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NEIGHBORHOOD DRUG ARREST RATES:
ARE THEY A MEANINGFUL INDICATOR

OF DRUG ACTIVITY? A RESEARCH NOTE

BARBARA D. WARNER
BRANDI WILSON COOMER

Criminologists have long debated the validity of arrest data as a measure of crime at
the aggregate level. It has been argued that arrest data may reflect differences in
police behavior across neighborhoods rather than differences in offending rates.
Consequently, criminologists have generally come to favor less processed data.
Unfortunately, official counts of drug offenses are generally available only in terms of
arrests, making official drug data particularly susceptible to validity questions. In
this study, the authors examine the validity of drug arrest data at the neighborhood
level by analyzing the extent to which police arrest rates for drug trafficking can be
accounted for by survey measures of the frequency of drug trafficking, as well as
neighborhood-level variables thought to be associated with police discretion. Find-
ings suggest support for the use of drug arrest data as a meaningful measure of the rel-
ative level of visible drug activity among neighborhoods.

Keywords: drug arrests; validity; communities

Despite the fact that arguments over the use of official data for the mea-
surement of index crimes have quieted over the past decade, the validity of of-
ficial measures of drug activity remains questioned. In part, this is due to the
fact that the policing of mala prohibita crimes, such as drug possession and
drug trafficking, tends to be proactive rather than reactive. As a result, drug
data are generally available only in terms of arrest data, so there is no so-
called minimally processed official measure such as incident reports or calls
for service data for drug crimes.
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Following in the line of earlier critics of drug-arrest data (e.g., DeFleur
1975; Musto 1987), several authors have recently argued that the distribution
of drug-arrest rates across neighborhoods is more indicative of police tactics
than drug behavior (Blumstein 1993; Tonry 1995). For example, Tonry
(1995) suggested that urban police departments have focused drug enforce-
ment on disadvantaged neighborhoods because it is easier to make arrests in
these neighborhoods. In part, he argued, this is because drug behavior is more
likely to occur in public and because it is easier to penetrate friendship net-
works, thus allowing undercover agents easier access to sellers. This police
emphasis on disadvantaged neighborhoods produces differential arrest rates
across neighborhoods unrelated to levels of drug use. Similarly, Blumstein
(1993) suggested that non-Whites are more vulnerable to arrests because
non-White neighborhoods have a greater amount of crime and therefore a
greater police presence and because drug markets operated by Blacks are
more likely than drug markets operated by Whites to be outdoors and there-
fore more visible.

Yet, other scholars have pointed to the increased vulnerability of disad-
vantaged neighborhoods to high levels of drug activity and the consequential
heightened levels of drug activity in these neighborhoods (see, e.g., Baumer
1994; Bertram et al. 1996; Chein et al. 1964; Currie 1994; Finestone 1967;
Hagan 1994:99; Sullivan 1989). As Bertram et al. (1996) stated,

It is no secret that problems related to drug abuse are particularly prevalent in
urban, low-income, often Black or Hispanic neighborhoods; that inner-city
hospitals handle twice as many drug-related emergencies as do suburban ones;
that Black patients are admitted at three times the rate of White patients; and
that AIDS spread through contaminated needles is having a disproportionately
devastating effect on minority communities. (P. 36)

Likewise, Currie (1994) reviewed 40 years of research on drugs and
argued that drug use is not randomly distributed but highest and most severe
in disadvantaged, impoverished neighborhoods. He stated that, “Forty years
of accumulated research, then, confirms that endemic drug abuse is inti-
mately related to conditions of mass social deprivation, economic marginal-
ity, and cultural and community breakdown” (p. 103).

Thus, the literature presents compelling arguments to hypothesize that
both the actual distribution of drug activity across neighborhoods is signifi-
cantly greater in disadvantaged neighborhoods and that the disproportionate
number of poor minorities arrested for drug activity is more reflective of
police activity focused on disadvantaged neighborhoods than actual differ-
ences in drug activity. Rarely, however, has this issue been empirically exam-
ined. To do this requires the examination of the extent to which drug arrests,
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net the amount of drug activity, actually vary according to neighborhood
characteristics.

The few studies that have examined the effects of macro-social character-
istics on drug arrests have generally not included a separate measure for drug
activity and have focused on aggregates much larger than neighborhoods
(see, e.g., Crank 1990; Mosher 2001).1 Limited sources for data on drug
activity, independent from police arrests, have made this a difficult issue to
examine.

Sources such as the Drug Use Forecasting (DUF) data and the Drug Abuse
Warning Network (DAWN) data provide alternative measures of drug activ-
ity for some cities and have been found to provide some support for the valid-
ity of drug arrest data (Rosenfeld and Decker 1999), but they are not available
at the neighborhood level. Furthermore, the DUF data (now ADAM) provide
information only on persons who have been arrested and, hence, may also be
subject to the same discriminatory police practices for which drug arrest data
are criticized. Similarly, the DAWN data, which are based on reports from
emergency rooms and medical examiners, are limited to persons experienc-
ing acute medical conditions, trauma, or death, which brings them to the
emergency room or medical examiner.

We know of no studies that have examined the validity of drug arrest data
at the neighborhood level. While survey data based on neighborhood resi-
dents’perceptions of drug activity or self-reports of drug use are, at least the-
oretically, independent of police activity and the seriousness of conse-
quences that may result from drug activity such as overdoses or violent
trauma, there are few such studies at the neighborhood level. National sur-
veys such as the National Household Survey on Drug Abuse provide infor-
mation on both respondents’ self-reports of drug use and their perceptions of
drug trafficking in their neighborhoods, but there are so few subjects at the
neighborhood level that neighborhood identifiers are not provided due to
confidentiality issues. Furthermore, the small numbers of subjects within
each neighborhood would provide unreliable estimates of drug activity.
Neighborhood-level surveys in which there are both a sufficient number of
neighborhoods and a large enough sample of respondents within neighbor-
hoods to obtain reliable indicators of drug activity are needed to address this
issue.

This study uses survey data from approximately 35 residents in each of 66
neighborhoods to provide an indicator of neighborhood drug activity inde-
pendent of arrest data. We take an approach to the issue of drug arrest data
similar to the approach taken with official counts of index crimes. That is,
while drug arrest data are not likely to be synonymous with the level of drug
activity within a community, they may be indicative of activity that is most
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harmful to the community. Specifically, visible drug activity, particularly vis-
ible drug trafficking, is the aspect of drug activity that appears to be most
destructive to communities and, hence, most likely to be of concern to the
police and the community. Therefore, we address the question, To what
extent are neighborhood characteristics related to arrests for drug trafficking,
controlling for the level of drug selling occurring in the community?

THE PRESENT STUDY

The purpose of this study is to examine the extent to which arrest data for
drug trafficking are reflective of the actual level of drug activity in those
neighborhoods or are systematically associated with variance in neighbor-
hood structural characteristics. To accomplish this, we examine the extent to
which drug-trafficking arrest rates are significantly related to neighborhood
characteristics once the level of drug activity, as measured by survey
responses, is statistically controlled.

Sample and Data Sources

The study is based on 66 neighborhoods in two cities in a southern state.
These two cities are the state’s major population centers, each with a popula-
tion of more than one-quarter million. The study uses census-defined block
groups as the units of analysis because they are relatively small, homogenous
areas appropriate for the examination of neighborhoods. At the same time,
block groups are large enough to provide some of the standard census data
necessary for this type of study.

The data are from three sources. Survey data collected from approxi-
mately 35 residents in each of 66 neighborhoods (N = 2,309) are used to mea-
sure neighborhood residents’ perceptions of drug activity. Police arrest data
for drug arrests for 1999 were obtained from the cities’ police departments.
These arrest data included both the type of offense, type of drug, and the loca-
tion of the offense. Measures of neighborhood characteristics were obtained
from the 1990 U.S. Census.2

The survey data used here are from a study examining informal social con-
trol in high-drug-use neighborhoods. Consequently, the sampling plan for
the block groups was developed to ensure a sufficient number of high-drug-
use neighborhoods as well as an adequate distribution of predominantly
White, predominantly minority, and predominantly racially mixed neighbor-
hoods. To achieve these goals, census block groups were first placed into one
of three strata: high drug use, adjacent to high drug use, and nonadjacent to
high drug use. Using data from a previous study that interviewed crack and
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injection drug users, block groups in the two study cities were identified in
which a high number of drug users were known to live.3 These high-drug-use
block groups comprised the first strata. Because we believed neighborhoods
adjacent to these known high-drug-use neighborhoods may also have drug
activity, we also oversampled these adjacent neighborhoods. Therefore, all
adjacent, non-high-drug-use block groups were identified and comprised the
second strata. Finally, all remaining census block groups comprised the third
strata.

Once these three strata were established, census data for each of the block
groups were obtained and block groups with fewer than 100 households were
deleted.4 Before sampling, block groups were then each subdivided into three
further strata—predominantly (greater than 67%) White, predominantly
Black, and predominantly racially mixed. Approximately one-third of the
sampled blocks from the adjacent and nonadjacent block groups were chosen
from each of these substrata to ensure an adequate representation of White,
non-White, and racially mixed neighborhoods. All of the block groups in the
high-drug-use neighborhoods were included in the sample.

Once neighborhoods were sampled, address-based city directories were
used to create a sampling frame of all residences in the neighborhoods. Resi-
dences were then sampled using systematic random sampling. Residences
with telephone numbers were interviewed over the phone, while residences
without telephones were interviewed with face-to-face surveys. Residences
found to have nonworking telephone numbers were later entered into the
sampling pool for face-to-face surveys. Approximately 75 percent of the
completed surveys were conducted over the telephone and 25 percent were
conducted in person.

Survey data were collected from persons 18 years of age or older, cur-
rently residing at the sampled address, and included information on neigh-
boring behavior, neighborhood attitudes and values, neighborhood disorder,
frequency of crime and drug activity, and respondent demographics. Surveys
lasted approximately 20 minutes and were collected between February and
August 2000. Respondents were paid $15 for their participation. Of the origi-
nal 68 neighborhoods, 2 were eventually dropped from the study. The first
neighborhood was a downtown neighborhood composed mostly of medical
buildings and hospitals; there were only 17 respondents in this neighbor-
hood. The second neighborhood was composed of three high-rise buildings
within a retirement community; the response rate for this neighborhood was
very low (34%).

The average number of respondents in the remaining 66 neighborhoods
was 35 and the overall cooperation rate was 60 percent.5 The average age of
respondents was 46 years. Approximately 67 percent of our respondents
were women, 49.2 percent were renters, and 49.3 percent were African
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American. The data from the 2000 census shows that the average age of resi-
dents in these neighborhoods who were 18 or older (as required by the sur-
vey) was 42.5 years, the percentage female was 51.4, the percentage renters is
62, and the percentage African American 49.8. Thus, the survey respondents
compare favorably to the census data for these neighborhoods in terms of
race and age, but, like other surveys, they overrepresent females and
homeowners.

Measures of Variables

The dependent variable in this study is arrest rates for drug trafficking. We
use arrest rates for drug trafficking because drug trafficking is a much more
visible drug activity than drug possession and, therefore, more likely to be
noticed by community residents.

The address for each drug-trafficking arrest was geocoded using
ARCVIEW, a geographical information systems (GIS) program. Once
geocoded, arrests were identified by block group, and the number of traffick-
ing arrests per block group were summed and added to the data set containing
other neighborhood measures.6 Counts of drug-trafficking arrests per block
group were then divided by the total population counts (based on 2000 census
data) for the respective block group and multiplied by 1,000, to obtain a drug-
trafficking arrest rate per 1,000 population. The mean drug-trafficking arrest
rate for these 66 neighborhoods was 7.31. Because the drug-trafficking arrest
rate was somewhat skewed, the analyses use a natural log transformation of
this variable.

Data for several neighborhood variables were obtained from the 1990
U.S. Census, STF-3A. Variables were chosen based on previous studies of
police discretion at the aggregate level and included the percentage below
poverty, percentage African American, percentage with education levels less
than a high school degree, percentage female-headed households with chil-
dren under the age of 18, the percentage homeowners, and the percentage of
residents who lived in the same house five years earlier (residential stability).7

Neighborhood residents were treated as informed observers of their
neighborhoods to obtain a survey measure of visible drug trafficking. Resi-
dents were asked, “How often in the last six months have you seen or heard
people buying or selling drugs in your neighborhood?” Responses to this
question were very often, sometimes, seldom, and never. A similar question is
used in the National Household Survey on Drug Abuse (see, e.g., U.S.
Department of Health and Human Services, Substance Abuse and Mental
Health Services Administration, Office of Applied Studies 1994, 1998) and
in other community-level studies of drug activity (see, e.g., Saxe et al. 2001).8

Higher percentages of residents who see or hear people buying or selling
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drugs “very often” in the neighborhood is indicative of greater and more per-
vasive drug activity. The percentage of respondents who said they saw or
heard people buying or selling drugs “very often” was calculated for each
neighborhood and added to the neighborhood database.

To the extent that this measure is an indicator of community-level drug
trafficking rather than simply a reflection of a police presence that might be
assumed to be indicative of drug trafficking, it should be significantly related
to other community-level drug measures. While we did not ask respondents
to self-report on their own drug activity, we did ask respondents about their
attitudes toward drug trafficking and drug use by asking how strongly they
agreed or disagreed with the following statements: “It’s always wrong to sell
drugs,” “It’s OK to use cocaine, crack, and heroin,” and “It’s OK to use mari-
juana.” The percentage of residents reporting that they “very often” see peo-
ple buying or selling drugs was positively and significantly related to the per-
centage of respondents in each neighborhood agreeing with the statement “It
is OK to use cocaine, crack, and heroin” (r = .25) and disagreeing with the
item “It is always wrong to sell drugs” (r = .25). However, the percentage of
residents reporting that they “very often” see people buying or selling drugs
was not significantly correlated with the statement “It’s OK to use mari-
juana” (r = .01). This suggests that the perception of drug activity by residents
within the neighborhood is consistent with neighborhood attitudes toward
the selling of drugs and the use of cocaine and heroin, but not the use of
marijuana.

Analysis

To provide some description of these neighborhoods, Table 1 presents the
means, standard deviations, and minimum and maximum values for each of
the variables in the study. As can be seen in this table, many neighborhoods in
this study are extremely poor. The average percentage of residents in these
neighborhoods living below the poverty level is approximately 37, with
approximately one-third of the neighborhoods having poverty rates of 40 per-
cent or greater. Table 1 also shows the variability in drug-trafficking arrest
rates across these neighborhoods. While the average arrest rate for drug traf-
ficking is 7.31 arrests per 1,000 population, the range is from 0 to 47.26
arrests per 1,000 population. Similarly, the average percentage of respon-
dents stating they saw or heard people buying or selling drugs across the
block groups was 23.63, with a range of 0 to 87.5 percent.

Because of the relatively small sample size and collinearity among many
of the neighborhood census variables, the neighborhood variables were fac-
tor analyzed to determine whether there were one or more underlying factors
that could be used to describe these variables. The factor analysis (varimax
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rotation) produced two factors with eigenvalues greater than one. Together,
these two factors account for 81.15 percent of the variance in these items.
Substantively, these factors represent disadvantage and stability. The vari-
ables that loaded on the disadvantage factor and their factor loadings were
similar to those variables found in the literature to represent disadvantage: the
percentage below poverty (.82), percentage of female-headed households
with children (.77), percentage African American (.85), and the percentage
with less than a high school degree (.79). Both residential stability (.94) and
percentage homeowners (.83) loaded on the stability factor. Regression-
based factor scores were computed for each of these factors.

Before beginning the analysis in earnest, we next examined the extent to
which perceptions of drug activity were indeed a neighborhood, rather than
an individual level, factor. That is, we are assuming that respondents are
reporting on neighborhood behavior, and, thus, the measure should reflect
predominantly between-group rather than within-group differences. To
examine this, we use analysis of variance to determine how much of the vari-
ance in perceptions of drug trafficking is between neighborhoods compared
to within neighborhoods. The analysis demonstrates that the majority of vari-
ance in perceptions of drug trafficking is indeed between neighborhoods
(between-group variance is 15.175 vs. within-group variance of 1.84, F =
12.81, p = .000).

The analysis now moves on to an examination of the extent to which drug
arrest rates are predicted by neighborhood perceptions of drug activity, disad-
vantage, and stability (bivariate correlations among study variables can be
found in the appendix). We begin this analysis by examining the extent to
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TABLE 1: Descriptive Statistics on 66 Neighborhoods

Description Mean SD Minimum Maximum

Independent variables
Percentage below poverty 36.86 25.26 .16 93.00
Percentage African American 48.92 34.84 .00 100.00
Percentage with less than
high school education 41.11 18.17 4.73 80.00

Percentage female-headed
households 17.13 17.57 .00 71.67

Percentage homeowners 41.40 26.78 .00 94.78
Percentage stable 48.07 16.15 11.79 86.21
Percentage reporting drug
trafficking occurs very often 23.63 20.81 .00 87.50

Dependent variable
Drug-trafficking arrest rate 7.31 9.26 .00 47.26
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which the two neighborhood factors (disadvantage and stability) are related
to neighborhood drug-trafficking arrest rates. Because organizational factors
within police agencies have been found to be related to arrest rates (e.g.,
Crank 1990; Slovak 1986; Swanson 1978), we also included a dummy vari-
able for the city in which the neighborhood is located. The results from this
analysis are presented in Table 2, model 1.

The findings in Table 2 (model 1) show a strong positive relationship
between disadvantage and police arrests for drug trafficking. Similarly, sta-
bility shows a strong negative relationship with police arrests for drug traf-
ficking. These findings are consistent with arguments that arrest rates are
higher in disadvantaged and unstable (or highly mobile) neighborhoods.
Drug arrest rates were not found to be affected by differences across the two
cities, as evidenced by the nonsignificant effect of the dummy variable for
city (City A).

Model 2 (Table 2) examines the extent to which the effects of neighbor-
hood disadvantage and neighborhood stability on drug arrest rates could be
accounted for by the level of drug trafficking reported by neighborhood resi-
dents. The findings from this model show that the survey measure of drug
trafficking is the strongest predictor of drug-trafficking arrest rates (β = .52).
Furthermore, adding the survey measure of drug activity fully accounts for
the effects of neighborhood disadvantage on drug arrest rates. Thus, while
disadvantaged neighborhoods have high arrest rates for drug trafficking, this
appears to be due, in the largest part, to the level of visible drug activity in
those neighborhoods as perceived by residents. However, the findings also
suggest that residential stability maintains a significant negative effect on
drug-trafficking arrests, suggesting residential stability decreases the arrest
rates in neighborhoods, controlling for the visible level of drug selling.

In the final model in Table 2, we attempt to make some assessment of the
effect of the overrepresentation of females, homeowners, and older residents
in our sample. Because it is possible that these demographic characteristics
are also related to perceptions of drug activity, it may be important to purge
the survey measure of visible drug trafficking of the variance due to these
demographic characteristics. To do this, we regress the individual-level per-
ception of drug trafficking (very often or not) on the respondent’s age, gen-
der, and homeowner status to get an individual-level predicted score for per-
ceptions of drug trafficking based on these demographic characteristics. The
residuals, or differences between the predicted scores and actual scores, were
calculated and saved. These residuals represent the individual’s perceptions
of drug trafficking net the effects of the demographic characteristics. The
residuals were then aggregated to the neighborhood level and were used in
place of the original survey measure of visible drug trafficking. The results
(model 3, Table 2) are very similar to the previous model. The residualized
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measure of visible drug trafficking is positively related to drug arrest rates,
disadvantage is nonsignificant, and stability is negatively related to drug
arrest rates.

Next, we attempt to further examine the validity of our survey measure as
independent from the visibility of police arrests in neighborhoods. To do this,
we examine the effect of residents’ awareness of the buying and selling of
drugs on arrest rates for drug possession. While residents’ may see police
making arrests, it is unlikely that they are aware of whether the arrests are for
possession or trafficking. Therefore, if residents’ perceptions of drug traf-
ficking are due predominantly to their awareness of a police arrest, the survey
measure of drug trafficking should do equally well in predicting arrest rates
for possession. To the extent that this is not true, there is evidence that resi-
dents are reporting on drug trafficking that they are aware of independent of
police activity.9

We examine the effects of neighborhood factors and the survey measure of
drug trafficking on the arrest rate for drug possession (M = 15.88) in Table 3.
As can be seen in the first model, neighborhood disadvantage and stability
are also found to have significant effects on arrest rates for drug possession.
In model 2, we again add the survey measure for residents’awareness of drug
trafficking. The findings from this model show that the survey measure of
drug trafficking is not significantly related to possession arrest rates, nor does
it mediate any of the effects of disadvantage or stability. Thus, the survey
measure of drug trafficking successfully discriminates between drug arrests
specifically related to trafficking and drug arrests related to possession. This
suggests that residents’perceptions of drug trafficking is not simply based on
their awareness of police activity in the neighborhood.

Finally, because of the relatively small sample size and the ease with
which analyses of small sample sizes can be affected by outliers and
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TABLE 2: Ordinary Least Squares Regression of Drug-Trafficking Arrest Ratesa

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3

Description b SE b SE b SE

Disadvantage factor .57** .64 .11 .15 .17 .18 .22 .25 .16
Stability factor –.37**–.42 .11 –.22* –.25 .11 –.33**–.37 .10
City A –.00 –.01 .22 –.03 –.07 .20 –.01 –.02 .20
Survey measure of
drug trafficking .52** .03 .01 .43**2.78 .93

R 2 .46 .53 .53
F 17.38** 17.00** 16.92**

a. Dependent variable is natural log of drug-trafficking arrest rate +1.
*p ≤ .05. **p ≤ .01.
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influential cases, studentized residuals and DFFITs values were examined
for all of the above models. No outliers or influential cases were found. Fur-
thermore, variance inflation factors (VIFs) for all equations are under 4, the
conventional level for raising concerns about multicollinearity issues (see,
e.g., Messner and Golden 1992; Sampson 1986; Shihadeh and Flynn 1996).

Discussion

With criminology’s renewed attraction to community-level theories and
research on crime and social control of crime, the examination of community
factors in relation to drug activity seems particularly timely. For example,
criminologists have argued for the importance of examining the effects of
drug activity on community-level crime rates (e.g., Baumer 1994; Baumer
et al. 1998), but progress in this area has been hampered by questions sur-
rounding the validity of drug arrest data. The findings from this study suggest
that arrest rates for drug trafficking are reasonably valid indicators of the rela-
tive level of visible drug trafficking among neighborhoods. While these find-
ings do not suggest arrests for drug trafficking can be used as an indicator of
the actual amount of drug trafficking in a neighborhood, they do provide evi-
dence that drug-trafficking arrest rates correspond very highly with residents’
reported levels of visible drug trafficking in their neighborhoods. Further-
more, the findings suggest that drug-trafficking arrest rates are not signifi-
cantly affected by the level of neighborhood disadvantage once the level of
visible drug trafficking is statistically controlled. However, drug arrest rates
do appear to be affected by the level of residential stability, with nonstable
(i.e., mobile) neighborhoods having higher arrest rates net the level of visible
drug activity. In part, this may be because drug markets in high-mobility
neighborhoods, in which unfamiliar faces are common, are easier for
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TABLE 3: Ordinary Least Squares Regression of Drug-Possession Arrest Ratesa

Model 1 Model 2

Description b SE b SE

Disadvantage factor .56** .60 .10 .34* .37 .17
Stability factor –.45** –.49 .09 –.38** –.41 .11
City A .06 .13 .19 .04 .09 .19
Survey measure of drug trafficking .27 .01 .01
R2 .54 .55
F 23.92** 19.04**

a. Dependent variable is natural log of drug-possession arrest rate +1.
*p ≤ .05. **p ≤ .01.
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undercover police to infiltrate. Also, mobility rates tend to be higher closer to
downtown and university areas. In such mixed-use areas, there may be more
political pressure for police to keep order. Although these arguments bear
similarity to those made by scholars arguing that drug enforcement focuses
on poor, minority neighborhoods, our findings suggest that it is the instability
of neighborhoods rather than their level of disadvantage that may account for
any variance in drug arrest rates across neighborhoods that is not related to
neighborhood levels of visible drug activity.

Finally, while our overall findings suggest support for the validity of drug-
trafficking arrest data at the neighborhood level, they do not disconfirm argu-
ments that disadvantaged neighborhoods may be more vulnerable to drug
arrests due to the higher visibility of drug trafficking in those neighborhoods.
That is, disadvantage may increase the probability of drug trafficking being
more visible, thus making drug activity a more salient community problem.
In this sense, our findings only confirm that drug enforcement attacks the
most visible problems. This is consistent with statements from law enforce-
ment personnel. For example, Bertram et al. (1996) quoted Lee Brown, for-
mer New York City Police Commissioner and drug czar for former President
Clinton,

In most large cities, the police focus their attention on where they see conspicu-
ous drug use—street-corner drug sales—and where they get the most com-
plaints. Conspicuous drug use is generally in your low-income neighborhoods
that generally turn out to be your minority neighborhoods. (P. 41)

This is also consistent with arguments made in reference to police reports
of index crimes. Police data tend to reflect behaviors that significantly
threaten the social order or the extent to which “the social bonds of trust
which make a community possible” have been disrupted (Black 1970; Gove,
Hughes, and Geerken 1985:489). Arguably, it is publicly visible drug activity
that is most threatening to community life. Drug activity that occurs in private
and is invisible to the community is not likely to have the deleterious conse-
quences on community life that visible drug activity causes. These conse-
quences can include increased levels of fear that lead to diminished use of
certain parts of the neighborhood and going out at night, flight of small busi-
nesses, attraction of young children into the drug business, and the break-
down of the moral fiber of the community because of a perceived lack of
shared values within the community (see, e.g., Warner, forthcoming).

Thus, we suggest these findings offer support for the use of drug-trafficking
arrest data as a meaningful measure of the relative amount of visible drug
buying and selling across neighborhoods. This empirical support of drug
arrest data could be especially important for the further development of our
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understanding of how community characteristics are related to crime and
informal social control of crime. While much has been said about the delete-
rious effects of blatant drug activity on communities, little empirical research
has actually examined the role of drug trafficking in the breakdown of the
social fabric of communities. The limited amount of empirical study of drug
activity has undoubtedly been due, in part, to the questionable validity of the
most widely available measure—drug arrest rates. Our findings suggest that
drug arrest data can be used as a reasonable proxy for neighborhood levels of
visible drug activity, and we would encourage researchers to empirically
examine the impact of drug activity on informal social control and, conse-
quently, other crime rates.

APPENDIX
Bivariate Correlations Among Study Variables

Variable 1 2 3 4 5

1. Disadvantage 1.00
2. Stability .00 1.00
3. City A .21 –.04 1.00
4. Survey measure of drug trafficking .81 –.29 .13 1.00
5. Trafficking arrest rate .56 –.37 .19 .70 1.00

NOTES

1. In a footnote, Mosher (2001) did discuss findings when a proxy measure for drug use—
drug deaths and emergency room admissions for drug use—was added to the model. This mea-
sure was only available for 22 of the 159 cities in the analysis. The findings did show that higher
trafficking arrest rates were associated with higher levels of drug use, and measures of drug use
diminished the effect of racial composition and police force strength.

2. The total population counts used for creating rates are based on the 2000 population
counts.

3. Block groups identified as high-drug-use neighborhoods were those in which at least 10
drug users were known to live. In some instances, two adjoining blocks, each with slightly less
than 10 drug users but with a total of at least 10 drug users when combined, were used. For exam-
ple, one block group may have had 7 drug users and an adjoining may have had 6. Because the
block groups were adjoining and both fairly high, this suggests a high-drug-use area. Conse-
quently, both block groups were included.

4. The total number of block groups in the two cities with 100 or more households was 503.
5. The cooperation rate is based on the percentage of eligible respondents contacted. Cases of

unknown eligibility (busy signals, disconnects, no answers) and ineligibility (no longer living at
that address) were excluded from this calculation as defined by the American Association for
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Public Opinion Research (1998). For telephone interviews, attempts with no answers were tried
at least 20 times and some were tried as many as 30 times. Disconnects were treated as temporary
and retried after two weeks. For face-to-face interviews, interviewers made up to five attempts to
find someone at home.

6. All addresses that could not be matched using ARCVIEW were individually examined by
one of the authors and placed into a block group when possible. A total of 2.5 percent of drug-
trafficking arrests remained unmatched.

7. We use 1990 census data for these models because many of the 2000 census data are not
currently available and it would be inappropriate to measure some neighborhood characteristics
with 1990 data and others with 2000 data. Nonetheless, the 2000 measures that are currently
available correlate quite highly with the 1990 data, suggesting little change in these neighbor-
hoods. For example, the correlations between 1990 and 2000 census data for percentage African
American is .94 and for percentage homeowners is .95.

8. The National Household Survey on Drug Abuse has asked respondents different questions
on neighborhood drug activity. For example, in 1994 they asked, “How often do you see people
selling drugs in your neighborhood?” In 1998 and 1999, they asked respondents to agree or dis-
agree with the statement “A lot of drug selling goes on in my neighborhood.”

9. As an anecdotal aside, in all of the interviews done by the first author, whenever respon-
dents said they saw people buying or selling drugs “very often,” they inevitably offered (without
suggestion on the part of the interviewer) to point out exactly where they see it occurring and how
often they see it.
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