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ABSTRACT

Crime rates and the quality of life do not necessarily change in direct
response to changes in the physical and social characteristics of
neighborhoods. Developments that have an indirect effect on

increasing crime rates and fear of crime include neighborhood
disinvestment, demolition and construction activities, demagoguery, and
deindustrialization. Other factors such as government programs, collective
neighborhood action, and individual initiatives and interventions help to
maintain neighborhood stability. Fear of crime in declining neighborhoods
does not always accurately reflect actual crime levels. It is derived from
primary and secondary knowledge of neighborhood crime rates,
observable evidence of physical and social disorder, and prejudices arising
from changes in neighborhood ethnic composition. Regardless of its
source, fear of crime may stimulate and accelerate neighborhood decline.
Increasing fear of crime may cause individuals to withdraw physically and
psychologically from community life. This weakens informal processes of
social control that inhibit crime and disorder, and it produces a decline in
the organizational life and the mobilization capacity of a neighborhood.
Fear may also contribute to the deterioration of business conditions. The
importation and local production of delinquency and deviance may also be
influenced by perceptions of neighborhood crime rates. Changes in the
composition of the resident population may be stimulated by the
cumulative effects of fear. Fear of crime does not inevitably encourage

or result in urban decline as “gentrification” demonstrates.

Recent research on fear of crime and neighborhood change suggests
that neighborhoods change only slowly unless “triggering” events shift
them from a position of relative stability into one of demographic and
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economic flux. Those precipitating events include disinvestment, de-
molition, and demagoguery plus regional and national economic forces.
Once areas begin to decline, “feedback” processes can take command of
neighborhood conditions. Problems such as crime, physical deteriora-
tion, and social disorder emerge. Resulting increases in fear of crime in
turn undermine the capacity of the community to deal with its prob-
lems. Fear stimulates withdrawal from the community, weakens infor-
mal social control mechanisms, contributes to the declining mobiliza-
tion capacity of the neighborhood, speeds changes in local business
conditions, and stimulates further delinquency and disorder. These
problems feed on themselves, spiraling neighborhoods deeper into de-
cline. There is evidence that some areas can break out of this downward
spiral, and the examples illustrate the place of crime among the factors
that determine a neighborhood’s eventual fate. However, there is little
evidence that those hard-won victories are common, and in the aggre-
gate the effect of fear on the fabric of American society has been very
consequential.

The dynamic aspects of this theory largely are hypothetical, for there
has been virtually no research over time on fear of crime in which
people are linked to their neighborhood environment. Research using
census data and measures of reported crime (which are available across
time) suggests that in small urban areas important changes can take
place rapidly. Neighborhoods apparently can move from low- to high-
crime status within a decade (Kobrin and Schuerman 1981). Fear of
crime, residential commitment, and other factors that in theory provide
the linkages between aspects of community change and levels of re-
ported crime are better measured by sample surveys. However, most
surveys concerning crime problems in cities or particular neighbor-
hoods can provide only a one-time, cross-sectional view of residents’
fears and intentions. Further, most of those studies have been con-
ducted since 1965 in northern industrial cities marked by generally
declining populations and shifting economic fortunes. Much less is
known about crime, fear, and neighborhood change in lower-density
southeastern and southwestern cities that have prospered and grown
during the same period. Perhaps the small-area social processes that link
fear and neighborhood change are similar across U.S. cities, with dif-
ferences among them being confined to the magnitude of those problems
or the number of neighborhoods affected. This is suggested by the fact
that national surveys reveal about the same relations between fear and
other factors as do neighborhood studies (cf. Baumer 1985). However,
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the generality of research on fear and neighborhood factors to cities of
all types is not entirely clear.

Here is how this essay is organized. Section I discusses triggering
factors that have a strong influence on neighborhood change. Declining
neighborhoods offer an environment in which crime rates and levels of
fear change. Neighborhood-level sources of fear of crime are the topic
of Section II. In Section III, I examine the effect of fear on community
life. Neighborhood decline in the urban setting is not inevitable; factors
that are important to reversing the process are described in Section I'V.
The final section briefly examines some of the consequences of fear of
crime for American society.

I. Factors Triggering Neighborhood Decline

Although some studies of fear of crime convey suggestions for theory
involving neighborhood factors and change over time (one of the most
explicit being Goodstein and Shotland [1980]), few have much system-
atic data on these points. Moreover, most (like their “crime causes
crime” model) seem to assume that a glacial, sociologically inexorable
downward slide characterizes urban neighborhoods. It is more likely
that the reverse is true, that residential areas are fairly stable social
systems, which is why they are identifiable as “neighborhoods.” At
various times this stability may be upset, but old patterns persist, and
generally the future resembles the past. Analytic models of stable sys-
tems feature “negative feedback loops,” or sketches of mechanisms in
the system that react to events, set things right, retard change, and keep
most problems within bounds (Przeworski and Teune 1970). In the
case of residential areas, these feedback mechanisms can include gov-
ernment programs, collective neighborhood action, and individual ini-
tiatives and interventions. However, when things happen that disrupt
the processes by which neighborhoods continually renew themselves,
real change is set off. If these changes spark feedback forces that are
positive rather than negative, they stimulate further changes rather
than dampen them. In such areas, one change leads to another. Sys-
tems characterized by positive feedback change rapidly. These changes
do not necessarily make crime or the quality of life in those areas worse
(see McDonald, in this volume), but, when they do, neighborhoods
caught up in them can quickly decline.

“Stability” does not mean that things are “the same.” Neighborhoods
never remain the same. Even in places that on the surface appear tran-
quil, families move in and out, the building stock ages, and economic
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forces continually affect the price and demand for housing. However, if
about the same number of people move into a neighborhood as move
out, and if they resemble each other, the area can be counted as stable.
Areas are stable if the housing stock is continually repaired and re-
newed and if people can sell and buy or rent homes there at prices
appropriate for the structures and the social class of the residents.
Stability means that the neighborhood as a social system reproduces
itself.

Forces that affect the pace of this regeneration have profound conse-
quences for the viability of communities. The inventory of events that
could trigger neighborhood change is very large. Some of them are in
the hands of local actors, but others are determined outside. The effect
of these on crime and fear is indirect through their effect on an area’s
population and housing stock. Four key factors that affect neighbor-
hood stability are described below.

Disinvestment.  Decisions by landlords and homeowners to repair
and rehabilitate their buildings are critical for maintaining the attrac-
tiveness of a neighborhood as a place to live. These decisions reflect the
value and demand for housing, whether or not buildings have reached
the end of their depreciable life, and if they can be sold profitably. An
important factor in these calculations is institutional decisions about the
viability of particular neighborhoods. When mortgaging institutions
and insurance companies refuse to make reasonable purchase or con-
struction loans or to issue policies in certain neighborhoods, this effec-
tively “writes off” those areas (Bradford and Rubinowitz 1975; Urban-
Suburban Investment Study Group 1975). “It is a sign for all that the
neighborhood is ‘going.” Powerful and influential interests have lost
faith in it, and that stands as a warning to any home-seekers or commer-
cial investors to look elsewhere if they have the means to do so” (Good-
win 1979, p. 60).

Demolition and Construction. The residential quality of neighbor-
hoods can be severely affected by nearby land-use patterns. The free-
way networks driven through the hearts of many American cities in the
1950s greatly reduced the desirability of surrounding neighborhoods.
Typically, they were channeled through—and destroyed—Ilow-
income, minority neighborhoods, where land was cheaper. This forced
area residents into other neighborhoods, a consequence not appreciated
by those already living there (Altschuler 1965). The planning and con-
struction activities of government often create what Bursik (in this
volume) dubs “artificial neighborhoods” and upset the stability of city
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areas of a variety of social class levels. Concentrating high-rise public
housing in a few areas has had disastrous consequences for those com-
munities. Even locating a few community-based drug or mental health
treatment centers in an area can arouse a storm of protest from resi-
dents.

Demagoguery. Key actors profit greatly from the fragility of urban
neighborhoods. Cagey real estate agents (known as “panic peddlers”)
can reap enormous profits trading on fear. Stirring concern about crime
and racial change, they frighten white residents into selling their homes
at reduced prices; then the homes are resold at inflated prices to blacks
and Hispanics desperate for better and safer housing, a practice often
known as “block-busting” (Goodwin 1979). An ambitious politician
seeking to build a neighborhood political base can make somewhat
different use of the same raw materials.

Deindustrialization.  Factory closings, the shift of jobs from the cen-
tral city to the suburbs, a decline in the number of jobs at a particular
wage and skill level, and extralocal economic trends can undermine the
locational advantages of particular neighborhoods or the economic well-
being of the kind of people who live there. These changes may be slow
and evolutionary, but they also can be precipitous; the city of Chicago,
for example, lost more than 21 percent of its manufacturing jobs be-
tween 1980 and 1983 (Exter 1985, table 2).

It should be clear that the triggering events discussed above all stem
from conscious, often corporate decisions by persons in positions of
power. They reflect the interests of banks, manufacturing firms, gov-
ernment agencies, and others with large economic and political stakes
in what they do. None is individually “sociologically inexorable,” al-
though they obviously may be driven by still larger economic and
demographic forces. The volitional nature of these decisions has not
been lost on community organizations that have tackled redlining,
blockbusting, zoning, and economic development issues, and they
highlight the larger—but often invisible—political context in which
studies of individual concerns about crime are set. To the extent that
those concerns are driven by neighborhood conditions, they can be
seen as manifestations of political decisions.

The critical role of these triggering events appears to be their effect
on the number and mix of people moving into and out of a neighbor-
hood. The engine of neighborhood change is selective out-migration
from the neighborhood (Frey 1980). Few residents will want to live in
an area characterized by mounting crime and fear. Measures of both are



