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Collective Efficacy Theory:
Lessons Learned and Directions for
Future Inquiry

Robert J. Sampson

In this essay I consider the role of neighborhoods in the modern city. De-
spite our increasingly global and interconnected world, neighborhoods show
remarkable continuities in patterns of criminal activity. Indeed, for at least a
hundred years, criminological research in the ecological tradition has con-
tinually confirmed the non-random concentration of crime in certain neigh-
borhoods, especially those characterized by poverty, the racial segregation of
minority groups, and the concentration of single parent families. But why? By
focusing primarily on correlates of crime at the level of community social
composition—especially poverty and race—traditional neighborhood research
has tended toward a risk-factor rather than an explanatory approach. The aim
of this paper is to move away from community-level correlations, or markers,
to a theory of the underlying social mechanisms theoretically at work. I con-
ceptualize a social mechanism as a theoretically plausible (albeit typi-
cally unobservable) contextual process that accounts for or explains a given
phenomena (Sorenson 1998), in this case crime rates.

I specifically “take stock” of the social-mechanistic theory of collective
efficacy with which I have been associated. I begin with a brief review of its
intellectual legacy and the basic ideas that animate collective efficacy theory.
I then turn to a synthesis of relevant empirical literature, although I do not
intend this as a comprehensive review. Fortunately, independent scholars have
undertaken the task of summarizing the evidence to date through rigorous
meta-analysis, leaving me the opportunity to make a case for the larger pat-
terns and implications. After laying out the main ideas and the empirical regu-
larities, I then turn to the future—where do we go from here? Science advances
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through the reasoned criticism of received knowledge and so my goal is to lay
out the challenges to collective efficacy theory and, potentially, fruitful av-
enues of future work. Along the way I introduce key methodological issues
and work in progress that I hope sharpens our theoretical approach to commu-
nity level theories of crime.

From Social Disorganization to Networks

The idyllic notion of local communities as ‘urban villages’ characterized
by dense personal networks has proven to be a durable and seductive image,
one that traditional perspectives on neighborhood crime find hard to resist. A
reigning image is that tight-knit neighborhoods produce safety because of
their rich supply of social networks. In the classic work of the Chicago School
of Urban Sociology in the early twentieth century however, it was hypoth-
esized that density, low economic status, ethnic heterogeneity and residential
instability led to the rupture of local social ties which, in turn, accounted for
high rates of crime and disorder. The prototypical scholar of the Chicago
School of “community lost” was Louis Wirth (1938) who analyzed modernity
in terms of its deleterious effects on primary relationships.

The concept of social disorganization emerged out of the Chicago School,
defined theoretically as the inability of a community to realize the common
values of its residents and maintain effective social order (Shaw and McKay
1942; Kornhauser 1978). This definition came to be operationalized in sys-
temic terms—the allegedly disorganized community was viewed as suffering
from a disrupted or weakened system of friendship, kinship and acquaintance-
ship networks and, as a consequence, ongoing processes of socialization
(Sampson and Groves 1989). More recently, the intellectual tradition of com-
munity-level research has been revitalized by the increasingly popular idea of
“social capital.” Although there are many definitions, social capital is typi-
cally conceptualized as a resource embodied in the social ties among persons
(Putnam 2000). The connection of social disorganization to social capital
theory was articulated by Bursik (1999) as follows: neighborhoods bereft of
social capital, indicated primarily by depleted social networks, are less able to
realize common values and maintain the social controls that foster safety.
Dense social ties thus play a key role in social capital/disorganization theory.

Although social disorganization theory, in particular, has enjoyed consid-
erable support in the literature, there are reasons to problematize both its
conceptual definition and the role of social networks—especially dense per-
sonal ties—in generating low crime rates. On the former, it seems to me that
social disorganization is still defined largely in terms of outcome. How do we
know a neighborhood is unable to achieve social order? By social disorder?
That, in fact, is what passes for much community disorganization and crime
research in which indicators of social disorder, themselves usually comprised
of some violation of law, are used to measure the cause of crime (see Sampson
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and Raudenbush 1999). But if the cause is defined in terms of the outcome, we
really have no explanation at all. Put differently, if crime and disorder are part
of the same process, with disorder and crime both the observable indicators or
markers for a lack of order, we have described a matrix of risk but not indepen-
dent causal mechanisms or processes.

For this reason social disorganization research has moved to the
operationalization of its concepts largely in systemic terms, most notably with
respect to the density of social ties (Bursik 1999; Warner and Rountree 1997;
Sampson and Groves 1989). Although a necessary move away from tautology,
problems remain. First, there is evidence that in some neighborhood contexts
strong ties may actually impede efforts to establish social control. Wilson
(1987), in particular, has argued that residents of very poor neighborhoods
tend to be tightly interconnected through network ties but without necessarily
producing collective resources such as social control. He reasons that ties in
the inner city are excessively personalistic and parochial in nature—socially
isolated from public resources. This is so, in part, because survival mecha-
nisms and local support takes precedent over activities centered on the collec-
tive good (Stack 1975).

Second, networks connect do-gooders just as they connect drug dealers. In
her study of a black middle-class community in Chicago, Pattillo-McCoy
(1999) specifically addresses the limits of tight-knit social bonds in facilitat-
ing social control. She argues that although dense local ties do promote social
cohesion, at the same time they foster the growth of networks that impede
efforts to rid the neighborhood of organized drug- and gang-related crime.
Venkatesh (1997) finds a similar pattern in a low-income neighborhood of
Chicago. Dense social ties thus potentially have both positive and negative
ramifications, reminding us that in a consideration of networks it is important
to ask what is being connected—networks are not inherently egalitarian or
prosocial in nature (see also, St. Jean 2005). This argument has a long pedigree
in the urban sociological and gang literature, perhaps going back as far as
William F. Whyte’s Street Corner Society (1943).

Third, shared expectations for social control and strategic connections that
yield action can be fostered in the absence of thick ties among neighbors. As
Granovetter (1973) argued in his seminal essay, ‘weak ties’—Iless intimate
connections between people based on more infrequent social interaction—
may be critical for establishing social resources, such as job referrals, because
they integrate the community by way of bringing together otherwise discon-
nected subgroups. Consistent with this view, there is evidence that weak ties
among neighbors, as manifested in middle-range rather than either nonexist-
ent or intensive social interaction, are predictive of lower crime rates (Bellair
1997). Perhaps more interesting, and as elaborated below, there is emerging
evidence that computer technology (e.g., neighborhood list-serves) may do
for coordinating social interactions and collective action among neighbor-
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hood residents what strong personal ties allegedly did in the past (Hampton
and Wellman 2003).

Finally, the reality is that in modern cities the idyllic urban village endures
mainly, if only, in myth. Even if we had the time or energy, most people,
including me, do not want to be friends or close with their neighbors. They
certainly do not want to eat dinner with them!

Collective Efficacy

To address these challenges and new urban realities, my colleagues and I
have proposed a focus on mechanisms of social organization that may be
facilitated by, but do not necessarily require, strong ties or associations. This
move allows us to reject the outmoded (and normative) assumption that the
ideal neighborhood is characterized by dense, intimate, emotional bonds.
Instead, neighborhoods are defined in ecological terms where analytic proper-
ties of social organization are allowed to vary. We have also introduced a
science of studying community processes—ecometrics—that is rooted in the
idea that we have to take seriously the measurement of community properties
in its own right (Raudenbush and Sampson 1999). ‘

A key form of social organization that I will focus on here is collective
efficacy. The concept of collective efficacy unites social cohesion, the “collec-
tivity” part of the concept, with shared expectations for control, the social
action or efficacy part of the concept (Sampson et al. 1997). In other words, we
combine a particular kind of social structure (cohesion, with an emphasis on
working trust and mutual support) with the culturally tinged dimension of
shared expectations for social control. Moreover, we argue that just as self
efficacy is situated rather than general (one has self-efficacy relative to a par-
ticular task), a neighborhood’s efficacy exists relative to specific tasks. We
therefore conceive of collective efficacy as a higher-order or organizing theo-

‘retical framework that draws attention to variations in the nexus of social
cohesion with shared expectations for control. Viewed another way, collective
efficacy theory unites the constructs of mutual support (Cullen 1994), which
largely defines cohesion, with a collective-action orientation, in this case the
activation or generation of community social order.

One reason I believe cohesion and support are important is that they are
fundamentally about repeated interactions and thereby expectations about
the future. There is little reason to expect that rational agents will engage in
sanctioning, or other acts of social control or support, in contexts where there
is no expectation for future contact or where residents mistrust one another.
The insight of collective efficacy theory is that repeated interactions may
signal or generate shared norms outside the “strong tie” setting of friends and
kin. Another conceptual move of collective efficacy theory is its emphasis on
agency. Moving away from a focus on private ties, use of the term collective



Collective Efficacy Theory 153

efficacy is meant to signify an emphasis on shared beliefs in a neighborhood’s
capability for action to achieve an intended effect, coupled with an active
sense of engagement on the part of residents. Some density of social networks
is essential, to be sure, especially networks rooted in social trust. But the key
theoretical point is that networks have to be activated to be ultimately mean-
ingful. Collective efficacy, therefore, helps to elevate the ‘agentic’ aspect of
social life over a perspective centered mainly on the accumulation of stocks of
social resources as found in ties and memberships (i.e., social capital). This
conceptual orientation is consistent with the redefinition by Portes and
Sensenbrenner (1998) of social capital in terms of “expectations for action
within a collectivity.”

Distinguishing between the resource potential represented by personal ties,
on the one hand, and the shared expectations for action among neighbors
represented by collective efficacy on the other, therefore, helps clarify the
dense networks paradox: social networks foster the conditions under which
collective efficacy may flourish, but they are not sufficient for the exercise of
control. The theoretical framework I propose recognizes the transformed land-
scape of modern urban life, holding that while community efficacy may de-
pend on working trust and social interaction, it does not require that my neighbor
or local police officer be my friend.

Collective efficacy theory also addresses the valence of social ties and,
ultimately, collective action by applying the ‘non-exclusivity requirement’ of
a social good to judge whether neighborhood structures serve collective needs.
Does consumption of a social good by one member of a community diminish
the sum available to the community as a whole? I would argue that safety,
clean environments, quality education for children, active maintenance of
intergenerational ties, the reciprocal exchange of information and services
among families, and the shared willingness to intervene on behalf of the neigh-
borhood are capable of producing a social good that yields positive ‘exter-
nalities’ of benefit to all residents—especially children. As with other resources
that produce positive externalities, I believe that collective efficacy is widely
desired but much harder to achieve, owing, in large part, to social constraints.

Empirical Results: Taking Stock

My colleagues and I tested the theory of collective efficacy in a survey of
8,782 residents of 343 Chicago neighborhoods in 1995. Applying ecometric
methods, a five-item Likert-type scale was developed to measure shared ex-
pectations about social control. Residents were asked about the likelihood
that their neighbors could be counted on to take action.if: (i) children were
skipping school and hanging out on a street corner; (ii) children were spray-
painting graffiti on a local building; (iii) children were showing disrespect to
an adult; (iv) a fight broke out in front of their house; and (v) the fire station
closest to home was threatened with budget cuts. Our measurement relied on
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vignettes because of the fundamental unobservability of the capacity for con-
trol—the act of intervention is only observed under conditions of challenge.
If high collective efficacy leads to low crime, then at any given moment no
intervention will be observed precisely because of the lack of need. Like
Bandura’s (1997) theory of self efficacy, the argument is that expectations for
control will increase behavioral interventions when necessary, but the scale
itself taps shared expectations for social action—in our case ranging from
informal intervention to the mobilization of formal controls. The emphasis 1s
on actions that are generated “on the ground level” rather than top down.

The “social cohesion/trust” part of the measure taps the nature of commu-
nity relationships and was measured by coding whether residents agreed that
“People around here are willing to help their neighbors”; “People in this
neighborhood can be trusted”; “This is a close-knit neighborhood”; “People
in this neighborhood generally get along with each other”; and “People in this
neighborhood share the same values.” As hypothesized, social cohesion and
social control were strongly related across neighborhoods and, thus, com-
bined into a summary measure of collective efficacy, yielding an aggregate-
level reliability in the .80 to .85 range.

In our research we found that collective efficacy was associated with lower
rates of violence, controlling for concentrated disadvantage, residential sta-
bility, immigrant concentration, and a comprehensive set of individual-level
characteristics (e.g., age, sex, SES, race/ethnicity, home ownership) as well as
indicators of dense personal ties and the density of local organizations (Sampson
et al. 1997; Morenoff et al. 2001). Whether measured by official homicide
events or violent victimization as reported by residents, neighborhoods high
in collective efficacy consistently had significantly lower rates of violence.
This finding held up controlling for prior neighborhood violence which was
negatively associated with collective efficacy. This pattern suggests a recipro-
cal loop where violence depressed later collective efficacy (e.g., because of
fear). Nevertheless, a two-standard deviation elevation in collective efficacy
was associated with a 26 percent reduction in the expected homicide rate
(1997: 922).

Another finding is that the association of disadvantage and stability with
violence is reduced when collective efficacy is controlled, suggesting a po-
tential causal pathway at the community level. This pathway is presumed to
operate over time, wherein collective efficacy is undermined by the concen-
tration of disadvantage, racial segregation, family disruption, and residential
instability, which, in turn, fosters more crime (Sampson et al. 1997, 1999).
Morenoff et al. (2001) also showed that the density of personal ties and orga-
nizations were associated with higher collective efficacy and, hence, lower
crime, even though the former did not translate directly into lower crime rates.
These findings are consistent with, although do not prove, the hypothesis that
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collective efficacy mediates the effect of both structural resources (e.g., afflu-
ence, home ownership, organizations) and dense systemic ties on later crime.

As noted at the outset, neighborhoods are, themselves, nodes in a larger
network of spatial relations. Contrary to the common assumption in criminol-
ogy of analytic independence, neighborhoods are interdependent and charac-
terized by a functional relationship between what happens at one point in
space and what happens elsewhere. The idea of spatial dependence challenges
the urban village model which implicitly assumes that neighborhoods repre-
sent intact social systems, functioning as islands unto themselves. Our find-
ings support the spatial argument by establishing the independent effects of
spatial proximity—controlling for all measured characteristics internal to a
neighborhood, collective efficacy and violence are significantly and posi-
tively linked to the collective efficacy and violence rates of surrounding neigh-
borhoods, respectively (Sampson et al. 1999; Morenoff et al. 2001). This finding
suggests a diffusion, or exposure-like process, whereby violence and collec-
tive efficacy are conditioned by the characteristics of spatially proximate
neighborhoods, which, in turn, are conditioned by adjoining neighborhoods
in a spatially linked process that ultimately characterizes the entire metropoli-
tan system. The mechanisms of racial segregation reinforce spatial inequality,
explaining why it is, that despite similar income profiles, black middle-class
neighborhoods are at greater risk of violence than white middle-class neigh-
borhoods (Sampson et al. 1999).

An oversimplified sketch of the major argument made to this point is shown
in Figure 5.1. This model makes clear that collective efficacy theory is not
merely an attempt to push the burden of social control or support onto resi-
dents, “blaming the victim” as some have claimed. Inequality in resources
matters greatly for explaining the production of collective efficacy. Concen-
trated disadvantage and lack of home ownership, for example, predict lower
levels of later collective efficacy, and, vice versa, the associations of disadvan-
tage and housing instability with violence are significantly reduced when
collective efficacy is controlled (Sampson et al. 1997). These patterns are
consistent with the inference that neighborhood resources influence crime
and violence, in part, through the mediating role of neighborhood efficacy.
The capacity to exercise control under conditions of trust is, thus, seen as the
most proximate to explaining crime. Collective efficacy theory has also been
extended to explain community well-being and population health, although I
do not cover that here (Sampson 2003; Morenoff 2003).

In theoretical terms, Figure 5.1 posits that organizations and institutional
strength represent a mechanism that can sustain capacity for social action in a
way that transcends traditional personal ties (see also Tripplet et al. 2003). In
other words, organizations are, at least in principle, able to foster collective
efficacy, often through strategic networking of their own. Whether garbage
removal, choosing the site of a fire station, school improvements or police
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Figure 5.1
Main Lines of Emphasis in Collective Efficacy Theory
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responses, a continuous stream of challenges faces modern communities, chal-
lenges that no longer can be met (if they ever were) by relying solely on
individuals. Action depends on connections among organizations that are not
necessarily dense, or reflective of, the structure of personal ties in a neighbor-
hood. Our research supports this position, showing that the density of local
organizations and voluntary associations predicts higher levels of collective
efficacy, controlling for prior crime, poverty and the social composition of the
population (Morenoff et al. 2001).

‘What about evidence from beyond Chicago? Rather than provide a narra-
tive review of the evidence on collective efficacy theory that might be biased
by my priors, I rely on an independent assessment. Recently, Pratt and Cullen
(2005) have undertaken a painstaking review of more than 200 empirical
studies from 1960 to 1999 using meta-analysis. The bottom line is that collec-
tive efficacy theory fares well with an overall correlation of -.303 with crime
rates across studies (95 percent confidence interval of -.26 to -.35). By meta-
analysis standards this is a robust finding; and the authors’ rank collective
efficacy number 4 when weighted by sample size, ahead of traditional sus-
pects such as poverty, family disruption, and race. Although the number of
studies and, hence, empirical base, is limited and, while there is considerable
variability in operationalization across studies, the class of mechanisms asso-
ciated with social disorganization theory and its offspring, collective efficacy
theory, shows a robust association with lower crime rates (see also reviews in
Sampson et al. 2002: Kubrin and Weitzer 2003).




