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Gangs, Neighborhoods, and Public Policy*

JOHN M. HAGEDORN, University of Wisconsin, Milwaukee

This article uses research from three recent Milwaukee studies to show that deindustrialization has altered
some characteristics of youth gangs. Gang members tend to stay involved with the gang as adults, and many
have turned to the illegal drug economy for survival. Poor African-Americans in neighborhoods where gangs
persist have both similarities and differences to Wilson's underclass concept. What characterizes these neighbor-
hoods is not the absence of working people but the absence of effective social institutions. Public policy ought to
stress jobs and investment in underclass neighborhoods, evaluation of programs, family preservation, and com-
munity control of social institutions.

Are today’s youth gangs part of an “underclass”> What policies should communities
adopt to control their gang problem? Based on recent gang research and experience in re-
forming Milwaukee’s human service bureaucracy, we can address these questions and suggest
practical local policies that go beyond the usual nostrums of “more cops” and “more jobs.”

In the last few years a number of researchers have suggested that today’s gangs have
changed in some fundamental ways and may be part of an urban minority “underclass”
(Moore 1985, Short 1990b, Taylor 1990, Vigil 1988). The nature of the “underclass,” however,
has been the subject of controversy (Aponte 1988, Gans 1990, Jencks 1989, Ricketts, Mincy,
and Sawhill 1988, Wilson 1991). This paper uses data gathered from three different Milwau-
kee studies over the past five years to examine the changing nature of Milwaukee’s gangs, the
characteristics of Milwaukee’s poorest African-American neighborhoods, and the relationship
between gangs and neighborhoods.

For the first study, completed in 1986, 47 of the founding members of Milwaukee’s 19
major gangs, including 11 of the 19 recognized leaders, were interviewed (Hagedorn 1988).
That study described the origins of Milwaukee gangs, their structure and activities, and docu-
mented how gangs came to be seen as a social problem. It also tracked the education, employ-
ment, drug use, incarceration experience, and the level of gang participation of the 260 young
people who founded the 19 gangs, including the 175 founders of 12 African-American male
gangs.

A brief follow-up study in spring of 1990 looked at the patterns of drug abuse and the
structure of gang drug dealing in three African-American gangs. This pilot study tracked the
employment, incarceration, and drug use status of the 37 founding members of the three
gangs since the original study. It began a process of exploring the relationship between Mil-
waukee gangs and drug dealing businesses or “drug posses.”

Finally, as part of a human services reform plan, Milwaukee County commissioned a
needs assessment in two neighborhoods where several of Milwaukee’s gangs persist (Moore
and Edari 1990b). Residents were hired to survey heads of households drawn from a
probability sample of 300 households in ten census tracts in two neighborhoods. These neigh-
borhoods had a high percentage of residents living in poverty and a clustering of social
problems associated with the “underclass.”

* This article is based on several previous papers. The first was presented April 24, 1990, to the U.S. Conference of
Mayors in Washington, D.C. Two others were presented at the 85th Annual ASA meetings also in Washington, D.C.,
August 1990. Joan Moore, Carl Taylor, Howard Fuller, and Clinton Holloway made helpful comments on various earlier
drafts. Social Problem’s anonymous reviewers also added valuable insights. Correspondence to Hagedorn, University of
Wisconsin-Milwaukee, Urban Research Center, P.O. Box 413, Milwaukee, WI 53201.
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This article first looks at how Milwaukee gangs have changed due to deindustrialization.
Second, the paper explores some volatile social dynamics occurring within poor but still heter-
ogeneous African-American neighborhoods. Finally, based on the analysis of gangs and their
neighborhoods, other underclass research, and on the author’s own experience in reforming
the delivery of social services, the article suggests several local policies to strengthen and assist
community institutions with gang troubles.

Macro-Economic Trends and Gangs in Milwaukee

The underclass has been conceptualized as a product of economic restructuring that has
mismatched African-American and other minority workers with radically changed employ-
ment climates (Bluestone and Harrison 1982, Kasarda 1985, Sullivan 1989). Milwaukee epito-
mizes this mismatch: between 1979 and 1986 over 50,000 jobs were lost or 23 percent of
Milwaukee’s manufacturing employment (White et al. 1988:2-6). African-American workers
were hit especially hard. In 1980, prior to the downturn, 40 percent of all African-American
workers were concentrated in manufacturing (compared to 31 percent of all city workers). By
1989, research in five all-black Milwaukee census tracts found that only about one quarter of
all black workers were still employed in manufacturing (Moore and Edari 1990b). African-
American unemployment rates in Milwaukee have reached as high as 27 percent over the
past few years.

Another way to view economic changes in the African-American community is to look at
social welfare over the last thirty years. Like European immigrants before them, African-
Americans came to Milwaukee with the hopes of landing good factory jobs (Trotter 1985), and
large numbers succeeded. But as industrial employment declined and good jobs were less
available, reliance on welfare increased (Piven and Cloward 1987:83). In 1963, when black
migration to Milwaukee was still rising, fewer than one in six of Milwaukee’s African-Ameri-
cans were supported by AFDC. However by 1987, nearly half of all Milwaukee African-Amer-
icans and two thirds of their children received AFDC benefits. Seven out of every ten
Milwaukee African-Americans in 1987 were supported by transfer payments of some kind
accounting for half of all 1987 black income in Milwaukee County (Hagedorn 1989a).

Coinciding with reduced economic prospects for African-Americans, Hispanics, and other
working people, gangs reemerged in Milwaukee and other small and medium-sized cities
across the Midwest. While the popular notion at the time was that these gangs had diffused
from Chicago, gangs in Milwaukee and the Midwest developed from corner groups and break-
dancing groups in processes nearly identical to those described by Thrasher fifty years before
(Hagedorn 1988, Huff 1989). The economy may have been changing, but the way gangs
formed had not.

In 1986 we interviewed 47 of the 260 Milwaukee gang founders or members of the initial
groups of young people who started the 19 major gangs in the early 1980s. At the time of our
interviews, the founders were in their early twenties and at an age when young people typi-
cally “mature out” of gang life. We asked the 47 founders to report on the current status of all
the members who were part of the gang when it started. To our surprise, more than 80 per-
cent of all male gang founders were reported as still involved with the gang as twenty to
twenty-five year old adults.

We concluded at the time that the economic basis for “maturing out” of a gang—those
good paying factory jobs that take little education, few skills, and only hard work—was just
not there anymore. As Short wrote in a review recent of gang literature, “There is no reason
to believe that boys hang together in friendship groups for reasons that are very different now
than in the past. . . . What has changed are the structural economic conditions . . .” (Short
1990a).
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Table 1 ® Employment and Adult Gang Involvement

% Black Male % Hisp. Male % Wh. Male 9% Female

Full Time 9.7 10 10 8.6
Part Time 14.0 0 40 11.4
Unemployed 70.3 82.5 40 63.0
Involved with the

Gang as an Adult 81.1 70 100 8.6
TOTALS

N=260 N=175 N=40 N=10 N=35

Moore (1991) has also documented economic effects of deindustrialization on the “matur-
ing out” process of Chicano gangs. She finds that members of recent gang cliques in East Los
Angeles are less likely to have found good jobs than members of older gang cliques. She
concludes, “It is not that the men from recent cliques were more likely to have dropped out of
the labor market, nor were they more likely to be imprisoned. It may be that they could not
get full-time, stable jobs.”

The difficulty in finding a good job today is offset by the abundance of part-time jobs in
the illegal drug economy. In preparation for a proposal to the National Institute on Drug
Abuse to examine the impact of drug abuse and drug dealing on Milwaukee’s gangs, we up-
dated our rosters on the current status of the 37 founding members of three African-American
gangs. By 1990, less than one in five (19 percent) of the founders, now in their mid to late
twenties, were engaged in full-time work. However, three times as many of the founders (59
percent) graduated from the gang into drug “posses” or high-risk small businesses selling
drugs. “High risk” is perhaps an understatement. Almost all of the 37 (86 percent) had spent
significant time in prison since 1986, most for drug offenses. Three quarters (76 percent) had
used cocaine regularly within the last three years, and three had been murdered. While five
of the 37 were said to be working as entrepreneurs (called “hittin" ‘em hard”), the others
involved with drug distribution worked part time (“makin’ it”) or sporadically (“day one”),
and continued to live on the margins.

Table 2 ® 1990 Status of 37 Founding Members of Three African-American Gangs

Involved in Regular Used Cocaine Spent Time Presently Working

Sales of Cocaine Routinely Since 1987 in Prison Full Time Murdered
59% 76% 86% 19% 8%
N=22 N=28 N=32 N=7 N=3

As Don, a leader of the 1-9 Deacons told us in 1985: “I can make it for two or three more
years. But then what’s gonna happen?” The answer to Don’s question is now clear. The lack
of access to good jobs has had a direct effect of making illegal drug sales, no matter how risky,
more attractive to Milwaukee’s gang founders as an occupation for their young adult years.

Frederick Thrasher pointed out sixty years ago: “As gang boys grow up, a selective process
takes place; many of them become reincorporated into family and community life, but there
remains a certain criminal residue upon whom gang training has, for one reason or another,
taken hold” (Thrasher 1963:287). The loss of entry level manufacturing jobs appears to have
turned Thrasher’s “selective process” on its head. Today most of the young adult gang foun-
ders rely on the illegal economy for guarantees of survival. It is only the “residue” who, at
this time in Milwaukee, are being “reincorporated into family and community life.”
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There are also some indirect effects of economic changes. In Milwaukee, most of the
founders still identify somewhat with their old gang and often hang out in the same neighbor-
hoods where they grew up, coexisting with a new generation of gang youth. This mixing of
older members of drug “posses” with younger siblings and other young gang members has
produced disturbing intergenerational effects. Older gang members with a street reputation
employed in the fast life of drug dealing are modeling dangerous career paths for neighbor-
hood youth. These intergenerational effects also appear in Anderson’s latest work (1990). He
finds that “old heads,” older residents who upheld and disseminated traditional values, are
being replaced by new “old heads” who “may be the product of a street gang” and who pro-
mote values of “hustling,” drugs, and sexual promiscuity (103). This “street socialization” may
contribute to reproducing an underclass rather than socializing young people into conven-
tional lifestyles (Short 1990b, Vigil 1988).!

In summary, contemporary gangs have changed from the “delinquent boys” of fifties
literature: There is a growing relationship between the youth gang, illegal drug-based distribu-
tion, and survival of young adult gang members in a post-industrial, segmented economy.
Clearly, powerful economic forces are affecting contemporary gangs as Wilson and other un-
derclass theorists would predict. But when we take a closer look at the impact of economic,
demographic, and institutional changes on processes within Milwaukee’s poorest African-
American neighborhoods, the situation becomes more complicated.

Gangs and Neighborhood Segmentation

Gangs have always been associated with neighborhoods, and African-American gangs
have been no exception. Thrasher found “Negroes” had “more than their share” of gangs
(Thrasher 1963:132) as far back as the 1920s. In the neighborhood that Suttles studied, gangs
were functional “markers” or signs by which neighborhood youth could know who may be
harmful and who is not and thus were an important part of a neighborhood’s search for order.
Suttles’ black gangs were not in any significant way distinct from white ethnic gangs (Suttles
1968:157). Similarly, the black Chicago gang members that Short and Strodtbeck (1965:108)
studied were quite similar to non-gang black youth, though they were more lower class than
white gang members. Until the 1960s, the sociological literature largely viewed black gangs
as functional parts of black neighborhoods.

But things have been changing. Perkins, summarizing the history of black Chicago
gangs, wrote that gangs first became disruptive to their communities in the 1960s due to the
influence of drugs, corrupting prison experiences, and the failure of community-based pro-
grams (Perkins 1987:40-42). Cloward and Ohlin theorized that housing projects and other big
city “slums” tended to be disorganized and “produce powerful pressures for violent behavior
among the young in these areas” (Cloward and Ohlin 1960:172). They correctly predicted that
“delinquency will become increasingly violent in the future as a result of the disintegration of
slum organization” (203).

Increasing violence in central cities has prompted angry responses from residents. Coop-
eration by broad elements of the black community with police sweeps of gang members in
Los Angeles and elsewhere and the founding of “mothers against gangs” and similar organiza-
tions throughout the country are examples of community hostility toward gangs. Gangs to-
day are seen by both law enforcement and many community residents as basically
dysfunctional. Today’s gangs are a far cry from the “Negro” street gangs of Suttle’s Addams area

1. Moore (1991) also finds a mixing of gang cliques in Los Angeles gangs. Short’s (1990) 1960 Nobles were mainly
employed in the early 1970s when they were restudied, in contrast to Vicelords, virtually all of whom had more prison
experience, many of whom still identified with the Vicelords and were involved in illegal operations more than a
decade after they were first studied.
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which contained the “best-known and most popular boys in the neighborhood” (Suttles
1968:172).

Based on our Milwaukee interviews, we concluded that gang members reciprocated the
hostility of “respectables.” While the gang founders were hostile toward police and schools as
expected, they also severely criticized African-American community agencies which they felt
were mainly “phoney.” The black founders agreed their gangs were dysfunctional for their
neighborhoods: two thirds of those we interviewed insisted that their gang was “not at all”
about trying to help the black community. Some were shocked at even the suggestion that
their gang would be concerned about anything but “green power” (i.e., money). The role
model of choice for many of the founders we interviewed was not Dr. Martin Luther King,
Jesse Jackson, or any African-American leader, but Al Capone.

One explanation for this intra-community alienation in Milwaukee is the peculiar way
black gangs formed. Gang formation in Milwaukee coincided with desegregation of the
schools: a one-way desegregation plan that mandatorially bused only black children. While
gangs originally formed from neighborhood groups of youth in conflict with youth from other
neighborhoods, busing complicated the situation. School buses picking up African-American
students often stopped in many different neighborhoods, mixing youth from rival gangs and
transforming the buses into battlegrounds. Gang recruitment took place on the buses and in
the schools as well as from the neighborhood. The black founders told us in 1985-86 that a
majority of the members of their gangs no lonéer came from the original neighborhood where
the gang formed.

Consequently, when the gang hung out on neighborhood corners, they were not seen by
residents as just the “neighbors’ kids” messing up. “I'll tell your Mama” did not work when
no one knew who “mama” was or where she lived. Informal social controls were ineffective,
so calling the police became the basic method to handle rowdiness and misbehavior as well as
more serious delinquency. Hostility between the gangs and the neighborhood increased with
each squad car arriving on the block.

A second explanation for intra-community hostility is provided by 1989 research in five
of Milwaukee’s poorest and all-black census tracts (Moore and Edari 1990b) where several of
the gangs I had studied were founded. These neighborhoods exhibit many of the criteria of an
“underclass” area, but they also differ in many respects from very poor ghetto neighborhoods
described by Wilson and others.

Household income of the tracts was very low—1980 census data (before the eighties down-
turn) show more than 30 percent of the families in the five tracts living below poverty. The
five tracts experienced a 42 percent population loss between 1960 and 1985. In 1989, when
the interviews were completed, most (53.8 percent) respondents received AFDC and nearly
twenty percent (19 percent) did not have a phone. A majority of residents in the five tracts
presently live below the poverty line. The tracts certainly qualify as “underclass” areas by
standard definitions (Ricketts and Mincy 1988).

But these neighborhoods are not uniformly poor. One quarter of the residents (28.6 per-
cent) owned their own home—fifteen percent less than the city-wide average, but still a stable
base within a very poor neighborhood. Half of the household heads lived at their current
residence for five or more years. While stable employment had drastically declined in these
tracts since 1980, still nearly one third of working respondents had held their current job for
10 or more years. Unlike the “densely settled ghetto areas” Sampson describes (1987:357)
where residents have “difficulty recognizing their neighbors,” 80 percent of the Milwaukee
respondents said the best thing about their neighborhood was their “neighbors.” Nearly three
in five (59.2 percent) visited with neighbors at least once a week.

More striking were strong kinship ties, supporting earlier work by Stack (1974) and
others. Nearly half of all respondents visited their parents every day and over ninety percent
visited parents monthly. An even higher percentage visited siblings at least once a month.
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Finally, more than three quarters belonged to families that held family reunions—and 77
percent of those respondents regularly attended those reunions. Even child protective clients,
who are among the most transient residents, had extensive kinship networks (Moore and
Edari 1990a).2

But the neighborhoods are not regarded positively by most residents. Less than one fifth
(19.7 percent) said the neighborhood was a “good place to live,” and 52 percent said they
would move if they could. While respondents liked their neighbors as the best thing about
their community, the top three worst things were said to be drugs (64 percent), violence (52
percent), and gangs (20 percent). About half said things had gotten worse the past two years,
and a majority (54.5 percent) believed things will continue to get worse. And the problems
were not “around the corner” or in an adjacent neighborhood, but right on the blocks where
the interviews took place. The interviewers were often told by respondents to not go to a
certain house or to avoid a certain side of the street because of dangerous drug or gang
problems.

The area also has few basic social institutions. Zip code 53206 is a 20 by 20 square block
area with 40,000 residents in the heart of Milwaukee, containing the census tracts where the
interviews took place. This area has no large chain grocery stores. There are no banks or
check-cashing stores in the entire zip code area. Bars and drug houses are in plentiful supply
and the area has the highest number of Milwaukee drug arrests. Still, in 1989, this zip code
area did not have a single alcohol/drug treatment facility. Even community agencies are
located overwhelmingly on the periphery of 53206, circling the neighborhoods they serve, but
not a part of them.3> Community programs, churches, and social workers were seldom men-
tioned by survey respondents as a resource to call in times of neighborhood trouble.*

In summary, while these poor African-American neighborhoods have characteristics of
Wilson's notion of the underclass, they also exhibit important differences. On the one hand,
central city Milwaukee neighborhoods have been getting poorer due to deindustrialization
and have experienced substantial population loss. They are home to the poorest and most
troubled of all Milwaukee’s residents. The area’s lack of basic institutions is reminiscent of
descriptions by Thrasher (1927) and Shaw and McKay (1969) and supports aspects of Wilson's
underclass thesis.

On the other hand, large numbers of working class African-American families still reside
in these neighborhoods. Some want to leave but cannot because of residential segregation
(Massey and Eggers 1990) or lack of affordable housing. But many stay because they want to.
Rather than neighborhoods populated overwhelmingly by a residue left behind by a fleeing
middle and working class, as Wilson has described, Milwaukee’s “underclass” neighborhoods
are a checkerboard of struggling working class and poor families, coexisting, even on the same
block, with drug houses, gangs, and routine violence.

This ecological coexistence explains much of the intra-community tension between poor
and working families and underclass gangs. Clearly when drug deals gone bad turn into mid-
night shoot-outs, residents of a neighborhood will be scared and angry. Contrary to Wilson’s
claim, events in one part of the block or neighborhood are often of vital concern to those

2. Child protective clients, however, more than other residents, turned to police for help with problems than
asking help from their relatives or neighbors.

3. In contrast, zip code 53204, a predominantly Hispanic area home to several Hispanic gangs, is dotted with
community agencies, banks, merchants, and grocery stores. While this neighborhood is an area of first settlement for
Mexican immigrants, it does not have the characteristics of social disorganization of the predominantly African-Ameri-
can 53206 neighborhoods. Those who use “percent Hispanic” as a proxy for social disorganization should take note of
these findings (cf. Curry and Spergel 1988:387).

4. There are other institutions in the area with a high profile, particularly law enforcement. But the strong police
presence plays to a mixed review. While most residents (38.3 percent) called the police for any serious problems in the
neighborhood before they called relatives or friends, one in eight (12.1 percent) listed police as as one of the three top
“bad things” about the neighborhood. Police are still viewed with suspicion and fear in African-American communities.
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residing in other parts (Wilson 1987:38). With a lack of effective community institutions,
residents can either ignore the gunshots in the night, arm themselves for self-protection, call
“911”—or give in to the fear and despair by moving out.’

While Milwaukee neighborhoods are not the socially disorganized underclass areas re-
ported by Wilson, neither are they the highly organized neighborhoods described by Whyte
(1943) or Suttles (1968). Milwaukee’s poor neighborhoods have segmented and an uneasy
peace reigns between nervous factions. Suttles (1968) saw the 1960s Addams area as repre-
senting “ordered segmentation,” where firm boundaries between ethnic neighborhoods
helped make “a decent world within which people can live” (234). Instead, Milwaukee’s
neighborhood segments have become a prime source of instability.

This picture of neighborhood segmentation is consistent with Anderson’s portrait of
“Northton,” a poor African-American community in a large eastern city (Anderson 1990).
“Old heads” in Northton are not so much missing, as they have become demoralized and their
advice shunned (78-80). Respectable residents are confronted by a growing street culture that
increases community distrust of young people, victimizes neighborhood residents, and lures
children into dangerous activities (92). Police simplistically divide the neighborhood between
the “good people” and those linked to drug trafficking (202-3). Conflict between neighborhood
segments inevitably increases, and “solidarity” is sacrificed to the imposed order of police
patrols, vigilante justice, and prisons.

These heterogeneous but segmented neighborhoods in “Northton” and Milwaukee may
be characteristic of many “underclass” communities across the United States (Jencks 1990).
How to stabilize such neighborhoods is one of the major policy debates of the nineties.

Gangs, Neighborhoods, and Public Policy

In light of these findings, what do we make of this contradictory picture of gangs and
their neighborhoods? What policies ought to be followed? The data suggest the drug econ-
omy flourishes in large part because of the absence of good jobs. It is hard to argue with the
response from a 1986 interview:

Q: OK, we're at the end here. The Governor comes in. He says, Darryl, I'm gonna give you a million
dollars to work with gangs. Do what you want with it.
A: Give ‘em all jobs.

But while jobs are certainly needed, there is no reason to believe hundreds of thousands
of good paying, entry-level jobs will appear anytime soon from either the private or public
sector. In the absence of sufficient jobs, pressure will continue to mount for more police and
more prisons as the policy option of choice to curtail violence. This militarization of our
neighborhoods is inevitable unless community residents and public officials can be persuaded
that alternative policies are plausible and can be effective. But what alternative policies
should be advocated?

One popular option is to work with city hall and call for more federal resources to come
to cities. While we clearly need more resources, a more critical issue is how money is spent.
As Spergel says in summarizing his recommendations in the National Youth Gang Survey
“the implications of our findings is that more resources alone for police or even human service
programs would not contribute much to dealing effectively with the youth gang problem”

5. It must be remembered, however, that the illegal drug economy, while disruptive, is also sustained by local
demand. Workers in drug houses assert that most Milwaukee cocaine sales are to people within the neighborhood, not
to outsiders (in contrast to Kornblum and Williams [1985:11]). But when illegal activities bring trouble to the neighbor-
hood, particularly violence, police are often welcomed in ousting drug dealers and combatting gang problems (Sullivan
1989:128).
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(Spergel and Curry 1990:309). In the absence of institutional reform and guarantees that re-
sources will get to those that need it, more resources alone will not necessarily contribute to
solving gang problems.®

The development of effective policy will require a struggle within cities over where new
and existing programs are physically located, who will be served, and how the massive public
bureaucracies (which gobble most resources intended for the poor) should be structured.
Rather than proposing specific new model gang programs or narrowly calling for a federal
office of gang control (Miller 1990), our data suggest a focus on strengthening neighborhood
social institutions. Our experience in reforming Milwaukee’s human service system suggests
that we should adopt four policies to strengthen neighborhood-level social control.

(1) Public spending and private investment must be concentrated in the most impoverished ar-
eas. This does not mean spend more human service dollars “for” the underclass by funding
well intentioned programs run by middle-class white providers located on the periphery of
the poorest neighborhoods. Rather, I suggest we should insist that money be spent mainly on
programs physically located i# underclass neighborhoods, run by people with ties to the
neighborhoods they intend to serve. This policy has the effect of targeting programs for the
underclass while also strengthening minority agencies or creating new agencies within very
poor neighborhoods. These agencies provide not only services but also can provide jobs for
neighborhood residents. As employment opportunities increase and better funded local agen-
cies become centers for social action, pressures for working- and middle-class residents to flee
should decrease.

For example, in Milwaukee, close examination of where human service dollars were
spent by zip code exposed that less than 1 percent of $100 million of Department of Health
and Human Service contract dollars in 1988 was spent on programs located in two of Milwau-
kee’s poorest zip code areas (53206 and 53204). These two areas contain only eight percent of
Milwaukee County’s population but are home to 25 percent of Milwaukee’s human service
clients. These figures were used by our reform administration to direct several million dollars
in purchase contracts to agencies physically located in the two zip code areas, helping build
an institutional infrastructure. Boarded up buildings are being rehabilitated to house the new
agencies, employing neighborhood youth in the rehabbing effort.

Redirecting existing money is not an easy task. When we sent more than “crumbs” to
neighborhood organizations, the mainly white traditional agencies—which are located down-
town or in integrated, more stable neighborhoods—howled “reverse discrimination” and lob-
bied against us. Funding new programs is a zero sum game: if agencies located in poor
neighborhoods are to get funded, agencies located elsewhere stand to lose. Those providers
will almost certainly have more political power and connections than poor neighborhood
organizations.

But as our research shows, while very poor neighborhoods have been devastated by eco-
nomic and demographic changes, they also have important strengths to build on. The resi-
dents who live in poor neighborhoods need stable, well-funded agencies and institutions in
which to participate. This recommendation is a call for sustained local political struggle over
where money is spent to better stabilize impoverished neighborhoods.

(2) Programs should be fully evaluated to see if they are having a positive impact on gangs or those
most in need. It is not only important where the money is spent, but it is also critical whether
anyone besides the agency or bureaucracy benefits. The inability of traditional agencies to
serve the “hard to reach” has a long history: the Chicago Area Project (Schlossman, Zellman,
and Schavelson 1984) was initiated to fill just such a gap. Geis cites the 1960s New York City

6. City hall may be as capable today of using academics against Washington for its own purposes as Washington in
the sixties was adept in using academics to attack city hall (Gouldner 1968, Piven and Cloward 1971).

This content downloaded from 134.48.161.2 on Fri, 04 Sep 2015 00:12:08 UTC
All use subject to JSTOR Terms and Conditions



http://www.jstor.org/page/info/about/policies/terms.jsp

Gangs, Neighborhoods, and Public Policy

Youth Board as an example of the need for innovative programming to replace the traditional
agencies which were unable “to respond readily to new ideas and approaches” (Geis 1965:43).
And some programs do “work.” Lizbeth Schorr lists numerous contemporary programs that
have been effective and could be replicated (Schorr 1988).

Large public bureaucracies are seldom concerned with formal results of programs. Once
programs are funded, their continuation is often all that is offered as proof of effectiveness. In
Milwaukee, research on agencies which received more than $20 million dollars worth of con-
tracts to work with delinquents discovered the Department of Social Services kept no records
at all of client outcomes of these programs. Funding decisions were based almost solely on
routine approval of the re-funding of those agencies funded the year before (Hagedorn 1989b).

Programs thus continue with no regard for their effectiveness for clients. Lindblom points
out the apparent absurdity that “In an important sense, therefore, it is not irrational for an
administrator to defend a policy as good without being able to specify what it is good for”
(Lindblom 1959:84). James Q. Wilson, in a forum on “Can Government Agencies be Man-
aged?” recommended the novel idea that managers be judged on program results, a prospect
he doubted would happen because “It is in no one’s interest in Washington, D.C.,” to do it
(Wilson 1990:33). Many organizational theorists have pointed out that program evaluation
serves only ceremonial functions for public bureaucracies (Meyer and Rowan 1981, Weick
1976). If sociologists are not among those insisting that social programs be evaluated and
show results for the clients they are intended to serve, who will?

(3) Fund family preservation programs. One of the most encouraging developments in the
past decade in social work has been family preservation programs (Nelson, Landsman, and
Duetelman 1990). These short-term, intensive, empowerment model programs, which focus
not on an individual client, but rather the needs of the entire family, have been remarkably
successful.” In dozens of states and cities, these programs, many of them modeled after the
successful “homebuilders” projects funded by the Edna McConnell Clark Foundation, have
reduced out of home placements and helped families learn how to stay together during a
crisis.

Families where an older sibling is involved with gangs may be ideal candidates for these
types of intensive, coordinated efforts. Our data show that many child protective clients have
extensive family networks whose strengths could be utilized by intensive interventions. Mil-
waukee received a $1 million dollar grant from the Philip Morris Companies to fund a
“homebuilders” model program. An agency located in one of the poorest areas of the city was
awarded the contract to implement the program and collaborate with the public school sys-
tem. As noted above, there was considerable resistance to the program from elements within
the social welfare bureaucracy, where family-based, results-oriented programming was
viewed as a threat to business as usual (Nelson 1988). Yet, strategies were developed to con-
front the opposition, and the program was implemented.

(4) Finally, large public bureaucracies should become more neighborhood based and more open to
input from clients and the neighborhoods they serve. Reminiscent of the 1960s community control
movement (Altshuler 1970), current research suggests that social control is least effective
when imposed by outside forces. Community controls are strengthened most when informal
community level networks are voluntarily tied to external bureaucracies and other resources

7. Recent control group evaluations have questioned these programs’ effectiveness in reducing out of home place-
ments. The main conclusion from the evaluations is the incapacity of social service bureaucracies to refer the appropri-
ate clients to the programs. The evaluations found family preservation programs are so effective that social workers try
to place families in the programs even though they do not fit project guidelines (cf. Feldman 1990, Schuerman et al. 1990,
Yuan 1990). These evaluations also point out the important role social scientists can play in insisting programs be prop-
erly implemented.
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(Figueira-McDonough 1991).8 Public dollars for social programs today are largely used to sup-
port “street level bureaucrats” whose structure of work often makes it difficult to deliver serv-
ices that improve the quality of life of their clients (Lipsky 1980). Diverse reform trends in
policing, education, and social services all stress more community involvement in public bu-
reaucracies (Chubb and Moe 1990, Comer 1972, Goldstein 1977, Kamerman and Kahn 1989).
These reforms, insofar as they increase client and neighborhood control and break down ex-
isting bureaucratic barriers, merit support.

While Lipsky and others comment that it will be difficult to reform public bureaucracies
in the absence of a social movement (Lipsky 1980:210, Wineman 1984:240), unfavorable con-
ditions should not be an excuse for inaction. The Milwaukee experience of creating multi-
disciplinary teams of human service workers, moving them into the neighborhoods, and cre-
ating neighborhood councils to increase accountability is one example of such a reform.

Conclusion

Deindustrialization has altered the nature of gangs, creating a new association between
the youth gang, illegal drug-based distribution, and survival of young adult gang members in
a post-industrial, segmented economy. While it would be a mistake to see all gangs as drug-
dealing organizations, the lack of opportunity for unskilled delinquents creates powerful
strains on gang members to become involved in the illegal economy. Without a major jobs
program, illegal trade in drugs and related violence seem likely to continue at unacceptable
levels (Goldstein 1985, Johnson et al. 1989).

Although neighborhood changes are clearly relevant to gang activities, Wilson’s charac-
terization of the underclass as living in neighborhoods from which middle and working class
African-Americans have fled and abandoned social institutions (Wilson 1987:56) does not
fully apply in cities like Milwaukee. Instead, there are deteriorating neighborhoods with de-
clining resources and fractured internal cohesion. In cities like Milwaukee, it is not the ab-
sence of working people that define underclass neighborhoods but more the absence of
effective social institutions. Without community controlled institutions, conventional values
will have diminished appeal, neighborhoods will segment, solidarity will weaken, and work-
ing residents will continue to flee. The research on Milwaukee is consistent with the basic
tenet of social disorganization theory, that the lack of effective institutions is related to crime
and delinquency. The data support Spergel and others who call for “community mobilization
and more resources for and reform of the educational system and job market” (Spergel and
Curry 1990:309) as the most effective approach to gang control.

This article does support Wilson and others who call for massive new federal jobs pro-
grams. While lobbying for new state and federal job programs, social scientists should also
focus on ways to encourage private and public investment in poor neighborhoods and advo-
cate for more community control of social institutions. This means a stepped up involvement
by academics in the workings of the large public bureaucracies which control resources
needed to rebuild these communities.®

In the words of C. Wright Mills, bureaucracies “often carry out series of apparently ra-
tional actions without any ideas of the ends they serve” (Mills 1959:168). All too often the

8. This was also Suttles’ conclusion: as community ties to external forces increased, so did its internal social con-
trol—it became more “provincial” (1968:223-224). Social disorganization and social control, Sullivan also points out, is
not linear, but varies widely between poor neighborhoods (Sullivan 1989:237).

9. This recommendation is not a call for revisiting the Chicago Area Project which relied on private financing and
performed a “mediating role” with local institutions (Schlossman and Sedlak 1983, Sorrentino 1959), nor is it a call for a
new war on poverty with built in antagonism between city hall and short lived federally funded agencies (Marris and
Rein 1967, Moynihan 1969). Rather, it is a call for academics to directly engage in local struggles over how and where
large public bureaucracies distribute existing resources.
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ends public bureaucracies serve are not helpful for poor communities. This article can be read
as a call for social scientists to step up the struggle to make public bureaucracies more rational
for the truly disadvantaged.
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