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FOREWORD

WILLIAM JULIUS WILSON

Robert Sampson’s Great American City: Chicago and the Enduring Neighbor-
hood Effect will not only change the way we think about neighborhood
effects, it also sets a new standard for social scientific inquiry. Indeed, in
my judgment, Great American City is one of the most comprehensive and
sophisticated empirical studies ever conducted by a social scientist. The
scope of this very readable and precisely worded book boggles the mind.
As Sampson points out, “this book is at once an intellectual history of
an idea, the story of a major research project, the tale of an iconic city,
a systematic theory of neighborhood effects, an empirical account of
community-level variations in a range of social processes, an analysis of
competing schools of social inquiry, and a sustained empirical analysis
that was designed to uncover new facts while adjudicating and integrat-
ing existing hypotheses.”

Great American City examines two fundamentally different ways
of looking at the world—one sees life in terms of independent self-
maximizing individuals, the other focuses on the important collective
processes in contextual settings rooted in shared understanding. The
first image is powerfully reflected in contemporary America, not only
in popular belief systems but also in recent developments in social sci-
ence disciplines (for example, rational choice models of human behav-
ior). This book’s theoretical thrust brilliantly elevates the second idea
by revealing how the mechanisms of social causality are profoundly
shaped by the spatial logic of urban life. In the process the book does
not inherently begin at the top (social structure) or bottom (individual
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behavior) but rather creatively integrates individual, neighborhood, and
structural dynamics.

Sampson is a quantitative social scientist who understands the logic
of scientific inquiry and therefore the importance of integrating the
structure of explanation, the meaning and significance of concepts, and
the nature of evidence. Sampson’s research, empirical measures of con-
cepts, and analysis of data are theoretically motivated. And he fully ex-
ploits his very rich data sets by taking a “pluralistic stance on the nature
of evidence to assess causation.” His pathbreaking findings flow mainly
from a comprehensive research endeavor called the Project on Human
Development in Chicago Neighborhoods (PHDCN). Using the iconic city
of Chicago as a laboratory, the PHDCN collected longitudinal data on
children, families, and neighborhoods. It is one of the most ambitious
and creative research projects in the history of social science inquiry. A
typical question will be raised about how representative Chicago is of
other American cities. That is the wrong question to ask. This is a theo-
retically driven study, and Chicago happens to be an excellent labora-
tory for testing theoretically derived hypotheses.

Based on his incredibly rich and diverse data sources, Sampson ar-
gues that neighborhood contexts are, in themselves, important deter-
minants of the quality and quantity of human behavior. In so doing,
he not only clearly specifies the structural and cultural dimensions of
neighborhood effects, he also gives attention to the choices and percep-
tions of individual residents, as well as the impact of larger structural
forces. With the skillful use of ecometrics, the method of empirically
assessing ecological settings, Sampson provides a comprehensive road-
map for the study of context and convincingly demonstrates that collec-
tive phenomena like neighborhoods demand their own measurement
logic and are not reducible to individual-level traits.

Since Sampson’s empirical measures of various aspects of neighbor-
hoods are theoretically derived, his approach stands in sharp contrast to
the typical studies that highlight or search for the “correct” operational
definition of neighborhoods, a measurement that is often arbitrarily
selected independent of any theoretical considerations. Indeed, Samp-
son’s multiple measures of neighborhood effects reflect his broad and
flexible theoretical framing of the variable interactions, perceptions,
and institutional forces manifested in large and small ecologically spec-
ified areas. And his comprehensive longitudinal data set allows him to
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“examine a family of neighborhood effects across a wide range of social
phenomena.”

Great American City demonstrates the powerful effects of ecologically
concentrated disadvantage on individual outcomes as well as rates of be-
havior across neighborhoods. These effects—including joblessness, pov-
erty, and single-parent families with children, verbal ability, violence, in-
carceration, and collective efficacy—are magnified by racial segregation.
Sampson reveals that poverty and its correlates are especially persistent
in poor black neighborhoods. Indeed, his systematic presentation of evi-
dence on the durability of neighborhood stratification—despite urban
social transformations and macro economic and political changes in
the late twentieth century and gentrification in the early twenty-first
century—is one of the major contributions of this book.

Sampson carefully points out that historical, macroeconomic, and
global forces have indeed impacted urban neighborhoods; however,
they do not negate the potent “lower order” mechanisms of neigh-
borhoods that help to account for variations in concentrated inequal-
ity. These include social psychological mechanisms that interact with
broad cultural processes (e.g., stereotypes and shared expectations and
perceptions of disorder) and have played a role in shaping the long-term
identities and trajectories of neighborhoods. And this research leads
me to strongly concur with his contention that the role of collectively
shaped perceptions of disorder and moral and legal cynicism “may be
underappreciated causes of community wellbeing and of continued ra-
cial and economic segregation in the United States, and perhaps cities
elsewhere.”

Another important and original contribution of Great American City
is Sampson’s powerful critique of studies that place special emphasis
on self-selection bias, a term used in research to describe the effect of
people grouping themselves together on common characteristics. Pro-
ponents of self-selection bias argue that the effects we attribute to poor
neighborhoods may instead be caused by the characteristics of families
and individuals who end up living there. In other words, they believe
that disadvantaged neighborhoods might not be the cause of poor out-
comes; rather families with the weakest job-related skills, with the low-
est awareness of and concern for the effects of the environment on their
children’s social development, with attitudes that hinder social mobil-
ity, and with the most burdensome personal problems are simply more
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likely to live in these types of neighborhoods. Some even go so far as to
deny the importance of neighborhood effects.

Sampson does not dismiss the role of individual selection effects.
Rather he points out that neither higher-order structures nor neigh-
borhood mechanisms are subservient to individual selection. Indeed,
argues Sampson, “individual selection is embedded in social contexts”
and is itself a neighborhood effect. Neighborhoods, he contends, affect
individual decisions (selection) and perceptions, which in turn influence
mobility and ultimately neighborhood composition and social dynam-
ics. Selection and mobility also have an effect on extraneighborhood
(e.g., spatial proximity) processes as well as higher-order (nonspatial)
links. Accordingly, “in a fundamental sense,” Sampson proclaims, “in-
dividual selection is both a neighborhood effect and embedded in a pro-
cess of ‘structural sorting,’ bringing full circle the findings of the book
that integrate individual, neighborhood, and ultimately structure.”

I found Sampson’s special emphasis on social structure in the study
of neighborhood effects particularly appealing. Of the roughly 3,500
empirical studies that have cited or addressed arguments in my book
The Truly Disadvantaged, the focus has been overwhelmingly on individ-
ual outcomes, despite the book’s structuralist orientation. Many of the
more rigorous studies of neighborhood effects highlight experimental
causation. Sampson’s book, in sharp contrast, brings structure back in.
Indeed, Sampson contends that theoretical arguments incorporating
social structure by their very nature challenge the assumptions of ex-
perimental causation for two essential reasons. First, a nonsocial world
is created by randomization, at least momentarily; and, second, causal
inferences reside at theoretical levels and do not directly emanate from
data or particular methods (however elegant or rigorous). Accordingly,
locating or displaying causal mechanisms using statistical or experi-
mental results provide clues, he argues, not answers to theoretical ques-
tions. “Sometimes qualitative empirical data can even be more informa-
tive than what at first glance appear to be more rigorous quantitative
data.”

In the various chapters of this book, Sampson demonstrates how his
flexible conception of causality stands in sharp contrast to the “crucial
individual experiment.” Rather than a single effect, Great American City
features a holistic “contextual causality” that captures neighborhood
social processes. A family of neighborhood effects is theoretically inter-
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preted, described, observed, and analyzed using a variety of methodolo-
gies, including the creative use of ecometrics.

Great American City also provides a framework for raising crucial
questions about the “cultural turn” in the social sciences in the last
few decades, particularly in the discipline of sociology, that highlight
the importance of concepts such as “tool kits” and “scripts.” Although
recognizing the positive contributions of this development, Sampson
points out that the applications of these dominant concepts seem to
be individualistic and are therefore not very suitable for understand-
ing persistent macrohistorical continuity, cultural mechanisms, and
deeply embedded structures. Given the findings of Great American City,
Sampson raises the following question: “If individuals have so many
tool Kits to choose from, why is there so much consistency (structure)
and intersubjective agreement on basic mediators of neighborhood so-
cial reproduction?” What is clearly demonstrated in this book is that
unlike tool kits and scripts that are interchangeable and can be readily
accessed or discarded by individuals, norms and shared understandings
are persistent (or reproduced) across a variety of social settings, includ-
ing neighborhoods.

The incredible scope of Great American City is also seen in Sampson’s
analysis of data from the Chicago Collective Civic Action Project in chap-
ter 8. With use of these data Sampson carefully examines the impact
of nonprofit organizations under a variety of conditions including ra-
cial segregation, concentrated poverty, residential stability, population
density, as well as a number of other varying social processes ranging
from friend/Kkinship ties to voluntary associations. Sampson finds that
the density of nonprofit organizations has a notably positive effect on
neighborhoods regardless of racial segregation, poverty, or other social
conditions that make life in these settings so difficult. What should be
emphasized in this connection is that Sampson’s robust findings on the
impact of nonprofit organizations relate to his earlier theoretical and
empirical discussion concerning the importance of neighborhood col-
lective efficacy. Basically, Sampson argues, neighborhoods that posses a
rich organizational life enhance informal social control and embedded
shared expectations that reinforce and promote trust. These findings
have important implications for social policy dealing with neighborhood
interventions, such as President Obama’s Promise Neighborhoods—a
point that is elaborated further in Sampson’s discussion of the policy
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implications of his overall findings, as I will soon illustrate in my clos-
ing comments.

In the penultimate chapter 16, Sampson revisits the city of Chicago
after the economic crisis of 2008 and provides a fascinating discussion
of his analytic strategy and entire set of analyses applied to present-day
Chicago. In this chapter he returns to the narrative structure and meth-
ods discussed in chapter 1 of the book. He zooms in on these neighbor-
hoods with a bird’s-eye view—starting with a walking tour of the same
neighborhoods in 2010, armed with observations, photos, and field
notes, as well as recent quantitative data on foreclosures, crime, and a
new letter-drop study. Thus the original data in this remarkable book
covers the period from 1995-2010, with census data analysis going back
to 1960. His findings in chapter 16 not only confirm but also extend
the thesis of the book under new and significantly different macroeco-
nomic conditions.

In the concluding chapter 17 he revisits Zorbaugh’s 1929 classic
study Gold Coast and Slum and specifically “Death Corner,” the area that
now sits in the center of the space occupied by the former Cabrini-Green
housing project. He went back multiple times in the summer of 2010
and again as late as October 2010, with the goal to narrate the thesis of
the book from the perspective of this one place. And he uses the Cabrini-
Green demolition, surrounding Death Corner, to segue into the chap-
ter’s final section on policy implications.

Based on the theoretical arguments and empirical findings of this
book, Sampson advocates a different approach to policy interventions
for distressed areas of the city. Instead of moving people out of troubled
neighborhoods, he makes the case for community-level interventions,
as well as holistic policy interventions that recognize the important in-
terconnected social fabric of neighborhoods in American cities. And,
consistent with the theory and research of Great American City, this policy
initiative would include a focus on strategies to integrate public safety
intervention—such as regular meetings of local police and residents to
co-identify problems—with broader noncrime policies that address the
mediating social processes of social organization—such as opportunities
to enhance citizen participation and mobilization. This initiative would
also include other theoretically relevant projects that are inextricably
linked to neighborhood-level dynamics, such as community economic
development and citywide or metropolitan programs of mixed-income
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housing that are connected with the dynamics of neighborhood migra-
tion. All of these policy proposals are consistent with Sampson’s focus
on how government action—ranging from zoning decisions to intercon-
nected housing and school policies—affect concentrated poverty, resi-
dential segregation, neighborhood stability and, most recently, home
foreclosures.

Sampson argues that given the historical evidence that community
structures are highly patterned, policies focusing on community-level
interventions, and based on research knowledge about the mechanisms
of urban change, are more feasible and indeed more cost effective over
the long term than targeting individuals. For all these reasons he sees
the need to broaden our perspective of policy evaluation, which tends
to focus almost exclusively on individual actions. Since meaningful
change depends on understanding the impact of ongoing neighbor-
hood dynamics and social structures, these social processes should be
an essential part of any program of evaluation. Sampson contends that
there is no intrinsic reason why social policy cannot address the realties
of individual choice while intervening at the scale of the community
and citywide social connections.

I began this foreword by arguing that Great American City will change
the way we think about neighborhood effects and that it sets a new
standard for social scientific inquiry. I say this without exaggeration.
This book will be debated and discussed for years and will become a
standard reference for social science disciplines. However, despite the
incredible documentation and precise scientific arguments, it is also ac-
cessible and will attract the attention of general educated readers as
well. Indeed, Sampson’s study and engagement with the streets of Chi-
cago will lead readers to appreciate, in his words, “the logic and power
of neighborhood effects.”
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