts
by government agencies or city-wide umbrella groups to implant or-
ganizations where none apparently existed. These efforts are consid-
ered later, in light of what is known about organizing around crime.
Indigenous groups also often form in response to threats from outside
the community, in the form of impending construction or demolition,
or fear of racial succession (Taub et al. 1977; Emmons 1979). An impor-
tant but often overlooked role is also played by big institutional actors
with an investment to protect. Hospitals, universities, banks, utilities,
churches, and other institutions with large and difficult-to-uproot
stakes in deteriorating communities can often be found behind the
scenes, supplying money and staff to support local organizing efforts
(Taub et al. 1977; Taub, Taylor, and Dunham 1984).

It seems clear that groups do not form automatically in direct re-
sponse to serious and pervasive problems with crime. Conklin (1975)
and Lewis and Salem (1981) both juxtapose what they describe as the
“Durkheimian” view—that crime draws communities together—with



