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Urban Black Violence: The Effect of Male
Joblessness and Family Disruption®

Robert J. Sampson
University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign

This paper examines the relationships among unemployment,
crime, and family disruption in the black “underclass.” The main
hypothesis tested is that the effect of black adult male joblessness on
black crime is mediated largely through its effects on family disrup-
tion. The study examines race-specific rates of robbery and
homicide by juveniles and adults in over 150 U.S. cities in 1980.
The results show that the scarcity of employed black men increases
the prevalence of families headed by females in black communities.
In turn, black family disruption substantially increases the rates of
black murder and robbery, especially by juveniles. These effects are
independent of income, region, race and age composition, density,
city size, and welfare benefits and are similar to the effects of white
family disruption on white violence. The paper concludes that there
is nothing inherent in black culture that is conducive to crime.
Rather, persistently high rates of black crime appear to stem from
the structural linkages among unemployment, economic depriva-
tion, and family disruption in urban black communities.

Race is one of the strongest predictors of major social dislocations in
American cities. Black communities are characterized by disproportion-
ately high rates of drug addiction, welfare dependence, out-of-wedlock
births, teenage pregnancy, and families headed by females (Wilson 1981,
1984; Wilson and Aponte 1985; Hogan and Kitagawa 1985). Black com-
munities are also plagued by an unusually high level of violent crime—
black males in the United States face a startling one-in-21 lifetime chance
of being murdered (Bureau of Justice Statistics 1985a, p. 8). Further,
blacks are disproportionately represented as offenders: they account for
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Black Violence

approximately 61% of robbery arrests and 55% of homicide arrests, while
representing only 11% of the general population (U.S. Department of
Justice 1981).2 The extremely high level of black offending and black
victimization has led Wilson (1984, p. 79) to conclude that “perhaps the
most dramatic indicator of the extent to which social pathology has
afflicted urban blacks is crime, especially violent crime.”

Despite the seriousness of the problem, theoretical and empirical anal-
yses of urban black dislocations are weak, especially on the extent to
which criminal violence is linked to patterns of family structure. A major
reason is the lack of racially disaggregated empirical research. As noted
by Wilson (1984; see also Wilson and Aponte 1985), until the early 1980s,
sociologists tended to shy away from race as a topic of serious scholarly
attention. Wilson (1984, p. 76) argues that the reluctance to study behav-
ior that could be construed as unflattering or stigmatizing to particular
racial minorities stems from the sharp criticisms aimed at scholars such as
Rainwater (1966) and Moynihan (1965) and the resulting effort by liberal
social scientists to protect their work from the charge of racism or of
“blaming the victim.”

Second, the theoretical attention that has been focused on these issues
has tended to neglect the role of embedded structural factors such as
black male joblessness. For example, the literature on black family dis-
ruption has concentrated on liberal welfare policies and on the perceived
failure of the Great Society (see Aponte, Neckerman, and Wilson 1985,
p- 5; Wilson and Neckerman 1985, p. 34), while the criminological litera-
ture on black violence has been dominated by a focus on individual-level
factors (e.g., IQ) and subcultural explanations (for recent reviews, see
Wilson and Herrnstein 1985, pp. 466—84; Messner 1983). In particular,
the prevailing viewpoint on black violence is the subculture-of-violence
thesis (Wolfgang and Ferracuti 1967; Curtis 1975). Analogous to the
culture-of-poverty thesis, this perspective asserts that high black crime
rates and the strong positive effect of percentage black on the aggregate
homicide rate (see Messner 1983) reflect a cultural system unique to the
black experience. The subculture-of-violence thesis thus maintains that
violent criminal acts such as homicide and assault are expressions of a
subcultural value system that condones and legitimates violence (Curtis
1975).

The lack of structural viewpoints and systematic empirical analysis of
black violence is further exacerbated by data limitations. Data on serious
predatory crimes committed by blacks are commonly presented in the

2 The disproportion of blacks arrested cannot be explained away simply by charges of
racial discrimination in criminal justice processing (see Hindelang 1978). This issue is
discussed in more detail below.
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form of national estimates (e.g., Hindelang 1978; U.S. Department of
Justice 1981), as the Uniform Crime Report (UCR) system does not re-
lease race-specific counts by city or other macrosocial units. Self-report
data are even more limited, as they contain information mostly on minor
juvenile offenses and are collected either in one city (e.g., Hindelang,
Hirschi, and Weis 1981) or for the nation as a whole (Elliott and Ageton
1980). And, although there have been numerous studies using aggregate
crime rates (i.e., reported offenses per population) to study the effects of
racial composition, poverty, and inequality (see, e.g., Blau and Blau
1982; Messner 1982; Byrne and Sampson 1986), the race of offender is not
identified in offense data. Race-specific offending rates, in conjunction
with the data in which structural conditions of theoretical importance are
allowed to vary, are practically nonexistent.

The limitations of past research have thus had serious consequences
not only for theoretical development but for social policy and public
opinion as well. As Wilson (1984, p. 90) has noted, because there has been
so little recent systematic research and so few cogent explanations of
black social dislocations, racial stereotypes of life and behavior in the
urban ghetto have not been sufficiently rebutted. Relatedly, the effort by
liberal social scientists to ignore high rates of black crime appears to have
backfired: current crime-control policies account for an ever-increasing
rate of black incarceration and execution (Blumstein 1982; Bureau of
Justice Statistics 1985b, 1985¢). Indeed, at current incarceration rates, a
black male born in the United States today is estimated to have a one-in-
five chance in his lifetime of serving a sentence in an adult state prison;
further, in the period 1978-82 alone, the percentage of the adult black
males in the U.S. population incarcerated in prison increased 23%
(Bureau of Justice Statistics 1985¢, p. 5).

In the present study, I address the methodological and theoretical limi-
tations of previous research by examining the relationship between urban
black violence and family dissolution in U.S. cities. In contrast to individ-
ualistic and cultural explanations, this paper examines a macrolevel
framework derived from a linkage of demographic and structural expla-
nations of the determinants of black family dissolution (Wilson 1978;
Wilson and Neckerman 1985) with criminological perspectives on the
consequences of family disruption for community crime rates (Sampson
1986a, 1986b, Felson 1986; Felson and Cohen 1980). Hypotheses are
tested with the use of recently developed methods to disaggregate
homicide and robbery offending rates demographically by race and age in
large U.S. cities. These cities vary tremendously in family structure,
economic deprivation, and male joblessness and hence offer a unique
opportunity to test competing explanations of the determinants of black
urban violence.
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THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK

That the family structure of blacks differs dramatically from that of
whites is beyond question—42% of black families with children are
headed by females, compared with 11% of white families (Wilson and
Neckerman 1985, p. 50). Further, the rate of black families with female
heads has increased approximately 100% from 1960 to 1980 (Wilson and
Aponte 1985, p. 240). Beginning with his seminal work on race relations
in the United States (Wilson 1978), Wilson and colleagues (Wilson and
Neckerman 1985; Wilson 1984; Wilson and Aponte 1985) have argued
that the increase in black families headed by females and extramarital
births may be tied to the increasing difficulty of finding a marriage part-
ner with stable employment (Wilson 1978, pp. 132—34; Wilson and Neck-
erman 1985, pp. 25-30; see also Ross and Sawhill 1975, pp. 161-62;
Bishop 1980). That is, independent of cultural values regarding out-of-
wedlock births (e.g., an inherent matriarchal tendency or a culture of
poverty among blacks) and increases in funds available from welfare (see
Murray 1984), Wilson’s thesis is that an important structural source of
black family disruption is black male joblessness.

Computing a “male marriage pool index” (MMPI) comprising em-
ployed men per 100 women of the same age and race, Wilson and Necker-
man (1985, pp. 61—-68) note long-term declines in the pool of economically
stable black men and levels much lower for blacks than for whites. For
example, in 1980, there were approximately 85 employed white males per
100 white women 25-34 for the nation as a whole, compared with only
about 55 employed black males per 100 black women. Wilson and Neck-
erman (1985, p. 27) thus argue that the weight of the evidence “suggests
that the increasing rate of joblessness among black men merits serious
consideration as a major underlying factor in the rise of black single
mothers and female-headed households.” Wilson’s thesis is buttressed by
a long line of demographic and ethnographic research linking unemploy-
ment to marital instability (see, e.g., Bishop 1980, pp. 302-8; Liebow
1967).

Although the evidence is not quite as consistent as that on unemploy-
ment, several studies have also shown that income and occupational
status are inversely related to marital instability. For instance, divorce
and separation rates tend to be higher among lower-income families (Cut-
right 1971), and other evidence suggests that the higher the husband’s
earnings, the less likely black couples are to divorce (Wilson and Necker-
man 1985, p. 27). In addition, Ross and Sawhill (1975, p. 214) found that
the rates of black families with female heads in 41 cities were inversely
related to median income of intact families, net of control variables.

In brief, an accumulating body of evidence suggests that the labor-
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market marginality of black males and accompanying economic depriva-
tion have had profound negative implications for the black community,
particularly for black women with children (Liebow 1967; Rainwater
1966, 1970, 1985; Wilson and Neckerman 1985; Wilson 1984). From this
viewpoint, the major structural determinant of black family disruption is
black male joblessness. And, in contrast to some versions of the popular
“feminization of poverty” argument, black family disruption is also seen
largely as a consequence rather than as a cause of persistent poverty in the
black community.3

Family Structure and Crime

There are at least three reasons to expect that the family disruption
hypothesized to stem from male joblessness in urban black communities
may in turn have important implications for explaining crime rates. The
first derives from the traditional criminological concern with whether
broken homes cause juvenile delinquency at the individual level. Al-
though empirical evidence on this issue is inconsistent (see, e.g., Wilkin-
son 1980; Ross and Sawhill 1975, pp. 133-39), recent longitudinal re-
search on black youths in urban areas reveals a negative effect of family
stability on juvenile delinquency (Ensminger, Kellam, and Rubin 1983).
Also, the marital conflict and unhappiness often fueling family dissolution
are well-established predictors of delinquency (Loeber and Stouthamer-
Loeber 1986). The ecological fallacy notwithstanding, then, urban black
communities with pronounced family disruption may contribute to dis-
proportionately high rates of juvenile delinquency.

Second, marital and family disruption may decrease formal social con-
trols at the community level (Sampson 1986a, 1986b). For example,
Bloom (1966) found that areas with high family disruption had low rates
of participation in community politics, recreation (e.g., the YMCA), and
educational activities (e.g., library membership). Similarly, Kellam et al.
(1982) found that black single-parent mothers in a Chicago ghetto partici-
pated less often in social and political organizations than did mothers in

3 Bane found that, among blacks, poor single-person households and those headed by
females are much more likely to be formed from households that were already poor
(1985, p. 39) and that the vast majority of poor, black, single-parent mothers could not
have avoided poverty had families stayed together. Bane refers to this as a “reshuf-
fling” of poverty rather than an “event-driven” poverty, the latter of which is more
common among whites. In other words, among blacks, poor two-parent families tend
to break apart into poor single-person households and ones headed by females, while
better-off families remain together (Bane 1985, p. 19). This is consistent with the
present theoretical framework, which argues that economic marginality and depriva-
tion have fostered a community in which it is difficult for blacks to maintain two-
parent families (see also Rainwater 1985, p. 2).
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two-parent families. The evidence thus suggests that communities with
pronounced family disruption may experience a weakening of formal and
voluntary organizations, many of which play crucial roles in linking local
youths to wider social institutions and in fostering desired principles and
values (Janowitz 1975, pp. 82, 88; Kornhauser 1978, pp. 81-82).

A third potential consequence of family disruption for communities is
attenuated informal controls (Sampson 1986b, pp. 278-80; Felson and
Cohen 1980; Felson 1986). Examples of informal social control include
neighbors’ taking note of or questioning strangers, watching over one
another’s property, assuming responsibility for supervision of general
youth activities, and intervening in local disturbances (see Greenberg,
Rohe, and Williams 1985; Skogan 1986). Two-parent households provide
increased supervision and guardianship not only for their own children
and household property (Cohen and Felson 1979) but also for public
activities in the community. For example, two-parent families are proba-
bly effective not so much because they are able to intervene in actual
criminal acts but because they are better able to control those peer group
activities (e.g., “hanging out,” vandalism, truancy) that set the context
for more serious crime, especially gang delinquency (see Cartwright and
Howard 1966). Indeed, a central fact in criminological research is that
most delinquents have delinquent friends and commit delinquent acts in
groups (Zimring 1981). Consequently, as Felson (1986, p. 124) argues, the
awareness and supervision of peer-group and gang activity is not simply
dependent on one child’s family but on a network of control: “The single-
parent household gives the community only one parent to know and
hence reduces the potential linkages which can be invoked for informal
social control.”

RESEARCH STRATEGY AND HYPOTHESES

A synthesis of the above review suggests that there are large differences
among communities in family structure and that these differences may
have important consequences for the social control of crime and delin-
quency.* Further, the evidence also indicates that family disruption is
much more acute in black communities than in white communities, as are
persistent poverty and male joblessness. In fact, the data I present below
show that the racial differences are so strong that the worst urban con-
texts in which whites reside with respect to poverty and family disruption

4 This view does not deny that family and marital breakup may have positive conse-
quences for particular individuals (e.g., ending a bad marriage) or that white and
black families headed by females may possess adaptive and admirable qualities (e.g.,
Stack 1974). Rather, the focus is macrosociological—the structural implications of
family dissolution for explaining variation in crime rates.
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are considerably better off than the mean levels for black communities.
Thus, regardless of whether a black juvenile is reared in an intact or
broken home, he or she will not grow up in a community context similar
to that of whites with regard to family structure and poverty.

From a sociological perspective, these structural differences among
communities are theoretically important but have not been systematically
explored since most previous research has concentrated either on individ-
ual-level analysis or on aggregate analysis that masks and confounds
racial differences in crime, family structure, and economic deprivation.
To address the problem, the solution I propose here is to conduct group-
specific (i.e., racially disaggregated) analyses across macrosocial units
that vary along the theoretical dimensions of interest.

The major hypothesis is that variations in rates of black family disrup-
tion in urban areas are positively related to rates of black criminal offend-
ing, independent of those factors (e.g., poverty) associated with families
headed by females and frequently hypothesized as providing motivation
for crime. To the extent that the disruption of families is linked primarily
to the social control of juveniles and their peer groups, the effect of family
structure on crime should be strongest for juveniles. But since family
disruption is hypothesized to increase generally the opportunities for
crime (see Felson and Cohen 1980), and since disproportionate numbers
of those who are divorced or separated in a population may be indicative
of much instability, disorientation, and conflict in adult personal relations
(Blau and Blau 1982, p. 124), community family disruption is expected to
be significantly related to adult criminality as well.

The specific hypothesis by Wilson and Neckerman (1985) is that, inde-
pendent of welfare policies, regional differences, and possible cultural
factors measured by the size of the black population (see Curtis 1975),
black male employment (i.e., the black male marriage pool) will have a
direct inverse effect on black family disruption. This hypothesis is also
consistent with the ethnographic research of Liebow (1967) and Rainwa-
ter (1970), who argue that the family dissolution that plagues urban black
communities must be understood as a consequence of poverty and racial
oppression, particularly the labor-market marginality of black men (see
also Sullivan 1983; Rainwater 1985). When linked to the above hypoth-
eses about family structure and crime, the derived prediction is that black
male adult employment and economic status will have important nega-
tive effects on black criminality that are mediated by family disruption.’
If this hypothesis is correct, it may explain the unexpected and vigorously

5 Note that, even if some of the effect of economic status on family disruption is
reciprocal, estimates of the direct effects of both of these factors on crime will be
unbiased.
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debated finding in the criminological literature that unemployment and,
to a lesser extent, economic deprivation have little or no direct effect on
aggregate crime rates (see, e.g., Freeman 1983; Cantor and Land 1985;
Messner 1982; Byrne and Sampson 1986).° But, rather than being an
anomaly, this outcome is expected under the present model.

I examine these hypotheses in a disaggregated analysis of the effects of
the prevalence of black families headed by females in a community on
both black juvenile and adult violence, controlling for theoretically
specified alternative predictors (e.g., racial and age composition, density,
region). To assess the generalizability of the theoretical model, I examine
the effect of white family disruption on variations in rates of white vio-
lence where the data permit. To the extent that the major structural
determinants of urban black violence similarly explain variations in white
violence, this will then provide additional evidence counter to theories
that derive their explanatory framework from unique aspects of black
culture.

While there is a substantial literature on broken homes and individual
delinquency (see Wilkinson 1980) and while the debate over family struc-
ture and its relationship to economic well-being is not new (see Wilson
1984), these structural hypotheses have not been empirically examined in
previous research. In particular, few research efforts have examined the
independent effects of family disruption on intercity variations in serious
crime (see reviews in Harries 1980; Byrne and Sampson 1986), and of
these none focused on racially disaggregated rates of black violence. And
while my (19854, 1986b) research has demonstrated the importance of
community family structure in predicting victimization rates and black
offending rates, I did not consider the direct or indirect effects of the
central theoretical factor of black male joblessness.

DATA AND METHOD

The units of analysis for this study are the 171 cities in the United States
with a population greater than 100,000 in 1980. The mean black popula-
tion in these communities is 85,344.” Raw data used to construct racially

6 The relationship between crime and unemployment is especially weak in previous
research using cross-sectional aggregate data. E.g., Orsagh (1980, p. 183) concluded
that “the proper inference is that the effect of unemployment on crime rates is minimal
at best” (see also Wilson and Herrnstein 1985, p. 313).

7 A total population minimum of 100,000 was chosen to ensure the reliable estimation
of serious offending rates in a racially disaggregated analysis. E.g., even though the
present sample of cities has a mean total population of over 335,000 (mostly whites),
the mean number of homicide arrests is only 65. When disaggregated by race and age,
offending estimates for serious crimes in smaller communities become unreliable.
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disaggregated measures of city characteristics were drawn from the U.S.
Bureau of Census data tapes (STF3) and U.S. Bureau of Census (1982).

Because of the theoretical focus on communities and crime, the main
indicator of area family structure is the percentage of total black house-
holds with female heads. That is, the interest is on the overall effect of an
area’s rate of marital and family disruption on both juvenile and adult
crime. However, to assess further the disruption among families with
children, I also examine the percentage of black households with children
under 18 with female heads.

Following Wilson and Neckerman (1985, p. 28), I define a “male mar-
riage pool index” (MMPI) as the number of employed black males per 100
black females. The number of women is used as the denominator to
reflect differences across cities in the situation of women in the “marriage
market.”® The major indicator of economic deprivation is black per-
capita income. A per-capita measure rather than median family income is
used to avoid differences across cities and races in family size (see, e.g.,
Ross and Sawhill 1975, p. 82).

As noted by Ross and Sawhill (1975, p. 114), welfare benefits vary
considerably across jurisdictions, a variation that may result in different
forms of family structure (see also Honig 1974). Murray (1984), for ex-
ample, argues that relaxed restrictions and high welfare payments entice
lower-class black women to bear children out of wedlock and encourage
the breakup of existing families since a female head is the major prerequi-
site for receiving Aid to Families with Dependent Children (AFDC) (for
excellent reviews and analyses of this argument, see Ellwood and Bane
[1984]; Ross and Sawhill [1975]). Therefore, to account for the possible
effects of welfare on family disruption, I collected the mean public assis-
tance payment to black families receiving assistance for each city and
entered it as a control variable (U.S. Bureau of Census 1982).°

8 Wilson and Neckerman (1985, p. 28) constructed the MMPI for several age-specific
categories, whereas the city-level measure pertains to both males and females 16 and
older. This does not seem to be a problem since median age of the black population is
controlled. In addition, a summary measure of employed black men is needed, and a
limitation to any one age group would be arbitrary. Note, however, that the use of
population that is 16 and older will artificially lower the mean level of the MMPI more
for whites than blacks. This is because the median age of whites is considerably higher
than the median age of blacks, and hence the denominator of the white MMPI will
contain proportionately more elderly females not in the marriage market (or of child-
bearing age) than the black MMPI.

 The welfare variable pertains to total public assistance payments (e.g., it includes aid
to the blind) and not just AFDC payments, because the latter measure was unavailable
for all cities. AFDC constitutes the vast majority of public assistance, however, and
consequently the present data are consistent with previous research using AFDC (see,
e.g., Ross and Sawhill 1975). E.g., cities in the South known to have low AFDC
payments (e.g., Huntsville, Houston, Dallas, Columbia, and Chattanooga) also record
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In reviewing the demographic literature, Wilson (1984, p. 98) also
notes the relationship between the age composition of racial groups and
differences in fertility, out-of-wedlock births, and economic status (see
also Ross and Sawhill 1975, pp. 15, 212; Hogan and Kitagawa 1985; Ross
and Sawhill 1975, p. 22; Bishop 1980). Therefore, median age of the
black population is included as a control variable. Other measures of age
composition (percentage of black females under 18) and a proxy indicator
of fertility (number of black children under age five per black female
under 55) were correlated with median age (—.78 and — .62, for percent-
age black females and fertility, respectively) and thus produced similar
results.

The control variables that were not disaggregated were selected on the
basis of past theory and research. First, region is controlled via dummy
variables for both western and northern locations. The latter is related to
levels of welfare payments and proportion of families headed by females
(see, e.g., Ross and Sawhill 1975), while the former has been shown to be
associated with high crime rates in the 1980s (Sampson 1986b) and high
divorce rates (Ross and Sawhill 1975, p. 51). Second, racial composition
(percentage black) is included in the model even though the crime rates
are racially disaggregated. Curtis (1975) argues that the relative size of the
black population is a critical factor in determining the emergence and
solidification of the black subculture.

The natural log of population size (Mayhew and Levinger 1976) and
structural density of housing units complete the vector of predictors (see
reviews in Byrne and Sampson 1986). The density measure is defined as
the percentage of housing units located in structures of five or more units.
As I (1983) and Wilson (1984) have argued, in densely settled ghetto
areas, especially housing projects, residents have difficulty recognizing
their neighbors and may be less willing to engage in guardianship behav-
ior. In addition, high structural density offers more places (e.g., stair-
wells, hallways, underground garages) to carry out criminal acts such as
robbery, in the absence of capable guardians (Sampson 1983). To approx-
imate the presence of housing projects and their anonymity, the density
measure includes rexntal units rather than homeowner units.

Because of the high level of residential segregation by race in U.S.
cities, the racially disaggregated measures reflect in essence the economic

the lowest public assistance payments in the present sample. Similarly, northern cities
that allegedly attracted welfare clients because of their generosity (e.g., Newark, New
York, Hartford, and Bridgeport) all have assistance payments well above the national
mean. Also, DeFronzo (1983, p. 124) found that the correlation between AFDC and
public-assistance payments in SMSAs was .87 and that both measures yielded similar
results in multivariate analysis. The evidence is thus strong enough to justify the use of
mean public assistance as a proxy for mean AFDC payments across cities.
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and family structures of the black and white communities across major
cities. Indeed, the average level of racial segregation in American cities is
greater than .80 (Sgrensen, Tauber, and Hollingsworth 1975). As Guest
(1984, p. 303) has recently observed: “The most accurate descriptive
summary of residential distributions in American metropolitan areas
would be in terms of a basic racial dichotomy, with blacks and whites
largely occupying separate communities which rarely overlap.” Further
disaggregating the crime rate by race permits examination of the determi-
nants of crime in black communities.

Estimation of Black Offending Rates

The crime data were made available by the FBI in the form of unpub-
lished arrest counts by crime type and demographic subgroup for each
police jurisdiction of the 171 cities for the years 1980—82. These data were
then merged with the census files and used to estimate race-specific rates
of criminal offending. Because official crime data have been the subject of
numerous criticisms (see, e.g., Gove, Hughes, and Geerken 1985), in this
section I explain the assumptions and evidence underlying the procedure.

First, Hindelang (1978) has systematically compared national UCR
index arrest rates with offending rates estimated from National Crime
Survey (NCS) victim surveys and found almost exact agreement. For
example, Hindelang (1978, p. 100) found that 62% of the robbery offend-
ers reported by victims were black, compared with an identical 62% of
blacks arrested for robbery in UCR arrest data for the same year. Since
racial correlates of arrest rates are the same for offending rates measured
from a data source independent of the criminal justice system, we can
have increased confidence in the validity of arrest reports.

Second, a large body of research on police-citizen encounters has found
that seriousness of the crime is the strongest predictor of arrest (see
Gottfredson and Gottfredson 1980; Gove et al. 1985). Although racial and
SES factors appear to influence police contacts for common juvenile de-
linquency offenses such as vandalism and theft (Sampson 1986¢), there is
no evidence of racial bias in police arrest decisions for robbery and
homicide.® The present research thus limits testing to the most serious
and reliably recorded of the seven UCR index crimes—homicide and
robbery—thereby reducing the likelihood of bias.

One can still argue that official arrest data, even for serious crimes,

19 In probably the most recent effort to obtain direct evidence on arrest risk, Blum-
stein, Cohen, and Visher (1986) have examined self-reports of both crime and arrests in
conjunction with actual arrest records for a sample of serious offenders. They reported
that “no substantial differences in arrest risk were found by race, age, or prior arrests”
for the crime of robbery.
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may be contaminated by bias when compared across jurisdictions. Direct
evidence on this issue is found in Messner and South (1986), who ana-
lyzed race-specific, city-level victimization data from the NCS and FBI
arrest data for 26 cities from the early 1970s. Although homicide is of
course not studied in a survey of victims, and the 26-city victimization
data have validity problems of their own (Gove et al. 1985), Messner and
South (1986) report a high correlation, .81, between black arrest rates for
robbery and black offending rates estimated from reports of robbery
victims. Since homicide is a more serious crime and has a higher arrest
probability than robbery, we can reasonably assume that homicide arrest
rates are even more accurate than robbery arrest rates.!!

The available evidence clearly suggests, then, that, for very serious
crimes, arrest data reflect the offending process. To account for remain-
ing jurisdictional biases, I explicitly controlled variations across areas in
arrest probability in the estimation procedures. Some police departments
are simply more effective in making an arrest than are others (Sampson
1986b). For example, in the present data, the mean ratio of reported
robbery offenses to robbery arrests is 4.18, ranging from alow of 1.33 to a
high of 15.14. Some recent research also suggests that arrest probability
may vary with structural characteristics such as inequality and racial
composition (Liska, Chamlin, and Reed 1985).

To account for these potential jurisdictional biases, I multiplied each
raw arrest rate by the offense/arrest ratio of its jurisdiction to achieve an
estimate of offending. In other words, each demographic-specific arrest
rate is scaled up to (i.e., transformed into) an offending rate by the ratio of
crime-specific offenses to arrests. The procedure assumes that offense
data are measured on a comparable basis across cities and that there are
no major differences among subgroups in arrest probability. The first
assumption is valid because robbery and homicide offense data have been
shown to be reliably and validly recorded across jurisdictions (Gove et al.
1985). Furthermore, there are no important differences between black
and white robbery victims in crimes reported to police (Flanagan and
McLeod 1983, p. 299). The second assumption is met by the findings
noted above. Criticisms of arrest data are thus addressed by use of the
information thought to be problematic (i.e., variations in arrest probabil-
ity) to develop estimates of the offending process. 2

11 Although Sherman and Glick (1984) report some evidence of error in recording
arrest data across jurisdictions, there was no evidence of systematic error, and the
largest errors were associated with the misclassification of relatively minor crimes
(e.g., assault, weapons offenses, and vandalism).

12 The method of adjusting the raw arrest rates was selected because it is theoretically
preferable (e.g., the transformation approximates an offending rate) and also because
it is consistent with a body of prior research using arrest records to examine criminal
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Using the above procedures in conjunction with population estimates
from the 1980 census, I constructed race- and age-specific offending rates
for robbery and homicide for each of the 171 largest cities in the United
States for each of the years 1980—82.'%* I am limited by FBI reporting
rules, which do not permit calculation of age-race-sex rates and only
allow a race breakdown by juvenile (under 18) and adult (18 and over)
arrests.'* Because of potential year-to-year variations in reporting and
recording practices, a three-year average rate was computed to stabilize
random fluctuations and reduce missing data, a practice followed in pre-
vious research (see, e.g., Sampson 1985b, 1986b).

A handful of communities had too few blacks to construct reliable
offending rates and racially disaggregated family and economic charac-
teristics (e.g., Livonia, Michigan, had 17 black juveniles). Moreover,
preliminary analysis repeatedly identified these cities as disproportion-
ately influencing estimates of the parameter vector.'> Therefore, a selec-
tion criterion was imposed, in that a city had to have at least 1,000 blacks
to qualify for analysis. After application of this criterion, the effective
sample size for robbery is 156 cities, while for the homicide analysis
missing FBI data further reduced the number of cities to 153.

Finally, to assess multicollinearity, I examined the diagonal elements of
(X'X)~ 1. These elements, defined as (1 — R?) ™!, have been termed vari-

career offending patterns (see Cohen 1986). It is interesting, though, that preliminary
results, with the use of raw arrest rates, did not diverge much from the results pre-
sented here nor did results from other estimating techniques (e.g., entering arrest
probability directly into the equation). The reason appears to be the relatively weak
relationship between city characteristics and the offense/arrest ratio.

13 Gibbs and Ericksen (1976) argue that the denominator (city population) used in
conventional crime rates may be inappropriate because noncity residents may be
victimized in the city. This is not a problem in the present analysis, since offending
rates rather than offense rates are estimated. The evidence clearly indicates that
offenders tend to commit personal crimes of violence in or near their own neighbor-
hoods and almost always in their city of residence (see Pyle 1974).

14 If the proportion of the population known to be at low risk for serious offending
(e.g., the elderly and young children) varies with city characteristics (e.g., racial
composition), then estimates of the effects of these factors on offending may be biased.
Therefore, each adult offending rate was constructed after elimination of those 65 and
older from the denominator. Similarly, black and white juveniles under age 5 were
removed from the denominator of the race-specific juvenile rates.

15 All regressions were subjected to a case analysis to detect the possible importance of
influential observations in estimating regression parameters. Specifically, Cook’s “D”
and “studentized residuals” (Cook and Weisberg 1980) were inspected for each city in
each model. A case is defined as influential if its deletion from the model results in a
substantial change in the estimate of the parameter vector. After the elimination of
cities with fewer than 1,000 blacks where rates were unstable, no city exerted a
disproportionate influence on the results. Natural logarithms of demographic-specific
offending rates were also taken to reduce skewness and induce homogeneity of error
variances.
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ance inflation factors (see Fisher and Mason 1981, p. 109) because they
measure the amount that the variance in ordinary least squares (OLS)
parameter estimates are inflated in the presence of multicollinearities. !¢
Commonly accepted practice regards variance inflation factors (VIF)
above four (R} > .75) as an indicator of possible inefficiency in estimates
(Fisher and Mason 1981, p. 109). In the present data, multicollinearity
does not appear to be a serious problem, as no VIFs were greater than
four. In addition, all bivariate correlations among exogenous predictors
included in the same equations predicting black family structure and
black offending were less than .60. Although the level of multicollinearity
is thus fairly low, especially for city-level data (see Kennedy 1979, p. 131),
this issue is addressed further in the analysis.

RESULTS

Table 1 presents basic descriptive statistics for the city data. It is clear
that blacks fare much worse than whites with respect to mean income
levels, employed men, and family disruption. For example, there are 10
more employed white males per 100 white women than for their black
female counterparts; white per-capita income is 69% higher than blacks’
on average; and, of central interest to the present study, the rate of black
families headed by females is some 185% higher than for whites. The
percentage of families with children headed by females is 146% higher for
blacks than for whites (44% vs. 18%). Overall, the racial differences are
so great that, out of the 156 largest U.S. cities in the final sample, only
one (Eugene, Oregon) has a percentage of black families headed by fe-
males at or below the mean percentage for whites; similarly, only three
cities (Anchorage, Annaheim, and Bakersfield) have black per-capita in-
comes higher than the white mean. In contrast, the city with the highest
rate of white family disruption (Bridgeport, Connecticut—14%) is well
below the black mean. These figures support Wilson’s (1984) portrayal of
urban black social dislocations.

Despite these large racial differentials, there is still considerable varia-
tion among black communities in economic and family structure and
levels of violence. Indeed, reporting just mean levels tends to reinforce a
conception of homogeneous black environments in the United States,
which in turn engenders stereotypical and racist attitudes. For example,
the percentage of total black households with a female head ranges from a
low of 7% (Eugene) to a high of over 36% (Newark and Milwaukee; the
comparable range for families with children is 14%-60%). Clearly, there

16 The quantity R? is the coefficient of determination resulting from the regression of
the jth predictor x; on the remaining p — 1 predictors.
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TABLE 1

DESCRIPTIVE STATISTICS OF STRUCTURAL CHARACTERISTICS AND RACIALLY
DISAGGREGATED OFFENDING RATES, U.S. CITIES, 1980

Variable X SD

Employed men per 100 women:

Black ... 52.95 14.36

White . ... 62.26 7.72
Mean public assistance income:

Black ... ... 2,565.44 666.29

White .....oooii 2,418.41 367.13
Per-capita income:

Black ........ ... 3,767.84 708.79

White ... 6,356.41 998.88
Median age:

Black ... 24.48 1.78

White .. ..o 31.81 3.48
Percentage of households headed by females:

Black ... 26.42 6.13

White ... 9.26 1.68
Percentage of households with children headed

by females:

Black ... 43.58 9.52

White .. ..o 17.69 3.70
Percentage of families on welfare:

Black ... 22.10 7.57

White ... 6.46 3.16
Region:

North ..... ... . .36 .48

WSt .o .26 .44
Percentage black............. ... .. o oL 19.21 16.63
Population size (in) ........................... 12.31 .76
Structural density of rental housing

(% units in 5+ unit structures). . ............... 48.42 11.42

Homicide offending:*

Black juvenile .. ............................ 1.95 (16.25) 1.48

Black adult ................ ... ..l 4.32 (91.67) .64
Robbery offending:

Black juvenile...... P 6.99 (1,870.8) 1.16

White juvenile.............................. 5.40 (330.2) 1.05

Blackadult ................................ 7.54 (2,371.8) .67

White adult ................ T 5.46 (308.3) .74

* Offending rates are log transformed; original metric (per 100,000) in parentheses.
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TABLE 2

OLS REGRESSION ESTIMATES OF EQUATIONS PREDICTING RATES OF FEMALE-HEADED
BrAack HouseHoLDs IN U.S. CITIES, 1980

PERCENTAGE OF

PERCENTAGE OF TOTAL BLACK HOUSEHOLDS
BLack HOUSEHOLDS WITH CHILDREN
WITH FEMALE HEAD wiITH FEMALE HEAD
STRUCTURAL CHARACTERISTICS B t-ratio B t-ratio
Employed black males
per 100 black females .......... —.47 —8.17%* -.33 —5.22%%
Mean black welfare payment. .. ... .21 3.53%* .27 4,21%*
Black per-capita income.......... —.18 —3.90%* -.39 —7.67%*
Black medianage ............... —.18 —3.62%%* .09 1.69%
Percentage black ................ .24 4.25%% .21 3.40%*
North..............oiit. .13 2.10%** .34 5.07%*
West......ooiiiii —-.12 —1.59 .07 .87
Structural density. ............... .00 .03 .10 1.87%
Population size . ................. .01 .18 —.03 - .56
R? = .75, P < .01 R?* = 70, P < .01
* P < .10.
#** P < .05.

are communities where black family disruption is relatively rare or, con-
versely, unusually high. Similarly, black per-capita income ranges from a
low of $2,272 to a high of over $7,000. The question, then, is whether and
how these relative variations in structural context are linked to variations
in criminal violence.

Table 2 presents the first-stage results of equations predicting varia-
tions in the percentage of black households headed by females. For the
major indicator of family disruption (total black households with a female
head), the strongest predictor by far is the black MMPI—net of all other
factors, an increase in the pool of employed black men relative to black
adult females tends to reduce rates of female heads substantially (B
= —.47). The other results are largely consistent with the theoretical
framework—rates of family disruption are higher in cities characterized
by economic deprivation (i.e., low per-capita income), a low median age,
high percentage of blacks, northern location, and a higher mean welfare
payment. For families with children headed by females, the results are
much the same except that per-capita income has a slightly greater effect
than the marriage-pool indicator. In any event, the results clearly support
the hypothesis that the chief determinants of black family disruption are
embedded structural factors—economic deprivation and the small pool of
employed black men.
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Table 3 presents the results for the prediction of criminal homicide.
One notes that the strongest predictor of black juvenile homicide is family
disruption (.41), followed by population size (.22).}” For black adult
homicide, family disruption has a much weaker effect, and the strongest
predictor is region. Specifically, black adult murder is significantly higher
in western and northern cities, large cities, cities with low per-capita
incomes, and, perhaps surprisingly, cities with low welfare payments.
These age-specific differences suggest that family disruption has a stron-
ger influence on juvenile crime than on adult crime.!®

Although the MMPI has no direct effect on black juvenile homicide, it
has a rather substantial (—.19) indirect effect, mediated by family disrup-
tion. Male joblessness also has a nontrivial (—.10) indirect effect on black
adult homicide, mediated by family disruption. The results thus show
that a simple comparison of the direct effects of family structure and
economic variables on black crime is misleading, for the latter (especially,
employed black males) appear to influence black juvenile crime indi-
rectly. Failure to capture the complex interrelationships among structural
characteristics will thus lead to an understatement of the relevance of
unemployment and economic deprivation to explaining black criminality.
Indeed, a host of recent publications have noted the unexpected finding
that poverty and unemployment have weak or insignificant effects on
aggregate crime rates (Orsagh 1980; Freeman 1983; Messner 1982; Cantor
and Land 1985).

Table 4 presents the structural equation results for the prediction of
black robbery rates. Again, family structure has the largest effect on
black juvenile offending—the effect coefficient for black families headed
by females is .55 and the t-ratio is greater than four. Black juvenile
robbery rates are also strongly related to structural density and region but
rather weakly related to median age, high black welfare payments, and
low income. Indeed, the latter two effects are less than one-third the
magnitude of the family disruption effect. As with murder, the effect of
male joblessness is largely indirect. In fact, the large indirect effect of

7 In cross-group comparisons, unstandardized regression coefficients are usually pre-
ferred. However, in the disaggregated analysis here, the values and variances of the
independent variables are all the same—only the dependent variables differ. There-
fore, for ease of presentation only standardized (path) coefficients are shown; inspec-
tion of the unstandardized b’s did not yield any different interpretations.

18 There appears to be some multicollinearity in the black adult homicide equation, as
the B for family disruption is fairly large but its ¢-ratio is insignificant (see Fisher and
Mason 1981, p. 107). However, even if MMPI is dropped from both the juvenile and
adult equaticns, the effect of family disruption is still twice as large for juveniles (B
= .40, P < .05) as for adults (B = .19, P > .10) and unchanged in magnitude. This
issue is addressed further below by specification of an alternative indicator of family
disruption (families with children headed by females) that is less correlated with the
MMPI (—.63 vs. —.74).
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MMPI (—.26) is twice the magnitude of any other indirect effect. The
positive (P < .10) direct effect may reflect increased criminal opportuni-
ties in areas of high employment (Cantor and Land 1985).

Black adult robbery is also significantly and positively related to the
prevalence of black families headed by females, but the effect coefficient
is half that of juvenile robbery. This difference between black juveniles
and adults is statistically significant (P < .05), thus again pointing to a
differential effect of family structure on juvenile crime. Male joblessness
has the largest indirect effect on black adult robbery, although this, too,
is half the magnitude of the corresponding juvenile coefficient. The
strongest predictors of adult robbery are western region and structural
density of rental housing units.

Finally, note that the racial composition of cities is unrelated to varia-
tions in black offending for both age and crime types in tables 3 and 4.
This pattern undermines the subculture-of-violence thesis that criminal
violence should be higher where there is a relatively large black popula-
tion (Curtis 1975). Instead, the data suggest that variations in black crime
rates are largely attributable to structured inequalities in income and
jobs, which in turn lead to high and persistent rates of family disruption.
Race has contextual importance only insofar as the relative size of the
black population has a moderate, positive effect on black family disrup-
tion.

To substantiate the validity of the above results, I repeated all regres-
sions by introducing alternative predictors in an effort to detect possible
problems with multicollinearity and to assess potential misspecification
error. For example, the percentage of black families with income less
than $7,499 was entered in lieu of per-capita income as an indicator of
poverty and economic deprivation. Although black poverty is even more
highly correlated with families headed by females (.68) than is per-capita
income (—.39), the effects of family disruption were essentially identical
(e.g., B = .43 and .53 for black juvenile murder and robbery, respec-
tively). Racial income inequality (ratio of white to black per-capita in-
come) was also entered in the model, but, since it was correlated with
black per-capita income (—.58), it did not change the results. Robustness
tests with a southern dummy variable, residential mobility, and a race-
specific measure of occupational status also failed to alter the general
results, as did a series of models in which the direct effect of male jobless-
ness was constrained to be zero.'®

19 Note also that, since most of the cities in the analysis are major urban centers that
are not contiguous, spatial autocorrelation among the disturbance terms (see Kennedy
1979, p. 80; Loftin and Ward 1983) is unlikely to be a serious problem. Nevertheless,
to address this additional concern, I eliminated all cities with contiguous borders and
repeated the analysis. Most of the 21 affected cities were smaller “satellite” cities of
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It is also possible that crime rates may be influenced not so much by the
economic level of welfare payments as by the prevalence of welfare
families in the community. In particular, a high prevalence of economic
dependence in a community may reflect overall social disorganization and
a breakdown in social control (see esp. Kornhauser 1978), which may
account for both family disruption and crime rates. The prevalence of
welfare families and the mean welfare payment share only 25% common
variance, suggesting that the prevalence measure is in fact tapping a
somewhat different dimension of community structure from that of
benefit payments. To control for this possibility, I reestimated the regres-
sions in tables 3 and 4 by substituting the percentage of total black
families receiving public assistance for the mean level of welfare benefits.
Although this variable is more highly correlated (as expected) with
families headed by females (.77) and hence presents a severe test, the
effects of female heads of families should be distinguishable if the theory
is correct.

The results of the alternative structural model in table 5 are une-
quivocal. The effect of families headed by females is in all cases similar to
the effects noted earlier—significant and positive, especially with regard
to black juvenile crime. Inspection of the unstandardized coefficients
reveals that the effects of family disruption on black juvenile violence are
approximately three times the magnitude of the effects for black adult
violence. In any case, the effect of family disruption is not due to the level
of community disorganization (when we use economic dependence as a
proxy). In fact, the effect of welfare families is insignificant for all but
black adult homicide, and here the effect is negative (cf. table 3). The
results of this test, in conjunction with the tests for poverty, inequality,
and residential mobility (the last of which has also been argued to reflect
community disorganization [Kornhauser 1978; see also Bursik and Webb
1982]), tend to suggest strongly that the effect of family disruption on
crime is not due to common third causes.

White Family Disruption

If the causal influences of family disruption are related to the general
processes of social control, as hypothesized, and are not simply unique to
the black community (e.g., matriarchal culture, black family socializa-
tion), then variations in rates of white families headed by females should
also predict variations in white crime. Therefore, as a further test of the

major metropolitan areas (e.g., Glendale, Garden Grove, and Pasadena in L.A.
county). The results were substantively identical to the above results.

368



60T > d s
01" >d =

'000°T Aq par{diynul JUSYJA0D PIZIPIEPUR)SUN ‘[P Jo 1YSUl 0) sadeld JO JaqUINU Y3 ONP3AI O, ,

10°>d ‘9v = ¥ 10°>d ‘18" = ¥ 10°>d ‘€ = Y 10°>d ‘€T = J

A 67 — - 998" — 20’ 800" 0 — L9€ — ot yoe[q 93ejuadiag
60° £80° 80° 671" <2 #%x£07° €T 0¥ Tt "+ " az1s uoyendog
(44 #%608°C A% #xSTE°C 90" — 75¢ — 20 ere” "1 A)ISUsp TRINPNNG
79 #%£56° 9¢” #x9LY°1 09" #%£68" or” T6er ottt e TTISOM
£e’ *%85Y’ 67 #x€0L° 1T (87" L0 — €07 — ottt ’ “YHON
€0’ 010’ T *£80° 80" 0¢0° w #x0LT" " 9%e uepawr yoe[g
0z — #0611 — - *107" — 9¢" — #%0€€" — 91" — Sz¢ — Lowoout ejides-1ad yorlg

0" — 100" — 8T *P10° SO 200" 20 L uswom Yoe[q
001 I1od sofewr yoe[q pakorduryy

<0 — $00" — 50 800" ee — +2L20" — 10— CTOT —  rrrrrrrrirereeeeees - oreyjom uo
sat[rurey YIe[q Jo 38ejuadiog

Ie” #xV€0° 19° #x9TT" 8¢ *1€0° 8¢” *£960° ** So[ewIdy Aq papesy
SpIoyasnoy yde[q Jo 38ejuadIdg

g q d q g q d q SOLLSIMALOVIVH)) TVENLONALS
A43990Y A4III0Y FAIDINOH FAIDINOH
1100y ¥ovIg FTINIAN[ FOVIg 1100V 30vIg FTINIAQ[ HOVIg

AODNAANIIIJ JINONODY 40 IINIATVATIJ 4904

ONITIOULNO)) ‘DY Ad ‘0861 ‘SAILID S'() NI FONITOIA AOVI 40 TAAOW TVANLONYLS TAILYNYALTY 40 SALVINLLSH NOISSIYDTY STO

S 4149Vl



American Journal of Sociology

theory, the effects of white family structure on white robbery are exam-
ined and compared with a similar model for black robbery.?°

In a comparison of black and white models, there are reasons to expect
that the disturbance terms from both crime equations are correlated. In
the present data, such correlations may arise if there are common struc-
tural causes of black and white crime not included in the model. This is
likely to happen since both black and white robbery rates pertain to the
same geographical unit (cities). The case of correlated disturbances across
equations in which endogenous variables are not causally linked is re-
ferred to as a system of “seemingly unrelated regressions” (see Kmenta
and Gilbert 1971; Hargens 1986). When the exogenous variables in such
equations are identical (e.g., tables 3-5), then OLS provides the best
linear unbiased estimates (Hargens 1986), and no gain in efficiency is
made by estimating residual covariations across subgroups. In contrast,
when exogenous variables differ across equations (e.g., black-white mod-
els), OLS estimates are no longer efficient; furthermore, when compari-
sons of causal coefficients are made, OLS estimation procedures are er-
roneous because such tests assume uncorrelated disturbances across
equations (Hargens 1986).

Therefore, to assess the structural determinants of white and black
robbery, I estimated a “seemingly unrelated regression” (SUR) model by
employing a maximum-likelihood covariance structure procedure (LIS-
REL) that allows correlated disturbances (see Hargens 1986). The results
indicate that the residuals of black and white violence are indeed strongly
and positively correlated. Specifically, the changes in x? that result from
freeing the parameters representing the between-race error covariances
were 8.85 and 64.39 for juvenile robbery and adult robbery, respectively.
Relative to one df, the improvement in fit is significant at the .01 level.
The corresponding standardized covariances are .12 (¢-ratio = 2.9) and
.35 (¢-ratio = 6.25) for juveniles and adults, respectively. Hence, I con-
clude that the sources of black and white robbery not in the models are
positively related. This finding further repudiates the idea, stemming

20 A complete examination of black-white differences in the effects of structural char-
acteristics on criminal offending is beyond the scope of this paper. A major reason for
this stems from the inherent difficulty in studying serious criminal violence among
whites. For example, white juvenile homicide rates are highly unreliable because of
the extremely low frequency (the mean number of arrests for white juvenile murder is
smaller than three). The specific goal in this section is thus limited to comparing the
direct effects of the central theoretical factor—family disruption—on white and black
robbery rates (for a more extensive comparison of other factors, see Sampson [1986b]).
Also, to assess the sensitivity of the analysis to the definition of family disruption, I
examined percentage of both total households and households with children headed by
a female. The latter results are presented to provide a further check on the general
patterns shown in tables 3—5 with regard to total family disruption.
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from the subculture-of-violence theory, that the causes of black crime are
rooted in unique aspects of black culture.

Table 6 presents the maximum-likelihood parameter estimates of the
SUR structural model. The results for the variables of central theoretical
concern are strikingly similar across race. First, note that family disrup-
tion has large positive effects on botk black and white juvenile robbery.
While the unstandardized coefficient for whites is slightly larger than that
for blacks, the difference is not significant when the parameters are con-
strained to be equal (x? change = 1.89, 1 df). Note also that region and
density are the other major predictors of both black and white juvenile
robbery, while MMPI and welfare have either insignificant or weak di-
rect effects.

The results for adult robbery are also generally similar across race.
Family disruption has significant and substantial effects on both black
and white adult robbery. It is interesting to note that the effect of white
family disruption is larger than the effect of black family disruption (.06
vs. .02), a difference that is statistically significant (x?> change = 7.41,
1 df).?! The other major determinants of black and white adult robbery
are region, and size or density, whereas the direct effects of male jobless-
ness, income, and welfare are insignificant.??

Black-white models were also estimated for adult homicide, with simi-
lar results: family disruption had significant positive effects on both black
adult homicide (.27) and white adult homicide (.20). Furthermore, sub-
stitution of percentage total families headed by females also yielded sub-
stantively identical results. For example, the standardized effect of total
black families headed by females on black adult robbery was .24 com-
pared with .28 for total white families headed by females and white adult
robbery (residual correlation = .34, P < .01). Apparently, then, the
criminogenic consequences of family disruption are generic and thus not
rooted in subcultural characteristics of black ghettos.?*

21 Note that in comparing causal coefficients one is assuming that family disruption has
equivalent measurement properties across race. Since the census has been known to
undercount blacks in urban centers, this may not be a reasonable assumption. Hence,
the finding that white family disruption has a slightly larger effect is interesting but not
definitive; the crucial empirical finding is that both white and black family disruption
have significant and strong positive effects on criminal violence.

22 Of all factors, the effects of per-capita income on both white and black violence were
most attenuated when the residuals were allowed to covary. This suggests that previ-
ous research assuming uncorrelated errors between black and white crime rates (e.g.,
Sampson 1985b) may have overstated the direct effects of economic factors.

23 It is worth noting that white per-capita income is more important than the white

MMPI in predicting white families with children headed by females (B3 = —.55 and
—.19, respectively). Hence, the indirect effect of the white MMPI on white robbery,
mediated by white family disruption, is smaller than income (e.g., —.06 and —.12 for
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Community Crime and Family Structure: Simultaneous Causation?

A final substantive problem concerns the possible reciprocal causation of
family disruption and crime in the black community. Although various
attempts have been made to eliminate alternative explanations of the
effect of family disruption on crime, the models presented may be too
simplistic in their recursive assumptions. For example, cities with high
crime rates may have high incarceration rates for black males, which
would tend to exacerbate marital and family disruption (cf. Wilson and
Neckerman 1986, p. 27). Even if offenders are not caught or incar-
cerated, young women may not wish to marry into the criminal element,
for males engaged in serious criminal activity in all likelihood make un-
stable and undesirable mates. Crime may also reflect general community
disorganization not tapped by the other control variables. Thus, although
crime in general is a rare phenomenon, the rate of black violence is
sufficiently high that it may influence family structure (cf. Lane 1986); if
so, the earlier parameter estimates are biased, and the effect of family
disruption on crime is overstated.

To address this issue, I relaxed the assumptions of recursive causation
and uncorrelated disturbances between family structure and crime and
estimated a simultaneous equation model. As is well known (Kennedy
1979, pp. 106—12; Fisher and Nagin 1978, p. 368), the estimation of
simultaneous models requires the judicious choice of a priori theoretical
assumptions regarding parameter specification. Fortunately, the theoreti-
cal and empirical framework developed throughout this paper suggests
an underlying model. First, the empirical results suggest that the overall
direct effect of welfare on black crime is weak and inconsistent.?* More
important, there is little theoretical support in the criminological litera-
ture for assuming that the level of welfare payments directly affects the
crime rate. Even the most vocal critics of welfare (e.g., Murray 1984) do
not suggest that welfare directly increases crime but rather argue that
increased welfare benefits encourage the formation of families headed by
females. Therefore, the mean black welfare payment is assumed to in-
fluence crime indirectly through family disruption, thus qualifying as an

white juvenile robbery). Although further examination of the determinants of white
family structure is not possible here, this finding is consistent with Wilson’s general
thesis that structural unemployment is a more important factor in accounting for black
than for white family disruption (Wilson 1978).

24 Recall that welfare had no effect on black juvenile homicide and black adult rob-
bery, a negative effect on black adult homicide, and a positive effect on black juvenile
robbery. Hence, the overall direct effect of welfare on black violence appears to be
null; indeed, a reestimate of the structural model in tables 3 and 4 utilizing a total
black violence rate reveals an insignificant effect of welfare.
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identification restriction in the equation predicting black criminal of-
fending.?"

Second, the theoretical model posited that increasing size and density
directly increase the rate of criminal violence (see Mayhew and Levinger
1976; Sampson 1983). In contrast, there is little if any theoretical or
empirical support in the literature on family disruption for concluding
that city size and housing density are directly related to the formation of
families headed by females among urban residents (see Ross and Sawhill
1970, pp. 15-16, 213; Loftin and Ward 1983). Indeed, table 2 reveals that
neither size nor density had significant (P < .05) effects on family disrup-
tion; for example, the B coefficients reflecting the effects of size and
density on total families headed by females were .00 and .01, respec-
tively. Therefore, the assumption is invoked that size and density in-
fluence family disruption only through their effects on the crime rate,
which allows identification of the full simultaneous model.

Using these theoretical restrictions, I estimated a two-stage least
squares (2SLS) simultaneous model of black violence and family disrup-
tion. Since my interest is in the overall effect of community violence on
family structure, both robbery and homicide offending by black juveniles
and adults were incorporated into a black violence rate. This, in conjunc-
tion with the respecified simultaneous model, provides an overall refined
test of the theoretical framework. The schematic representation of the
model and the significant parameter estimates for exogenous factors are
shown in figure 1.%¢

The 2SLS results corroborate the original theory—the effect of family
disruption on black violence is strongly positive and not due to the con-
founding reciprocal effect of crime itself. For example, while the effect of
black violence on families with children headed by females is positive and
marginally significant (3 = .14, P = .10), the simultaneous effect of
black family disruption on violence is four times greater (.56). The corre-

25 One could exclude male joblessness from the crime equation because it, too, had
generally insignificant direct effects on black crime. However, it is difficult to make a
plausible theoretical argument that employment and SES factors do not directly affect
crime. As emphasized by Fisher and Nagin (1978, p. 372), identification restrictions
must ultimately be justified on a priori theoretical grounds, for the validity of restric-
tions can never be empirically tested with the use of data generated by the model under
consideration. For this reason, welfare appears to be the most plausible exogenous
variable to exclude from the crime function.

26 In 2SLS analysis, multicollinearity problems generally become aggravated with
regard to the endogenous predictors, and thus caution should be exercised in interpre-
tation. Fig. 1 emphasizes the model with percentage black families with children
headed by females because its predicted values share less overlap with the exogenous
variables (especially MMPI) than total families headed by females. The corresponding
estimates for total family disruption (in parentheses) are much the same, however.
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F1G. 1.—2SLS parameter estimates of simultaneous structural model of black
violence and family disruption in U.S. cities, 1980 (significant exogenous
coefficients only): @, Includes homicide and robbery by blacks; &, Identification
restrictions; ¢, Percentage of black households with children headed by females;
d, Male marriage pool index (employed black males per 100 black females); e,
Parameter estimates for percentage of total black households with a female head.
*P < .10. ¥*P < .05. ¥NS.

sponding effect of total households headed by females on black violence is
even stronger (.71), while the reciprocal effect is null. Also consistent with
the underlying theoretical model, density has a significant (.33) effect on
black violence and welfare on family disruption (.25), which indicates
that the analysis does not suffer from the choice of weak instrumental
variables.

Further, the results again establish the importance of male joblessness.
Independent of both community crime and other controls, MMPI has
large negative effects on disruption in families with children (—.31) and
on total family disruption (—.47). Consequently, the indirect effects of
MMPI on black violence through these two indicators of family disrup-
tion are substantial: —.17 and — .33, respectively. The corresponding
indirect effects for per-capita income are —.18 and —.13. Within the
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limitations of the data and theoretical assumptions, then, the empirical
results suggest that, despite the influences of community crime and its
associated social dislocations, male joblessness and economic deprivation
have important effects on family disruption, which in turn has a strong
reciprocal effect on black violence in urban areas.?’

SUMMARY

The manifestations of the black “underclass” have been frequently dis-
cussed in recent literature but rarely empirically examined in a systematic
theoretical framework, especially a structural one. To redress this imbal-
ance, the present study has attempted to link Wilson’s theory of the
structural determinants of black family disruption with a macrolevel per-
spective on communities and crime. The empirical test of the model
departed from previous research by (@) racially disaggregating the crime
rate across U.S. cities, (b) explicitly focusing on the exogenous factors of
black male joblessness and economic deprivation, and (c) examining the
mediating effect of black family disruption on black urban violence.

Overall, the analysis supports the main hypothesis and shows that rates
of black violent offending, especially by juveniles, are strongly influenced
by variations in family structure. Independent of the major candidates
supplied by prior criminological theory (e.g., income, region, size, den-
sity, age and race composition), black family disruption has the largest
effects on black juvenile robbery and homicide. Family disruption also
has a small effect on black adult homicide and a relatively strong positive
influence on black adult robbery.

The consistent finding, that family disruption has stronger effects on
juvenile crime than on adult crime, in conjunction with the inconsistent
findings of previous research on individual-level delinquency and broken
homes (see Wilkinson 1980; Ross and Sawhill 1975), tends to support the
idea that the effects of family structure are related to macrolevel patterns
of social control and guardianship, especially regarding youths and their
peers (Sampson 1986b; Felson and Cohen 1980; Felson 1986). However,
it should be emphasized that definitive resolution of the mechanisms

2" To assess the sensitivity of results to model specification and to reduce multicol-
linearity, I conducted further analysis on black adult robbery. Robbery is much more
prevalent than homicide (and hence more likely to influence family disruption), and in
addition robbery by black adults was not directly affected by either welfare or the
MMPI (see tables 4 and 5). After I excluded these two variables from the crime
function, the 2SLS results were consistent with fig. 1—both indicators of family
disruption had significant positive effects on black adult robbery.
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linking family disruption with crime rates must await further research,
for direct measures of the hypothesized macrolevel mediating constructs
(e.g., informal community supervision of peer groups, patterns of formal
social control) are not currently available.

Despite this limitation, the analysis has demonstrated that the effects of
family structure are strong and cannot be easily dismissed by reference to
other structural and cultural features of urban environments. Indeed, the
results remain consistent—regardless of the addition of potentially con-
founding variables such as economic dependence, mobility, and inequal-
ity—and a simultaneous equation model supports the claim that the ef-
fect of family disruption on black violence is not due to a reciprocal effect
of black violence on family structure.

Perhaps most interesting, the results also reveal that, despite a tremen-
dous difference in mean levels of family disruption between black and
white communities (table 1), the percentage of white families headed by
females has a strong positive effect on white juvenile and adult robbery
offending. In fact, the predictors of white robbery are in large part identi-
cal in sign and magnitude to those for blacks. Even the residuals of the
black and white models are positively related, again suggesting that there
are common structural factors that account for variations in criminal
violence. Therefore, the analysis strongly points to the conclusion that the
effect of family disruption on black crime is independent of commonly
cited alternative explanations (e.g., poverty, region, urbanization, age
and race composition) and cannot be attributed to unique cultural factors
in the black community. Accordingly, the weight of the evidence raises
serious questions about the empirical adequacy of subcultural theories of
black violence.

Finally, the results provide a possible solution to the mystery of why
unemployment and economic deprivation have been shown to have weak
and inconsistent effects on crime rates in past research. For one, previous
research has not disaggregated crime rates by race. More important,
though, the effects of black male joblessness and economic deprivation on
crime appear to be mediated in large part by family disruption. In other
words, while male joblessness has little or no direct effect on crime, it has
the strongest overall effect on family disruption, which in turn is the
strongest predictor of black violence. The empirical evidence for blacks in
large U.S. cities thus suggests that current popular explanations of family
disruption (e.g., Murray 1984) have overstated the role of liberal welfare
policies and played down what appear to be the most crucial factors—the
extraordinarily high levels of black poverty and male joblessness (see
Aponte, Neckerman, and Wilson 1985, p. 14). In conjunction with the
tendency of criminological theory to cling to the individualistic and ra-
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tional choice idea that unemployment directly increases the motivation to
crime (see, e.g., Freeman 1983), past research has failed to uncover the
complex nature of the interplay among the economic marginality of black
males, family structure, and crime.

CONCLUSION: SOCIAL IMPLICATIONS

Given the high and increasing rates of separation, divorce, out-of-
wedlock birth, and joblessness among blacks compared with whites (Wil-
son 1981, 1984; Kasarda 1983, 1985; Hogan and Kitagawa 1985), the
theoretical framework and empirical evidence from this study suggest
that current social policy agendas are potentially quite misleading. Rather
than our turning back the clock on welfare legislation, as advocated by
the conservative Right, or ignoring high rates of black crime, as is com-
mon in the liberal sociological community, the data suggest that social
policies be directed toward the structural forces of economic deprivation
and labor-market marginality faced by black males and the resulting
consequences for family disruption and community crime. Obviously, a
detailed discussion of such policies is much beyond the scope of this
paper, and the limitations of the present research caution against over-
generalization. Indeed, the issues I examine here are exceedingly com-
plex, and nonexperimental research cannot hope to disentangle causal
effects conclusively. Still, it seems that policies designed to retool un-
skilled workers, job supports, and a coherent family policy aimed at
addressing the severe hardships faced by single women with children
(especially those who work) are more likely to reduce family disruption
and crime in the long run than are current policies aimed simply at
reducing welfare and incarcerating an ever-increasing proportion of the
black population. In fact, high rates of black male incarceration (Bureau
of Justice Statistics 1985¢) will probably only serve to exacerbate black
family disruption through their effect on the black male marriage pool
(Wilson 1984).

If current trends and policies on joblessness continue, the results do not
bode well for the future, for the recent health of the American economy
has been in large part at the expense of the unskilled and predominantly
black work force in central cities. As Kasarda argues, “Chronically high
unemployment will plague large portions of the urban underclass so long
as the demographic and job-opportunity structure of the cities continue to
conflict” (Kasarda 1983, p. 44). Therefore, it appears that the extremely
high level of black violence in American cities cannot be separated from
the equally pressing problems of black male joblessness and family dis-
ruption. To do so will, in all likelihood, lead to continued repressive
crime-control measures and escalating violence.
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