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It is well established that neighborhood context affects the quantity of
violence (e.g., Sampson and Lauritsen, 1994), but does it also shape the
qualify of violence? Are the situational features of assaults and robberies
different in different neighborhoods or is what transpires during these incidents fairly standardized and invariant across neighborhoods? Ethnographic research on the structure and culture of urban communities and
some subcultural theories of crime suggest that the nature of violence is
shaped, at least in part, by community characteristics. Yet, beyond these
suggestive accounts, this issue has not been examined systematically in
empirical research.
The present study evaluates several hypotheses about the relationship
between neighborhood socioeconomic conditions and the quality, or
nature, of violence. Drawing on Anderson’s (1 999) influential discussion
of neighborhood conditions and violence, we hypothesize that victims of
assaults in disadvantaged neighborhoods are more likely to resist their
attackers and to be injured, whereas victims of robberies from these areas
are less likely to resist and suffer injury. In addition, we hypothesize that
victims of robberies and assaults from disadvantaged neighborhoods are
more likely to be attacked by an offender who is armed with a gun. Based
on Anderson’s ethnographic research, we also explore whether these
neighborhood differences are stronger in urban areas, or among males,
youth, and African Americans.
We evaluate these hypotheses with data on assaults and robberies from
the area-identified National Crime Victimization Survey (NCVS), which
includes characteristics of the census tracts in which respondents reside.
Our research provides an evaluation of the generalizability of Anderson‘s
ethnographic description of violence based on the experiences of Philadelphia residents from different types of neighborhoods. In addition, we
examine whether any observed differences in the nature of violence experienced by residents of disadvantaged neighborhoods are a function of
neighborhood conditions as Anderson argues, or whether they are merely
a product of the characteristics of victims and offenders or situational factors that are more prevalent in violence that occurs in disadvantaged
neighborhoods.

THEORETICAL BACKGROUND
Anderson (1999) integrates elements of each of the major macrolevel
theories of crime (e.g.. social disorganization, subcultural, anomie, and
structural strain) in his discussion of how community characteristics affect
both the quantity and quality of violence. Anderson refers broadly to a
large number of community characteristics, but his discussion emphasizes
the adverse consequences that tend to materialize in predominantly black
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neighborhoods that are characterized by high levels of poverty, joblessness, and welfare dependence, and a large proportion of families headed
by females (see, e.g., pp. 109-111, 314-320). He argues that in these
neighborhoods, many residents are socially isolated, have low levels of
trust and faith in the police and other authorities, and consequently have
embraced the “code of the street,” an oppositional culture in which
respect, toughness, and self-reliance are highly prized forms of social
capital.
According to Anderson (1999), the code of the street defines a broad set
of informal rules that govern interpersonal behavior. It outlines the
proper way to present oneself in a manner that demands respect and
deters acts of physical aggression from others (who are themselves
“campaigning for respect”), as well as how best to negotiate respect when
involved in an interpersonal attack or confrontation (see also, Canada,
1995). Although most residents of disadvantaged communities may not be
strongly committed to the values that comprise the code of the street,
Anderson suggests that it is critical for all to be knowledgeable of the code
and to abide by it; doing so not only minimizes one’s risk for violence, but
also maximizes the chances of survival if involved in a violent encounter.
Much of Anderson’s discussion is devoted to the relatively high levels of
violence and other social dislocations observed in disadvantaged neighborhoods, but his work also details how the code of the street affects the
nature of violence. In particular, as we elaborate below, Anderson’s
research suggests that violence in disadvantaged neighborhoods is distinctive from violence that occurs elsewhere in the extent to which it involves
victim resistance and injury, and t h e use of weapons by offenders. Anderson’s interpretation of these patterns implies a relatively large difference
across neighborhoods in the nature of violence that is not merely a function of neighborhood differences in the types of victims and offenders
involved in violent incidents. Regardless of their race or socioeconomic
status, residents of disadvantaged neighborhoods-even “decent people”
who may be opposed to the core values of the code-are posited to be
affected by the code of the street, and to feel constrained to act in accordance with it.
Anderson (1999:76) suggests that the code of the street defines the
appropriate ways in which individuals are expected to respond when
someone assaults or attempts to assault them. He argues that in disadvantaged neighborhoods, standing up to others when challenged is critical to
preserving one’s reputation and gaining or maintaining respect. One consequence of this is that in such environments, “people often feel constrained not only to stand up and at least attempt to resist during an
assault but also to ‘pay back’-to seek revenge-after a successful assault
on their person. . .their very identity, their self-respect, and their honor are
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often intricately tied up with the way they perform on the streets during
and after such encounters.” In contrast, “in the wider society, particularly
among the middle class, people may not feel required to retaliate physically after an attack. . .they are much more likely than street-oriented people to feel that they can walk away from a possible altercation with their
self-esteem intact” (p. 76). Perhaps equally important, in an environment
in which there is little faith that formal agents of social control will provide
protection, standing up for oneself represents an effective way to deter
future assaults. Thus, Anderson’s description suggests that residents of
disadvantaged neighborhoods, where the code of the street is more
strongly embedded, will be more likely than others to stage resistance
when involved in an assault. In addition, because the code of the street
discourages disputants from backing down and attaches social value to
demonstrating physical prowess and toughness through fighting, we would
expect assaults in disadvantaged neighborhoods to result in injuries more
often than those that occur in other areas.
Anderson (1 999: 125) also argues that robberies “may occur in one manner in areas of concentrated poverty but in another in middle-class or
‘changing’ neighborhoods.” As noted above, a presentation of self that
makes it clear to potential attackers that you are not to be messed with can
reduce the chance of being assaulted and robbed, and one’s willingness to
actually follow through on the promise of “getting physical” in an assault
can go far in deterring future assaults. However, Anderson argues that
robberies represent very different types of situations, and that the code of
the street outlines behavioral expectations that are unique to such situations. In a robbery, the power lies almost exclusively in the hands of the
perpetrator and the victim has relatively few options if he or she wants to
walk away unharmed. When one ends up on the wrong end of a stickup,
the code of the street prescribes an etiquette to be observed that grants
the offender the respect he or she has demanded and maximizes the
chances that the victim will survive. The most critical aspect of this etiquette is compliance on the part of the victim. As Anderson (1999:128)
notes. “Assailant and victim must both know their roles. . .[the assailant]
wants to wield his power undisputed: he wants his possession of that
power to be recognized. Nothing conveys this recognition better than the
clear act of total deference. Not to defer is to question the authority, the
worth, the status, even the respectability of the assailant in a way that
easily suggests contempt or even arrogance. . .it may be much safer to
acquire the street knowledge of the etiquette and then help the assailant
carry out his job of robbery.”
Anderson draws extensively from ethnographic studies of the phenomenology of robbery in developing his argument about how the nature of
robbery may differ across neighborhoods (e.g., Katz, 1991; Wright and
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Decker, 1997). Two common themes that emerge from these studies is
that most robbers prefer not to use serious violence to complete their
crimes, desiring instead to use just enough force to gain compliance and
complete the task, and that the victim’s actions during a robbery can have
an important impact on the level of force ultimately used by the offender.
Although robberies are complex interpersonal exchanges and typically
involve perpetrators who are quite willing to use violence regardless of
how the victim responds, the initial reaction of the victim, whether he or
she makes eye contact, and whether he or she resists (or is perceived to
resist) can have a major bearing on the volatility of the transaction
(Wright and Decker, 1997).
Anderson (1999:125) argues that the initial reactions of robbery victims
vary across neighborhoods. Specifically, he claims that in disadvantaged
neighborhoods the code of the street dictates that people “behave o r act
ad lib in accordance with the demands and emergent expectations of the
stickup man. In effect, such knowledge may provide the victim with the
background knowledge of ‘how to get robbed’; it may even allow him or
her the presence of mind to assist the assailant in his task, thus defusing a
dangerous situation.” In contrast, in more affluent areas, people are much
less knowledgeable about the code of the street, and when an individual is
robbed, he “may misread the situation and believe he is in more danger
than he actually is. He may then panic, flooding the situation out and
effectively bringing what began nonviolently to a violent end” (p. 132).
Thus, Anderson suggests that residents of disadvantaged neighborhoods
are less likely than others to resist when they are robbed. In particular, his
discussion implies that, owing to their socialization into the ways of the
street as well as personal and vicarious experiences with violence,
residents of disadvantaged neighborhoods who are robbed are less likely
than others to engage in the type of nonforceful resistance (e.g., yelling,
panic, etc.) that can increase substantially the use of violence by robbers.
The greater composure and compliance of robbery victims in disadvantaged neighborhoods should also result in a lower probability that they
will be injured. As Anderson (1999:126) puts it, “when both parties thoroughly understand the situation, the stickup can resemble a ballet, in
which each side smoothly performs a choreographed part. In such cases
the victim’s life is usually safe. If one person is street-dumb, however, or
loses his head, things can easily go amiss and the victim may pay with his
life or suffer a serious injury.”
Anderson also implies that violence in disadvantaged neighborhoods
shares some common elements, regardless of the type of offense situation
it represents (i.e., robbery or assault). In particular, Anderson’s research
suggests that violent incidents in disadvantaged neighborhoods are more
likely to involve guns. According to Anderson, guns are symbolic of the
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core components of the code of the street-respect, toughness, and status-and have proliferated in many disadvantaged neighborhoods. Guns
are part and parcel of the underground economies that often operate in
these areas, especially the illicit drug trade (Sheley and Wright, 1995).
Moreover, Anderson (1999) suggests that the ever-present threat of violence and the lack of faith in formal mechanisms of social control to offer
adequate protection from violent attacks may lead individuals from disadvantaged neighborhoods to arm themselves for protection, giving rise to
an “arms race” in these areas since offenders and other residents think
they must be armed to counter the fact that others are armed (see also
Blumstein, 1995; Sheley and Wright, 1995). If guns proliferate in disadvantaged neighborhoods, then we would expect that incidents in these
neighborhoods are more likely to involve an armed offender than incidents in other neighborhoods.
In summary, Anderson’s ethnographic research suggests the following
hypotheses about how violence in disadvantaged neighborhoods should
differ from violence in more affluent neighborhoods. First, victims of
assault who reside in disadvantaged neighborhoods should be more likely
to resist during the assault and should be more likely to be injured. Second, victims of robbery who live in disadvantaged neighborhoods should
be less likely to resist and less likely to be injured. Finally, offenders who
assault or rob residents of disadvantaged neighborhoods should be more
likely to use firearms. We evaluate each of these empirical predictions in
the present study.
We also explore whether the effects of neighborhood disadvantage on
the nature of violence are moderated by incident, victim, and offender
characteristics, as implied in Anderson’s discussion. Specifically, although
Anderson suggests that the code of the street is pervasive, even affecting
“decent” people and families, he also implies that the code has a distinctive origin in disadvantaged central-city neighborhoods, and that some
persons-namely males, young persons, and blacks-are more likely than
others to adopt the code as a means of survival. This implies that neighborhood effects on weapon use, victim resistance, and injury may be
stronger in incidents that involve offenders and victims with these attributes. Our analyses test for each of these hypothesized interactions.

DATA AND METHODS
DATA
The data for this research come from two sources: the 1995-1997 areaidentified NCVS and the 1990 decennial census. The NCVS is an annual
survey of approximately 80,000 persons (in 43,000 households) (Rennison,
1999). All persons age 12 and older in sampled households are asked
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whether they have experienced a violent victimization during the previous
six months. In addition, for each incident of violence reported, respondents are asked several questions about the demographic characteristics of
the offender and various details about the incident. The NCVS yields very
high participation rates-more than 90% of respondents selected agree to
participate-and is representative of the non-institutionalized population
of persons age 12 and older residing in U.S. households (Garofalo, 1990).
The NCVS has been a valuable source of information on the overall
volume of crime in the United States, the general nature of crime, and the
effects of individual and household characteristics on the risk of victimization (Laub, 1997). Moreover, it is the only nationally representative data
source that includes detailed information on the victims, offenders, and
situational features of nonlethal violent incidents in the United States.
Notwithstanding these strengths, an important limitation of the NCVS
data is that they traditionally have not contained information on respondents’ residential addresses or on the geographic location of the crimes
reported by respondents. As a result, most prior analyses of criminal victimization or patterns of crime using the NCVS have been based on
national-level data, and relatively little is known about whether the patterns described in those studies vary across geographic areas within the
United States. To address this limitation, the Bureau of the Census has
made available a version of the NCVS data that includes geographic codes
that correspond to the residential communities (i.e., states, metropolitan
areas, counties, census-defined places, and census tracts) in which respondents reside (for a detailed description of the area-identified NCVS data,
see Lauritsen, 2001; Wiersema, 1999).
In the present research, we use the area-identified NCVS to examine
the nature of violence experienced by residents of neighborhoods that
exhibit strikingly different socioeconomic conditions. We use census tracts
as approximations of residential neighborhoods. Census tracts average
about 4,000 persons and are designed to be homogenous in terms of demographic characteristics, economic status, and living conditions (Bureau of
the Census, 1994). As we elaborate below, for the purposes of our
research, we have appended to the area-identified NCVS household
records several characteristics of the census tracts in which these households are located.
SAMPLE
Anderson’s (1999) discussion implies that the code of the street that
characterizes disadvantaged neighborhoods shapes how residents of these
areas experience and respond to violence, especially when it occurs within
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their neighborhoods.1 The exact geographic location of violent incidents
reported in the NCVS is unknown, but victims are asked whether the incident occurred “at, in or near their home,” “within one mile of their
home,” *‘withinfive miles of their home,” “within 50 miles of their home,”
or ”more than 50 miles from their home.” For the analyses presented
below, we assume that if incidents were reported to have occurred within
one mile of respondents’ homes, they occurred in their neighborhoods
(i.e., census tracts) of residence. Although this assumption seems reasonable given that the average (median) geographic size of census tracts in the
United States is approximately two square miles, in some cases, reference
to the one-mile perimeter may place incidents in areas that are quite different from the census tracts in which victims reside. The area-identified
NCVS does not allow for a direct examination of the extent to which this
type of misallocation occurs. However, supplementary analyses (not
shown) in which we defined .‘within neighborhood incidents” only as those
that respondents reported to have occurred “at, in, or near their home”
revealed findings that were substantively similar to those obtained from
analyses based on the “within one mile” criterion. We also replicated our
analysis using all incidents, regardless of place of occurrence, and observed
effects for neighborhood disadvantage that were virtually identical to
those based on the within neighborhood samples, however defined.
As noted earlier, Anderson’s discussion focuses largely on how
residents of disadvantaged neighborhoods respond to assaults and robberies. Accordingly, our analyses are based on all assaults ( N = 3,327) and
robberies ( N = 468) reported by NCVS respondents between 1995 and
1997 that occurred within their neighborhoods and for which valid data on
the dependent and independent variables were available.* The classification of incidents as assaults or robberies in the NCVS is made by survey
1. I t also may be that interpersonal interactions involving nonresidents (either
with residents or other nonresidents) within disadvantaged areas are influenced by the
prevailing “codc.“ particularly when such individuals know about the code or are
attracted to the area because of the code. This issue cannot be explored in the present
study because the area-identified NCVS data d o not contain information on violence
within given neighborhoods that involve nonresidents or data on the precise location of
violent incidents.
2. Overall. there were 9.385 assaults and 1.215 robberies reported in the NCVS
during this period. About half of these incidents (4.594 assaults and 670 robberics)
were reported to have occurred within one mile of respondents’ homes; of these incidents. we exclude 1.267 assaults and 202 robberies because of missing data on the variables considered in the analysis. More than half of these cases were excluded because
they d o not contain valid census traci codes (see Lauritsen, 2001 for a detailed discussion of the nature of missing data in the area-identified NCVS). To evaluate the impact
of excluding these cases. we assigned mean values on the neighborhood disadvantage
index to those cases for which census tract information was unknown and replicated our
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administrators based on responses to an extensive series of screening questions that elicit whether somebody attacked, attempted to attack, or
threatened the respondent, or whether anyone stole or attempted to steal
something from the respondent (see U.S. Department of Justice,
2001:Appendix 4). For each incident uncovered through the NCVS
screening procedure, a crime incident report is taken, which among other
things, elicits detailed information about what actually occurred during
and after the incident. This information is used to classify the incident as
one of the NCVS-defined crime types.
Although the full crime classification scheme used in the NCVS is complex, the distinction between robberies and assault is straightforward.
Incidents that involve theft or attempted theft of something directly from
the victim by force or threat of force are classified as robberies, whereas
incidents that involve a physical attack, an attempted physical attack, or a
verbal threat of attack (including death threats), but not theft or
attempted theft, are classified as assaults (see U.S. Department of Justice,
2001:964). The designation of incidents as robberies or assaults in the
NCVS seems consistent with the types of incidents described by Anderson
(1999).3 However, one limitation of the NCVS data is that very little
information about the time-ordering of events is collected. Thus, for incidents classified as robberies, we cannot distinguish between those that
began as robberies and those that began as assaults but ended as robberies
perhaps because of the way in which the victim behaved during the incident. We consider the implications of this limitation in our discussion of
the findings.
MEASURES
DEPENDENT
VARIABLES

We examine the effects of neighborhood disadvantage on three dependent variables. First, offender weapon use is a polytomous variable that
distinguishes among incidents in which the victim reported that the
offender was armed with a gun (offender had gun), armed with a non-gun
weapon, including a knife or other sharp object, or a blunt object such as a
analysis with these cases included. These analyses produced results that are substantively very similar to those reported in the paper.
3. We recognize that victims may sometimes be mistaken about whether the
offender intended to take something from them, and therefore. some incidents may be
technically misclassified as an assault or a robbery. Nonetheless. it is the victim’s definition of the situation, not the offendcr’s intention, that is most critical for our analysis.
For instance, based on Anderson’s (1999) argument. we would expect victims from disadvantaged neighborhoods to be less likely than other victims to nonforcefully resist if
they perceive that the offender was attempting to rob them, even if that perception is
inaccurate.
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club or rock (offender had other weapon), or not armed (offender did nor
have weapon). Second, victim resistance is a polytomous dependent variable that contrasts incidents in which victims forcefully resisted the offender
(forceful victim resistance) and those in which victims nonforcefully
resisted (nonforceful victim resistance) with those in which victims did not
resist (no victim resistance) (see also Block and Skogan, 1986). Forceful
victim resistance refers to an attack or threat to attack, blocking the
offender’s blows, or attempting to apprehend the offender. Nonforceful
victim resistance refers to stalling, arguing, screaming from fear, or crying
out for help. Third, victim injury is a dichotomous variable that contrasts
incidents in which victims reported being injured by the offender (vicrim
injured) with those in which victims were not injured (victim not injured).4

INDEPENDENT VARIABLES
Anderson (1999) specifies clearly the types of neighborhoods in which.
the code of the street is most likely to emerge: predominantly black communities with high levels of poverty, joblessness, and welfare dependence,
and a large proportion of families headed by females. Our main independent variable, which we term neighborhood disadvantage, is an index that
encompasses 1990 census indicators of each of these structural dimensions
of neighborhood context. Consistent with several recent studies of neighborhood effects on violence (e.g., Lauritsen, 2001; Morenoff et al., 2001;
Sampson et al., 1997), we measure neighborhood disadvantage with a standardized, weighted index that combines the percentage of persons in
households with incomes below the poverty line, percentage of families
with children that are headed by a female, percentage of households that
receive public assistance income, the adult unemployment rate, and the
percentage of persons who are black. These variables exhibit an average
inter-item correlation of .691 and the resulting index, which ranges from
-1.08 to 7.12, yields a high level of internal reliability (alpha = .920).5
4. We also considered a three-category injury variable that contrasted serious
injury (i.e.. those requiring hospitalization), minor injury, and no injury. Because multinomial logit models did not reveal significant differences in the effects of neighborhood
disadvantage on the severity o f injury (i.e.. serious versus minor injury), we present
results f o r thc more general dichotomous measure that contrasts injury (serious or
minor) and noninjury.
5 . We explored the possibility that the effects of neighborhood disadvantage on
the nature of violence are nonlinear, with the expected empirical predictions emerging
morc strongly among victims who reside in extremely disadvantaged neighborhoods
(e.g.. Crane. 1991). Results of models that considered both the neighborhood disadvantage variable and the squared transformation of this variable revealed no evidence of
this type of nonlinearity. nor did models in which neighborhood disadvantage was measured as a dichotomous variable coded l for extreme values on the disadvantage index
(e.g., at or above the 90th and 95th percentiles. respectively). and 0 for all other values.
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CONTROL VARIABLES
The empirical literature has identified a number of individual and situational factors associated with the outcomes considered in our research
(e.g., Bachman and Carmody, 1994; Block and Skogan, 1986; Cook, 1986;
Felson et al., 2000; Kleck and Sayles, 1990: Kleck and Delone, 1993;
McLeod, 1984; Skogan and Block, 1983). These include the age, race, and
sex of victims and offenders, the number of offenders, victim-offender
relationship, presence of a third party, and region (for reviews, see Laub,
1997; Sampson and Lauritsen, 1994). We include these factors, and others,
that may be associated with neighborhood socioeconomic disadvantage
and our outcome measures in the regression models presented below.
The gender, age, and race of victims and offenders are measured similarly. Gender is scored 0 for females and 1 for males (male). Age is categorized into three groups: age 12 to 17 (under I8),age 18 to 29 ( I 8 to 29),
or age 30 and older, with the latter category serving as the reference
group. Race is measured by a dichotomous variable scored 0 for nonblacks and 1 for blacks (black). The marital status of victims is measured
with a dichotomous variable scored 1 for respondents who were unmarried
at the time of the survey and 0 otherwise (unmarried victim). The socioeconomic status of the victim is tapped by two measures: victim income is
measured with a 14-point ordinal scale ranging from less than $5,000 to
more than $75,000, and victim education refers to the number of years of
schooling completed by the victim.
Several features of violent incidents are included as control variables. A
dichotomous variable distinguishes between crimes that were completed
(coded 1) and those that were only attempted (coded 0) (completed
crime). Completed robberies are those in which something was actually
taken from the victim, and completed assaults are those in which the victim was actually attacked. The number of offenders involved in the incident is coded 0 for incidents involving one offender and 1 for those
involving multiple offenders (multiple offenders). The relationship
between victim and offender is measured with three dichotomous variables that distinguish between incidents in which the victim and offender
were family members (family members), acquaintances (acquaintances),
and those in which the victim and offender were strangers (strangers), with
the latter category serving as the reference group.6 The presence of a
6. We coded incidents involving multiple offenders with different relationships to
the victim according to the closest relationship mentioned. Incidents involving offenders of different ages were coded as the age of the oldest offender. If any of the offenders were male, the offender was coded as male. For incidents in which offenders of
more than one race were involved, offender race was coded as the race of the majority
of offenders. We excluded the few incidents in which there was no clear racial majority
among offenders (see also Felson et al., 2000).
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third party was scored 1 if a third party was present and 0 otherwise (third
party present). In analyses of victim injury and victim resistance, we also
include as control variables a series of dichotomous indicators that distinguish between incidents in which the victim reported that the offender had
a gun (offender had gun), some other type of weapon (offender had other
weapon), the victim was uncertain about whether the offender was armed
(weapon use unknown), or the offender was unarmed (offender had no
weapon).’ The last of these classifications serves as the reference category
in the multivariate regression models. Finally, we include two geographic
indicators as control variables that are correlated with neighborhood
socioeconomic disadvantage and that may affect the nature of violence.
We use dichotomous variables to distinguish between victims who reside
in the South (south) from those who reside in other regions of the United
States, and to distinguish victims who reside in central-city areas (central
city) from those who live in non-central-city areas.
ANALYTICAL STRATEGY
Given the polytomous nature of our measures of offender weapon use
and victim resistance, we use multinomial logistic regression to estimate
their response to neighborhood socioeconomic disadvantage and the control variables (Hosmer and Lemeshow, 2000; Long, 1997). In the models
examining offender weapon use, the reference category is offender had no
weapon, and for victim resistance, the reference category is no victim resistance. For victim injury, which is a binary dependent variable, we use
logistic regression.
The NCVS is based on a stratified, multistage cluster sample design, and
observations within primary sampling units (PSUs) cannot be assumed to
be independent (U.S. Department of Justice, 2001). Standard statistical
software packages generally d o not take into account this type of nonindependence and, consequently, tend to produce standard errors that are
biased (often downward) when used to analyze complex survey data.
Accordingly, the multinomial and binomial logit models reported below
were estimated using Stata’s survey regression procedures, which produce
standard errors that are adjusted for complex sample designs (StataCorp,
2001). Following past practice, the model fit statistics reported in these
survey regression models are based on parallel regressions that do not
adjust for sample design effects (see Hosmer and Lemeshow, 2000). All
models shown include NCVS incident weights to minimize the potential
bias introduced by differential probabilities of selection and nonresponse
7. We control for the offender’s use of a gun in our analysis of the determinants
of resistance and injury because gun use is associated with a lower likelihood of nonfatal injuries to victims (Cook, 1987; Kleck and McElrath. 1991).
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Table 1. Percentage Distributions for Variables Included in
Analysis of the Effects of Neighborhood
Socioeconomic Disadvantage on the Nature of
Violence (1995-1997 NCVS)a
Dependent Variables
Offender Had Gun
Offender Had Other Weapon
Offender Had No Weapon
Forceful Victim Resistance
Nonforceful Victim Resistance
N o Victim Resistance
Victim Injured
Victim Not Injured
Independent Variables

Neighborhood Characteristics
Neighborhood Disadvantage (Mean)
(S.D.)
Control Variables
Victim Characteristics
Under age 18
Age 18 to 29
Black
Male
Unmarried
Household Income (Mean)
(S.D.)
Education (Mean)
(S.D.)
Central City
South
Offender Characteristics
Under age 18
Age 18 to 29
Black
Male
Incident Characteristics
Completed Crime
Multiple Offenders
Third Party Present
Family Mcmbcrs
Acquaintances
Strangers

Assaults
7.3
17.3
75.8
31.1
43.4
25.5
26.4
73.6

.119
(.96)

Robberies
27.7
23.5
48.8
32.7
33.3
34.0
28.6
71.4

.616
(1.38)

26.5
30.3
15.3
48.3
75.3
7.6
(4.2)
14.2
(6.3)
43.6
27.8

22.4
29.1
25.2
61.1
80.1
7.1
(4.2)
14.0
(6.4)
64.1
27.8

26.1
37.3
23.8
79.3

21.8
56.8
49.2
87.8

52.6
19.6
64.0
25.0
53.1
21.9

65.6
35.9
48.9
15.6
26.5
57.9

Percentages for offender weapon possession are based on 3,054 assaults and 422
robberies. Percentages for all other variables are based on 3.327 assaults and 468
robberies.
a
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(see Lohr and Liu, 1994).8
We estimate both bivariate and multivariate models of weapon use,
resistance, and injury. The bivariate models are important for evaluating
the generalizability of Anderson’s observations of the nature of violence
in different neighborhoods in Philadelphia. They examine whether the
distinctive characteristics of violence in disadvantaged neighborhoods
revealed by ethnography can be demonstrated in statistical analyses of a
national sample of violent incidents from a more diverse set of neighborhoods. The multivariate models explicitly evaluate whether any observed
bivariate neighborhood differences are due to neighborhood effects, compositional effects, or situational factors associated with neighborhood
disadvantage.

RESULTS
Table 1 displays the percentage distributions for all variables included in
our analysis. These patterns are consistent with prior descriptions of violence based on the NCVS (e.g., Laub, 1997). The table shows that more
than one-quarter of robbery offenders and less than one-tenth of assault
offenders had guns. Victims resisted in about three-quarters of the
assaults and two-thirds of the robberies. Injuries were reported by victims
in just over one-quarter of these violent incidents.
We now turn to the main questions addressed in our research: whether
neighborhood socioeconomic conditions affect the likelihood of offender
weapon use, victim resistance, and victim injury in violent incidents.
BIVARIATE RESULTS
Table 2 presents the bivariate effects of neighborhood disadvantage on
weapon use, resistance, and injury in assaults (Panel A) and robberies
(Panel B). Panel A shows that assault victims from neighborhoods with
higher levels of socioeconomic disadvantage are significantly more likely
to be assaulted by an armed offender (model 1). to engage in forceful
resistance (model 2), and to be injured (model 3) than their counterparts
8. The survey regression models presented in the paper adjust for clustering of
incidents within NCVS PSUs. There also is some clustering of observations within census tracts in the NCVS. which may deflate estimated standard errors (e.g.. Bryk and
Raudenhush. 1992). The 3.327 assaults included in our analysis are drawn from 1,053
census tracts: the modal number of incidents per tract is 1. and the average (mean) is
3.113. There is slightly less clustering among the 468 robberies in our sample (mean
number of incidents per tract = 1.43). which are drawn from 328 ccnsus tracts. To assess
whether this small amount of serial correlation alters the conclusions drawn, we also
estimated binomial and multinornial regression models that adjust for clustering within
census tracts. These analyses produced results that are substantively identical to those
reported below.
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Table 2. Bivariate Association Between Neighborhood
Disadvantage and Offender Weapon Possession,
Victim Resistance, and Victim Injury in Assaults
and Robberies
Panel A: Assaults

(1)

Other
Weapon

Gun
Neighborhood Disadvantage
Intercept
Model chi-square
N

.257*
.151*
(.063)
(.048)
-2.31*
-1.44*
(.071)
(.049)
29.08*
3,054

Panel B: Robberies

Forceful
Resistance

Gun
-

Model chi-square
N

.518*
,046
(.097)
(.118)
-.764*
-.134*
(.127)
(.122)
11.91*
422

.099*

(.039)
-1.04*
(.O40)
6.32*
3,327

25.37*
3,327

-.202*
(.086)
.036
(.118)

Injury

,056
.547*
(.045)

Forceful
Resistance

(3)

(.049)

Binomial
Regression

Multinomial Regressions
Other
Weapon

Intercept

(2)
Nonforceful
Resistance

.163*
(.051)
.230*
(.048)

(1)

Neighborhood Disadvantage

Binomial
Regression

Multinornial Regressions

(2)
Nonforceful
Resistance
-.256*
(.089)

,064
(.117)
17.35*
468

(3)
Injury
-.071
(.077)
-.872*
(.Ill)
349
468

NOTE: Standard errors in parentheses.
* p I.05, two-tailed test.

from more affluent areas. Panel B, which reports parallel analyses of robbery incidents, reveals a somewhat different pattern. Although robbery
victims from disadvantaged neighborhoods are significantly more likely to
be robbed by an offender armed with a gun, they do not exhibit a higher
risk of being robbed by offenders armed with other weapons (relative to
being robbed by an unarmed offender). Also, in contrast to the findings
for assault, the likelihood of resistance among robbery victims is lower
among victims who reside in neighborhoods with higher levels of socioeconomic disadvantage. Finally, robbery victims from disadvantaged neighborhoods are not significantly more likely than other robbery victims to
experience nonfatal injuries.
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The bivariate neighborhood effects shown in Table 2 are perhaps somewhat smaller than expected on the basis of Anderson’s (1999) ethnographic research, but they are generally consistent with his description of
the nature of violence experienced by residents of different types of neighborhoods. Nonetheless, they are not well suited for determining whether
those differences are due to neighborhood effects or to the characteristics
of victims. offenders, and situations associated with violence and neighborhood disadvantage (for a general discussion of isolating neighborhood
influences, see Duncan et al., 1997; Jencks and Mayer, 1990; Tienda, 1991).
For example, offenders and victims of violence from disadvantaged areas
are much more likely to be black than offenders and victims from more
affluent areas (see Appendices 1 and 2). This raises the possibility that
neighborhood differences in assault and robbery outcomes may be attributable to race differences, a compositional effect. In addition, victims living
in disadvantaged neighborhoods are more likely to reside in central cities;
perhaps this factor accounts for the neighborhood effects observed in
Table 2. Finally, there are various characteristics of violent incidents that
vary by neighborhood. For example, victims of assault from disadvantaged neighborhoods are more likely to be attacked by multiple offenders
and are less likely to be attacked in the presence of a third party. Also,
robberies experienced by residents of disadvantaged neighborhoods are
significantly more likely to be committed by strangers and are more likely
to be completed. These situational factors may mediate the effects of
neighborhood disadvantage on t h e nature of violence. In short, the bivariate results indicate that the nature of violence is different in neighborhoods with higher levels of socioeconomic disadvantage, but those
differences may be a function of the types of victims and offenders
involved or various situational factors that are more prevalent in violence
in disadvantaged neighborhoods. To evaluate these possibilities, we estimate the effects of neighborhood disadvantage on the nature of violence
after controlling for victim, offender, and situational factors.
MULTIVARIATE RESULTS

In Tables 3 and 4, we present a series of regression models that evaluate
whether the effects of neighborhood disadvantage on the nature of violence persist after controlling for compositional and situational variables.
These models include the main variable of interest-neighborhood socioeconomic disadvantage-along with the relevant victim, offender, and
incident control variables.
Table 3 presents the multivariate results for assaults. Model 1 shows
that neighborhood disadvantage exerts a significant positive effect ( b =
.170) on offender gun possession. The odds of being attacked by an
offender armed with a gun increase by 19% (lOO[e””-I]) with each unit

NATURE OF VIOLENCE

55

Table 3. Multinomial and Binomial Logit Coefficients for
Regressions of Offender Weapon Possession,
Victim Resistance, and Victim Injury in Assaults
Binomial
Regression

Multinomial Regressions

Neighborhood Disadvantage
Victim Characteristics
Under age 18

Age 18 to 29
Black
Male
Unmarried
Household income
Education
Central City
South
0ffender Characteristics
Under age 18
Age 18 to 29
Black
Male

(1)
(2)
Forceful
Nonforceful
Other
Gun
Weapon Resistance
Resistance
- .170*
,064
.141*
,075
(.067)
(.064)
(.080) (.064)

(3)

Injury
,036
(.055)

-.230
(.272)
.016
(.183)
,249
(.248)
-.128
(.167)
-.341
(.184)
-.019
(.020)
-.045*
(.014)
-.057
(.164)
.590*
(.154)

-.371*
(.183)
-.172
(.131)
.403*
(.174)
.402*
(.111)
.038
(.134)
-.014
(.014)
-.016
(.010)
.117
(.108)
.257*
(.109)

-.069
(.182)
.320*
(.129)
,016
(.175)
.499*
(.110)
.284*
(.132)
-.019
(.013)
.018
1.010)
‘.063’
(.106)
,172
(.109)

-.375*
(.168)
.007
(.117)
.040
(.164)
-,432*
(.loo)
,101
(.115)
,020
(.012)
.021*
1.009)
’.106’
(.097)
.144
(.101)

.227
1.156)
.154
(.110)
-.002
1.155)
,036
(.094)
.22 1
1.114)
-.025*

-1.25*
(.281)
-.006
(.179)
,072
(.208)
1.29*
(.260)

.020
(.163)
,088
(.129)
-.208
(.151)
.046
(.128)

.819*
(.162)
.390*
1.126)
1.037’
(.144)
-.195
(.127)

,227
(.150)
,071
1.113)
L.216’
(.133)
,024
(.118)

-.184
(.141)
-.022
(.108)
.048
(.130)
,157
(.107)

1.06*
(.179)
.175
(.162)
-1.17*
(.244)
-.586*
(.175)

.664*
(.124)
.185
(.109)
-.208
(.164)
-.158
(.129)

-.lo8
,163
(.132)
(.119)
.378*
,152
(.105)
(.094)
‘.969*
i.011’
(.165)
(.151)
.045
-.168
(.132)
(.117)
-.927*
,160
(.232)
(.168)
.413*
.358*
(.135)
(.129)
-.230
.194
(.198)
(.167)
-1.34*
,231
(.303)
(.266)
6552.14*
3,327

.314*
(.115)
,019

(.Oil)

-416
(.009)
,072
(.092)
-.056
(.084)

Incident Characteristics

Multiple Offenders
Third Party Present
Family Members
Acquaintances
Offender Had Gun
Offender Had Other Weapon
Offender Weapon Unknown
Intercept
Model chi-square
N

-1.04*
-.869*
(42)
(.296)
3954.88*
3,054

NOTE: Standard errors in parentheses

*p

5 .05,

two-tailed test.

(.OW

1.43*
(.142)
.325*
(.124)
-.714*
(.198)
,203
(.108)
-1.22*
(.230)
-1.30*
(.262)
253.26*
3,327
~

~~
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increase in neighborhood disadvantage. Although it is important to keep
in mind that the overall prevalence of weapon use in assaults reported in
the NCVS is relatively low (see Table l ) , this amounts to a 41% ((41 = .072
- .051/.051) x 100) greater probability that assaults will involve an offender
with a firearm in extremely disadvantaged neighborhoods (census tracts
with scores on the disadvantage index at or above the 95th percentile)
than in communities with average socioeconomic conditions (i.e., census
tracts with scores at the 50th percentile on the disadvantage index).s
Note that the effect of neighborhood disadvantage is substantially
smaller than observed in the bivariate analysis. Further analyses revealed
that the association of neighborhood disadvantage with the involvement of
multiple offenders accounts for most of this attenuation.’” Thus, greater
gun use in assaults in disadvantaged neighborhoods is in part a function of
the fact that offenders in these neighborhoods are more likely to operate
in groups.
In contrast to the bivariate findings for assault, the results shown in
model 1 reveal that those who offend in disadvantaged neighborhoods are
not significantly more likely than those who offend in more affluent neighborhoods to be armed with knives and other weapons, after other factors
are held constant. The coefficient for the “other weapon versus no
weapon” contrast is attenuated by more than one-half after controlling for
the other predictors-particularly the individual-level SES measures and
the indicator of multiple offenders-and
is no longer statistically
significant.
Model 2 contrasts the log odds of victims resisting forcefully or resisting
nonforcefully with the log odds of no resistance. Controlling for victim,
9. The predicted probabilities reported in the paper were computed using the
estimated parameters shown in the tables and assuming mean values for all variables
(see Table l ) , except neighborhood disadvantage, for which we assigned the relevant
index values that correspond to “average” and “extremely disadvantaged” neighborhoods, respectively (see Long, 1997; Long and Freese, 2001). The areas we refer to as
“average” represent census tracts in which about 14% of residents are poor, 8% receive
public assistance, 13% are black, 7% are unemployed, and 20% of families are headed
by a female. In contrast, “extremely disadvantaged” neighborhoods represent tracts in
which, on average, 47% of residents live below the poverty line, 34% receive public
assistance, 76% are black, 22% are unemployed. and 65% of families are headed by a
female. This continuum is similar to the divergence in community conditions described
by Anderson (1999) along Germantown Avenue when he refers to “middle-class” and
“ghetto” neighborhoods.
10. We identified the source of the attenuation of the effect of neighborhood disadvantage in the multivariate models by re-estimating the equations after adding.
removing. and reentering each of the control variablcs separately and in various combinations. To conserve space. we summarize the results of these supplementary analyses in the text but do not show them in tabular form.
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offender, and incident characteristics, neighborhood disadvantage continues to exert a significant positive effect ( b = .141) on forceful victim resistance. Thus, consistent with Anderson’s ethnographic observations,
residents of disadvantaged neighborhoods are more likely to stage resistance during an assault than residents who reside in more affluent communities. However, these neighborhood differences are relatively small: The
predicted probability of forceful resistance by assault victims in extremely
disadvantaged neighborhoods is only 17% higher than the probability of
forceful resistance by assault victims in socioeconomically average neighborhoods ((17 = .34 - .29/.29) x 100).
Model 3 presents the logistic regression results for the likelihood of
injury for assault victims. Neighborhood disadvantage is not significantly
associated with the likelihood of injury, net of other factors. The relatively
small bivariate relationship observed between neighborhood disadvantage
and victim injury (see Table 2) virtually disappears when controls are
introduced. Thus, although residents of disadvantaged neighborhoods
have a significantly higher risk of assault (e.g., Lauritsen, 2001), they do
not have a higher risk of nonfatal injury than other persons when they are
assaulted. Additional analyses revealed that the number of offenders
involved in the assault is largely responsible for the attenuation of the
influence of neighborhood disadvantage on victim injury. In other words,
assault victims from disadvantaged neighborhoods are more likely to
experience injuries primarily because they are attacked more frequently
by multiple offenders.
Table 3 also reveals some effects of race and socioeconomic status, characteristics strongly associated with neighborhood disadvantage. The
results show that black victims are more likely than others to be assaulted
with a knife, and that victims with less education are more likely than
others to be assaulted with a gun (relative to being assaulted by an
unarmed offender). In addition, victims from lower income households
are more likely to be injured.
We present a parallel analysis for robbery in Table 4. Model 1 shows
that, controlling for victim, offender, and incident characteristics, incidents
in disadvantaged neighborhoods are not significantly more likely to
involve an armed offender than incidents in more affluent areas. The relatively strong bivariate relationship between neighborhood disadvantage
and offender gun possession observed in Table 2 is attenuated substantially (from .518 to .129) once other features of robberies are held constant. Victim and offender race account for about half of this attenuation,
whereas victim-offender relationship accounts for most of the remaining
reduction. As Table 4 indicates, these variables have strong effects on gun
use. Thus, the greater likelihood of gun use by robbers in disadvantaged
neighborhoods is largely a function of the characteristics of offenders and
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Table 4. Multinomial and Binomial Logit Coefficients for
Regressions of Offender Weapon Possession,
Victim Resistance, and Victim Injury in Robberies
Binomial
Regression

Multinomial Regressions
(1)

-Gun
Neighborhood Disadvantage
Vicnm Charncrerisrics
Under age 18

Age 18 to 29
Black
Male
Unmarried
Household income
Education
Central City
South

Other
Weapon
_

Forceful
Resistance
_

,129
(.144)

-.134
(.163)

-.032
(.124)

-1.06*
(.496)
,090

-.Y7X*
(.445)
-.464

(.359)

(.336)
,007

-.462
(.42 1)
-.47 1
(308)
-.OW
(.3X4)
.287
(.30O)
,103
(.328)
,024
(.034)
,016
(.O23)
,224
(.2Y7)
.604*
(.282)

1.53*
(.409)
1.14*
(.365)
,460
(.415)
-.006
(.040)
,012
(.027)
-.095
(.362)
,445
(.321)

(.442)
.638*
(311)
.3Y 1
(360)
-.mi *
(.036)
,006
(.024)
-.028
(.300)
,128
(.2Y3)

(2)

Nonforceful
Resistancc
~
-.216*
(.105)
-398
(.424)
-.ox7
(.298)

.331
(.368)
-.240
(.293)
,626
(342)
,036
(.033)
.046*
(.023)

-.I30

(3)

Injury
-.1Y8
(.112)
-.542

(383)
-.405
(.276)
,462
(340)
-.060
(.26X)
.4 IS
..

(.315)
-.027
(.031)
-.019
(.021)

,236

(.2Y2)
,383
(.2X3)

(.265)
,435
(.242)

,316
(.460)
,013
(.344)
-1117
.._.
(304)
-.061
(.405)

,087
(447)
-.293
(.340)
,179
(.303)
,270
(.412)

.28Y
(.415)
,431
(.315)
-.229
(.289)
,004
(.33Y)

-.262
(.276)
,126
(.252)
1.46*
(.481)
,337
(.321)

,307
(.269)
,380
(.250)
BY2
(.489)
,590
(.309)
-1.11*
(.336)
,267
(.315)
-.326
(.457)
-1.38
(.761)

Ojyender Characrrristio

Under age 18
Age 18 t o 2Y
Black
Male

,557
(.481)
..I 4n
...
(.375)
.124

-583
(.554)
-.434
(.422)
.893*
(.347)
1.37*
(.635)

(.316)
,403
(.417)

~

Incidenr Characteristics
Completed
Multiple Offenders
Third Party Present

,285
(31.5)
-.276
(.29Y)

Family Members

-3.86*

Acquaintances

(1.10)
-.493*
(.244)

Offender Had Gun

,128

(.300)
-.076
(.264)
-1.07*
(.468)
-.I99
(.328)

Offender Had Other Weapon
Offender Weapon Unknown
Intercept

-2.86*
(1.01)

Model chi-square
N
NOTE: Standard errors in parentheses

*p

5

.OS. two-tailed test.

-.961
(.787)
702.71*
422

-].lo*

(.343)
,468
(.315)
-.137
(447)
-1.07
(.755)
938.27'
468

.499*
(.248)
.5n0*
(.254)

-.015
(.227)
1.50'
(.387)
,296
(.287)
-.573
(.332)
,380
(.269)
-.429
(.477)
-1.37
(.73Y)
48.28*
468
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victims and their relationship to each other, not differences in neighborhood socioeconomic conditions. Specifically, robberies involving blacks or
strangers are more likely to involve guns, and these types of robberies are
more likely to occur in disadvantaged neighborhoods.
Model 2 presents the multinomial logistic regression results for resistance by robbery victims. Net of the effects of the control variables, neighborhood socioeconomic disadvantage is not significantly related to
forceful resistance by robbery victims. The significant effect of neighborhood disadvantage on forceful resistance by robbery victims observed in
the bivariate analysis largely reflects a higher prevalence of robberies by
strangers and offenders armed with guns, both of which suppress forceful
resistance. However, model 2 indicates that neighborhood disadvantage
has a significant negative effect on the likelihood of nonforceful resistance
( b = -.216, p 5 .05), net of the control variables. Consistent with Anderson's (1999) argument, this suggests that robbery victims from disadvantaged neighborhoods are significantly less likely to resist nonforcefully
(i.e., stall, argue, scream, cry for help) than victims from more affluent
areas. The probability of nonforceful resistance is 27% lower among robbery victims from extremely disadvantaged neighborhoods (predicted
probability = .27) than among victims from neighborhoods with average
socioeconomic conditions (predicted probability = .37).
Model 3 displays the coefficients for victim injury resulting from robberies. Consistent with the bivariate patterns for robbery (see Table 2), neighborhood disadvantage is not significantly related to the log odds of victim
injury. Thus, similar to our findings for assault, although residents of disadvantaged neighborhoods have a significantly higher risk of being
robbed, those who are robbed are not significantly more likely than other
victims to experience nonfatal injuries.
Table 4 also reveals some effects of race and socioeconomic status characteristics on weapon use during robbery. Black offenders are more likely
than white offenders to use guns, and offenders are more likely to use guns
when they rob blacks. Also, offenders are more likely to use knives
against victims who have low family incomes.

MULTIPLICATIVE
EFFECTS
We also examined whether the effects of neighborhood disadvantage on
weapon use, victim resistance, and victim injury are moderated by centralcity location, and victim and offender age, race, and gender. As noted
earlier, Anderson's (1999) discussion suggests that neighborhood effects
will be stronger for incidents that occur in central cities and for incidents
that involve young, black, and male victims and offenders. To explore this
possibility, we re-estimated the regression models displayed in Tables 3
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and 4 after adding product terms representing the interactions between
neighborhood disadvantage and central-city location, and neighborhood
disadvantage and victim and offender race, gender, and age, respectively
(Jaccard, 2001). Although the general difficulties in detecting moderator
effects in nonexperimental research warrant caution in drawing firm conclusions about these results (e.g., McClelland and Judd, 1993), of the
numerous two-, three-, and four-way interaction terms considered, only
one was statistically significant.1' Consistent with expectations, the effect
of neighborhood disadvantage on offender gun possession in assaults is
stronger among incidents involving young offenders (those under age 30)
than incidents involving older offenders (age 30 and older). The interaction reveals that among assaults perpetrated by older offenders, the
probability of gun use does not vary significantly with increasing neighborhood disadvantage, but among incidents with young perpetrators, the
probability of gun use is more than two times higher in disadvantaged
neighborhoods than in socioeconomically average neighborhoods 116%
((116 = .093 - .043/.043) x 100).'2

SUMMARY AND DISCUSSION
Although numerous studies have examined neighborhood effects on the
quantity of violence, relatively little attention has focused on whether
neighborhood conditions also shape the quality of violence. In this
research, we attempted to determine whether violence in disadvantaged
neighborhoods differs from violence in more affluent areas, in ways suggested by Anderson's (1999) discussion of the code of the street. To
examine these issues, we linked data on assaults and robberies from the
NCVS to data on the characteristics of the census tracts in which the victims reside. Our analyses reveal support for Anderson's ethnographic
11. Given the large number of hypothesis tests performed in evaluating these
interaction effects, we applied the Bonferonni-Holm procedure to weight our significance tests for multiple comparisons (see Holland and Copenhaver. 1988).
12. Although Anderson (1999) focuses on how the structural dimensions of neighborhood context included in our disadvantage index shape the nature of violence, a
much broader universe of indicators has been emphasized in community-level studies of
violence rates (e.g., residential mobility, racial and ethnic heterogeneity). and these features of communities also may affect the nature of violence. To assess the robustness of
our conclusions about the effects of neighborhood disadvantage, we re-estimated the
regression models presented in Tables 3 and 4 after adding other neighborhood variables. including immigration concentration, residential instability, and racial heterogeneity (see, e.g., Sampson and Lauritsen. 1994; Sampson et al.. 1997). The parameter
estimates obtained for the neighborhood disadvantage index in these models were
nearly identical to those reported in the paper.
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description of the nature of violence in neighborhoods with varying socioeconomic conditions, but only mixed support for his argument that those
differences are due to neighborhood effects.
Consistent with Anderson’s (1999) ethnographic description, our bivariate analyses reveal that offenders who commit assaults and robberies in
disadvantaged neighborhoods are more likely to be armed with a gun.
The bivariate findings also confirm Anderson’s description of neighborhood variation in resistance-victims from disadvantaged neighborhoods
are more likely to resist (forcefully) when they are assaulted, but less
likely to resist (both forcefully and nonforcefully) when they are robbed.
We also found that the likelihood of injury is higher for victims of assault
who reside in disadvantaged areas. Thus, our bivariate analyses using a
large-scale national survey of victims produces a portrait of the nature of
violence among residents of disadvantaged neighborhoods that is highly
consistent with the image that emerges from Anderson’s ethnographic
research based on a relatively small number of Philadelphia communities.
The neighborhood differences observed in our study are smaller than
implied in Anderson’s research, but they nonetheless represent a validation of the main patterns he describes.
Our multivariate analyses were directed at evaluating whether the
observed bivariate differences persisted once compositional and situational variables were controlled. The results provide some support for the
idea that neighborhood disadvantage affects what occurs during an assault,
controlling for the characteristics of the participants. We find that victims
from disadvantaged neighborhoods are significantly more likely to resist
forcefully when they are assaulted. This result is consistent with Anderson’s (1999:76) argument that the importance of maintaining reputation
and defending honor in disadvantaged areas compels residents to “stand
up and at least attempt to resist during an assault.” In addition, offenders
who commit assaults in disadvantaged neighborhoods are more likely to
be armed with guns. Either they are more likely to arm themselves before
the assault, in anticipation of violent resistance by victims, or they are
more likely to carry guns on their person at all times.
We did not find support for the hypothesis that assault victims in disadvantaged neighborhoods are more likely to be injured, after controlling for
demographic and situational factors. The greater tendency for victims in
disadvantaged neighborhoods to resist apparently does not increase the
risk of a nonfatal injury during an assault in these neighborhoods. We
suspect that forceful resistance sometimes increases the risk of injury and
sometimes decreases it. Victims who resist sometimes put themselves in
greater danger, but other times their resistance is successful and enables
them to avoid injury. Moreover, we would not argue from the injury
results that the proliferation of guns in disadvantaged neighborhoods does

62

BAUMER ET AL.

not increase the dangerousness of violent incidents. We suspect that the
use of guns in disadvantaged neighborhoods is partially responsible for
higher homicide rates, given that assaults involving firearms are much
more likely to have lethal outcomes (e.g., Kleck and McElrath, 1991).
Unlike assault offenders, robbery offenders in disadvantaged neighborhoods are no more likely to use firearms than robbery offenders in other
neighborhoods. This difference across crime types may be related to target substitutability in robbery and the robber’s option to select vulnerable
victims (Felson, 1993). If robbers do not have a gun available, or if they
think a particular target might be armed, they can always settle for a
weaker victim. Assault offenders, on the other hand, are usually interested in attacking a particular person who has offended them. If that person is armed or otherwise dangerous, they are likely to think they need a
firearm.
Our results d o provide support for Anderson’s assertion about the composure and compliance of robbery victims in disadvantaged neighborhoods. Victims in these neighborhoods are significantly less likely to
nonforcefully resist when they are robbed (compared to victims from relatively affluent areas). Apparently, their familiarity with the robbery script
enables them to comply with the offender’s threats without panicking.
Alternatively, it may be that victims of robbery in disadvantaged neighborhoods d o not stall, scream, or cry for help because they are less confident that third parties will come to their rescue, or because some of these
behaviors imply weakness and fear, which is stigmatized by the code of the
street in disadvantaged neighborhoods. Finally, as Anderson (1999)
acknowledges, this pattern could reflect greater skill among robbers in disadvantaged areas. Perhaps they are more effective at choosing compliant
victims or at managing aspects of the transaction as it unfolds. However, if
robbers in disadvantaged neighborhoods are more skillful, we would
expect also to find neighborhood effects on forceful resistance, and we did
not.
We also examined whether the nature of violent incidents depends on
sociodemographic characteristics strongly associated with neighborhood
disadvantage. We found no evidence that violent incidents in central cities
are significantly different from violent incidents in other areas. The socioeconomic composition of neighborhoods, and not location in an urban
area, is related to the characteristics of violent encounters. On the other
hand, there is evidence that blacks are more likely than whites to be
involved in incidents involving weapons. Black offenders are more likely
to use guns in robbery, and offenders are more likely to use some type of
weapon when the victim is black. Offenders evidently view black victims
as more dangerous and are less likely to confront them without some type
of weapon.
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There is also evidence that offenders are less likely to confront poor
persons without some type of weapon, perhaps because they view them as
more dangerous than other persons. In addition, as in assaults, offenders
are more likely to injure victims with lower household incomes. In general, our evidence suggests that violence against poor people and African
Americans tends to be more serious, either because weapons are used or
the incident results in injury.
Overall, our research indicates that the neighborhood variation in violence that Anderson observed reflects the effects of individuals’ race and
social class as well as neighborhood socioeconomic conditions. The effects
of neighborhood and sociodemographic variables appear to be primarily
additive. The influence of the code of the street does not appear to be
stronger among blacks, males, or residents of central cities, as implied by
Anderson’s (1999) discussion. It apparently affects residents of disadvantaged neighborhoods irrespective of their own demographic characteristics. The only interaction consistent with expectations involved the age of
offenders. Younger offenders (i.e., those under age 30) in disadvantaged
neighborhoods were particularly likely to use firearms during assaults.
This finding is consistent with discussions of the proliferation of firearms
among youth in disadvantaged neighborhoods (e.g., Blumstein, 1995).
Our conclusions must be tempered by data limitations. First, it is well
known that census tracts only roughly correspond to the types of neighborhoods described by Anderson. Some census tracts include multiple
neighborhoods that are diverse in their socioeconomic status or that are
socially isolated from each other. The difficulty in identifying socially
meaningful neighborhoods may be responsible for the weak effects that
are typically found in contextual analyses, whether they are based on census tracts, block groups, zip code areas, or schools (see also Duncan et al.,
1997). In this study, the difficulty of measuring the exact social context
affecting offenders and victims may have led us to underestimate the
effects of neighborhood disadvantage.
Second, our analyses assume that victims are aware of the type of situation (i.e., robbery or assault) in which they are involved prior to their consideration of whether to stage resistance. Although plausible, it may be
that some of the patterns we observe reflect differences across neighborhoods in the extent to which victim resistance shapes the type of situations
(i.e., assaults or robberies) in which victims ultimately find themselves.
For instance, perhaps it is more common in disadvantaged neighborhoods
that incidents that begin as assaults, but are not resisted by victims, eventually end as robberies, whereas incidents in which victims stage resistance
tend to end as assaults (e.g., because offenders are deterred from attempting to steal something from victims who resist). The lack of detailed information on the time-ordering of events for incidents reported in the NCVS
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prevents us from ruling out this possibility, but if it was true, we would
expect to find significant correlations between our neighborhood disadvantage and resistance indicators (forceful or nonforceful) that are opposite in sign for robberies and assaults (e.g., nonresistance would increase
the likelihood that an incident escalates into a robbery and decrease the
likelihood that it involves only an assault), a pattern that is inconsistent
with our findings.
Third, the NCVS may underrepresent the types of persons who, according to Anderson, are most strongly influenced by the code of the street,
e.g., young, black males from disadvantaged neighborhoods. Such persons
may be undersampled because the sampling frame excludes those who are
incarcerated, the homeless, and other persons not attached to households.
I t is also possible that the types of people who are most strongly influenced by the code of the street and are attached to households have relatively lower rates of participation in surveys. The underrepresentation of
these individuals may yield underestimates of serious forms of violence in
the NCVS (e.g., Cook, 1985; Reiss and Roth, 1993), and if rates of nonparticipation for these groups are disproportionately high in disadvantaged
neighborhoods, our malyses may underestimate the influence of neighborhood disadvantage on the nature of violence. The extent to which our
results are biased in this manner is not known. However, it is noteworthy
that the overall response rates in the NCVS are very high (more than 95%
of households and 90% of persons), and although there is some evidence
that response rates are lower for blacks, males, and young persons (Atrostic et al., 1999), sample weights have been developed to account for these
differences (Simon et al., 2001). In addition, our bivariate results are consistent with Anderson’s ethnographic description of neighborhood variation in the nature of violence, and presumably these individuals are well
represented in his research.
A fourth concern is that there might be neighborhood effects on the
reporting of crime in victimization surveys. For instance, perhaps in
response to the code of the street, residents of disadvantaged neighborhoods are compelled to say that they resisted during an assault or that the
offender was armed, even if this does not reflect reality. These “self-presentation” concerns could inflate our (and Anderson’s) estimates of neighborhood effects. On the other hand, perhaps victims of violence from
disadvantaged neighborhoods who engage in resistance, experience injury,
or are attacked by armed offenders are less likely than similarly situated
victims from affluent areas to report (deliberately or unintentionally)
these features of the incident. Such a pattern could lead to an underestimation of neighborhood effects. We are aware of no published research
on the extent to which neighborhood characteristics influence responses in
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victimization surveys. Thus, it is unknown whether these types of neighborhood differences in survey responses occur in practice and, if so,
whether they would bias our findings.
Finally, we do not measure directly the attitudes and expectations of
offenders and victims, nor do we have measures of the normative climate
that characterizes different neighborhoods. Rather, we describe behaviors
during assaults and robberies in different types of neighborhoods, and we
conclude that these patterns are consistent with hypotheses about neighborhood disadvantage and the code of the street. Although it is plausible
to suggest that some of the patterns for gun use and resistance reflect
emergent behaviors that emanate from the code of the street, we cannot
claim that we have direct evidence that cultural expectations are responsible for these patterns.
Our understanding of how the structure and culture of communities
affect the nature of violence would be advanced considerably by quantitative studies that combine data on communities and incidents with survey
data on the attitudes and values of victims and offenders and by additional
ethnographic research across multiple sites and neighborhood contexts
(see also Short, 1985). These attitudes and values may mediate the effects
of neighborhood disadvantage on violent outcomes. It is also important to
examine neighborhood effects on lethal outcomes during violent crime
and the role of firearms in this relationship.
Future research should explore the degree to which neighborhood context conditions the influence of situational-level factors on violent outcomes. For instance, third parties may have a greater influence on
whether victims resist or are injured in disadvantaged neighborhoods if the
normative climate in such areas places greater value on “saving face” in
violent encounters. It may also be that the behavior of third parties mediates neighborhood effects. Perhaps third parties are more likely to instigate and less likely to diffuse conflicts in disadvantaged neighborhoods.
Finally, future research should examine the extent to which residents of
disadvantaged neighborhoods have internalized the code of the streets. Is
there a distinctive cultural code in disadvantaged neighborhoods? If so, is
the code strictly an adaptation to present structural conditions, or has it
become a part of a subculture, independent of the circumstances from
which it originated (Kornhauser, 1978)? Will residents of these neighborhoods import it if they move to more affluent neighborhoods? How long
does one have to be exposed to the code to internalize it and begin to
abide by it?
In conclusion, our evidence supports Anderson’s ethnographic description of neighborhood variation in violent events, although that variation
may not be as great as he suggests. The patterns he describes appear to be
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partly caused by neighborhood effects and partly caused by the characteristics of the residents of these neighborhoods who become involved in
crime as either offenders or victims. These contextual and individual factors coalesce and reflect patterns of racial and socioeconomic segregation,
and they alter the quality as well as the quantity of violence.
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Appendix 1. Percentage Distributions for Variables in
Analysis of the Nature of Assaults ( N =
3,337) for Victims from Neighborhoods with
Different Levels of Socioeconomic
Disadvantage (1995-1997 NCVS)
Level o f Neighborhood Disadvantaged
Above
Very
Average
High
High
- - -

Below
Average

Average

29.5
28.S
3.3
48.3
72.9
30.6
32.4
10.3
79.9

27.6
28.6
5.3
50.5
71.8
26.5
33.6
10.0
78.4

25.0
29,s
11.6
49.Y
75.6
22.Y
39.4
21.5
7Y.6

21.8
33.8
18.2
46.9
74.7
23.8
42.0
33.4
81.2

26.1
33.3
62.8
43.2
85.0
24.4
44.7
70.3
76.8

54.2
15.8
64.6
26.2
54.3
19.5
24.3
27.8
964

53.7
18.6
65.7
25.0
5o.x
24.2
37. I
27.9
620

49.3
22.5
65.9
22.6
55.3
22.0
40.1
26.1
862

50.1
22.5
61.0
24.8
53.3
21.8
64.0
24.0
467

56.8
21.0
59.2
26.8
49.3
23.9
82.1
35.8
414

Z-testh

Victim t i n t / OJfentler
Charucterislics

Under 18 Victim
18 to 2Y Victim
Black Victim
Male Victim
Unmarried Victim
Under 18 Offender
18 t o 29 Offender
Black Offender
Male Offender

2.59"
-2.24%
-24.83"
1.61
-4.29%
3.32'
-5.32"
-23.2Y"
.54

Incidrtit Characteristics

Completed Crime
Multiple Offenders
Third Party Present
Family Members
Acquaintances
Strangers
Central City
South
N

37

-3.41"
2.04"

.3 1
.98
-1.50
-21.30"
-1.36

' Level of neighborhood disadvantage refers to percentiles o n disadvantage index (below
average. 0-40; average. 41-60: above average. 61-80: high. 81-90: very high. 91-100).
Cochran-Armitage test for trend.
* p 5 .05, two-tailed test.
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Appendix 2. Percentage Distributions for Variables in
Analysis of the Nature of Robberies (N =
468) for Victims from Neighborhoods with
Different Levels of Socioeconomic
Disadvantage (1995-1997 NCVS)
Level of Neighborhood Disadvantage”
High
-

Very
High
-

Z-testh

17.1
29.5
16.2
61.9
71.1
18.1
56.2
38.1
87.6

13.3
32.0
18.7
58.7
80.0
12.0
66.7
46.7
92.0

25.8
25.0
59.1
62.9
84.7
24.2
58.1
79.0
89.5

1.18
.55
-9.05*
-.34
-1.22
1.38
-1.43
-6.86*
-1.23

693
40.0
42.9
20.0
23.8
56.2
54.3
33.3
105

58.7
32.0
44.0
13.3
21.3
65.3
82.7
28.0
75

73.4
42.7
45.9
7.3
25.8
66.9
91.1
23.4
124

2.14*
-I .80
2.06*
2.81*
1.66
-3.55*
-9.61*
.63

Below
Average

Average

Above
Average

33.8
25.7
9.5
59.5
78.4
32.4
52.7
36.5
87.8

22.2
34.4
6.7
61.1
78.9
22.2
51.1
33.3
82.2

54.1
32.4
58.1
17.6
39.2
43.2
32.4
25.7
74

65.6
27.8
56.7
22.2
24.4
53.3
48.9
28.9
90

Victim and Offender

Characteristics
Under 18 Victim
18 to 29 Victim
Black Victim
Male Victim
Unmarried Victim
Under 18 Offender
18 to 29 Offender
Black Offender
Male Offender
Incident Characteristics
Completed Crime
Multiple Offenders
Third Party Present
Family Members
Acquaintances
Strangers
Central City
South
N

a Level of neighborhood disadvantage refers to percentiles on disadvantage index (below
average, 0 - 4 0 average, 41-60; above average, 61-80; high, 81-90 very high, 91-100).
Cochran-Armitage test for trend.
* p I.05, two-tailed test.
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