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Presidentõs Message 
 

 Happy New Year!  I hope your plans for 

the new year include attending the 49th Annual 
Meetings of the Academy of Criminal Justice 

Sciences, to be held March 13-17, 2012 in New 
York City, at the Marriott Marquis in Times 
Square.  This yearõs conference promises to be 

one of the best ever.  We have 454 sessions on a 
wide array of topics in the preliminary program, 

many of which explore dimensions of our 
conference theme of Sustainable Justice. 

 I want to take this opportunity to make 
you aware of the great keynote speakers and 
presidential plenary sessions that we have 

planned for the conference.  I am delighted that 
our keynote speaker on Wednesday at 11:00 

a.m. will be Ethan Nadelmann, who is the 
founder and director of the Drug Policy 

Alliance, the nationõs leading drug policy reform 
organization. You may have heard Nadelmann 
on one of the many radio and TV programs on 

which he has appeared, including The Colbert 
Report, The O'Reilly Factor, Al Jazeera News, 

NBC Nightly News, Larry Ki ng Live, William 
F. Buckleyõs Firing Line, and many others.  Iõve 

heard him speak on three occasions and can 

think of no better person to speak to us about 
drug policy and sustainable justice. 

 I am also extremely pleased that our 
keynote speaker on Thursday at 11:00 will be 
Laurie Robinson, Assistant Attorney General at 

the Office of Justice Programs.  Robinson was 
sworn in as Assistant Attorney General on 

November 9, 2009, an office she previously held 
from 1993 to February, 2000.   Since returning to 

the Department of Justice, Robinson has 
overseen the implementation of $2.7 billion in 
OJP programs under the American Recovery and 

Reinvestment Act.  She also launched a new 
agency-wide Evidence Integration Initiative to 

help ensure science-based approaches in OJP-
funded programs, and has held a series of 

"listening sessions" with state and local 
constituents to learn what OJP can do to better 
serve the field. 

 In addition to the two keynote addresses, 
we have arranged several presidential plenary 

sessions focusing on sustainable justice in 
practice.  The first of these, on Wednesday at 

2:00 p.m., is a presentation by Lori Pompa, 
founder and director of the Inside-Out Prison 
Exchange Program.  For the past fourteen years, 

Inside-Out has created opportunities for social 
change through dialogue between those inside 

and those outside of our nationõs correctional 
facilities.  As a 2003 Soros Justice Senior Fellow, 

Pompa collaborated with others on both sides of 
prison walls to develop Inside-Out into a national 

model of transformative pedagogy.  Today, the 
Inside-Out Instructor Training Institute is 
conducted several times each year, providing a 

week-long, intensive training in this unique 
approach to teaching and learning. 

 On Wednesday at 3:30, we will hear from 
Brett Crawford and Ramiro Mejia, residents of 

Delancey Street in San Francisco, the nationõs 
leading self-help residential education center for 
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former substance abusers and ex-convicts.  

With approximately 1500 residents, located in 
five facilities throughout the country, one of 

the most unique features of Delancey Street is 
that it has never accepted any government 
funds and does not have any staff. The entire 

organization is run by its residents in the 
process of changing their lives. The Delancey 

Street Foundation supports itself primarily 
through a number of training schools which 

provide vocational skills to all the residents, 
and which also generate the Foundationõs 
income through pooling the monies earned. 

Training schools include a Moving and 
Trucking School, a Restaurant, a Café and 

Bookstore, Catering Services, an Automotive 
Service center, and many others. 

 Our third presidential plenary session 
will feature John Laub, Director of the 
National Institute of Justice.  Laub is also a 

Distinguished University Professor of 
Criminology and Criminal Justice on leave 

from the University of Maryland, College 
Park, and a 2011 recipient of the prestigious 

Stockholm Prize in Criminology, for his 
research with Robert Sampson showing why 
and how criminals stop offending.  Laub's 

confirmation as director of the National 
Institute of Justice is significant for the goal of 

sustainable justice because it is the first time in 
the history of NIJ that this position has been 

held by someone with a Ph.D. in criminology 
or criminal justice and with extensive research 
experience.  I expect he will have much to say 

about the importance of strengthening science 
to justice and public safety. 

 In our final presidential plenary session, 
on Thursday at 3:30, we will hear from Eric 

Cadora, director of the Justice Mapping Center 
in New York. The Justice Mapping Center is a 
leader in the use of Geographic Information 

Systems (GIS) mapping to help legislators, 
government agencies, research institutes, 

technical assistance providers, and the media 

better understand and communicate criminal 
justice and other social policy information. 

Cadoraõs work, with his colleague Charles 
Swartz and other partners, has been 
instrumental in emerging initiatives for justice 

reinvestment and for reducing crime by 
building safe, sustainable communities. 

 In addition to excellent keynote speakers 
and plenary sessions, weõll have many 

stimulating panels, workshops and roundtables.  
You can get a head-start on planning your 
schedule by browsing the preliminary program 

on the ACJS website.  Also on the website, you 
will find local arrangements information helpful 

for planning your extra-curricular activities.  
Many thanks to Cathy Barth, Heather Pfeifer 

and members of the 2012 Program Committee 
for putting it all together!  As usual, the 
conference registration desk will be open on 

Tuesday, March 13th from 1:00 to 8:00 p.m.  
The sessions begin at 8:00 a.m. on Wednesday, 

March 14th and conclude on Saturday, March 
17th, at 12:15 p.m.  I hope that many of you will 

be with us from beginning to end, not only to 
enjoy all that our program has to offer, but also 
to make the most of this rare opportunity to be 

in New York City for the ACJS Annual 
Meetings.  

 
Melissa Hickman Barlow 

ACJS President 
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Institutionally Isolated Youth and Crime Rates: Prelimina ry Evidence of a 

Floater Effect  
 

Shaun A. Thomas, The University of Arkansas at Little Rock  

Edward S. Shihadeh, Louisiana State University  

Because youth are disproportionately 
involved in crime (Federal Bureau of Investigation, 
2010), age has long been a heavyweight predictor of 
individual criminality. Indeed, age is so deeply 

inscribed a predictor that its ability to explain crime 
is a benchmark by which to assess the validity of 
criminological theories. At the macro-social level, 
this link suggests that the relative size of the youth 
populations should be positively associated with 
overall crime rates. But despite the disproportionate 
criminal involvement among youth, empirical 
support for the age-crime link at the macro level is, at 
best, tenuous.  

This link is typically explained in terms of 
either Control or Strain perspectives. From a Control 
perspective, youth vulnerability to crime is a 
consequence of their being socially isolated from 

mainstream social control mechanisms. That is, 
much youth delinquency is the result of weak social 
bonds and ineffective informal social control 
mechanisms that fail to promote conformity 
(Hi rschi, 1969). These bonds are particularly 
important during the difficult and increasingly 
protracted transition from dependent adolescence to 
independent adulthood (Setterson & Ray, 2010). But 
when that transition is accompanied by weak social 
bonds, the result is youth who violate norms at a 
disproportionately high rate, especially when 
intermixed with the adolescent pressures to assert 
independence and rebel against authority (Liska & 

Reed, 1985; OõBrien, 1989; OõBrien & Stockard, 
2002).  

Likewise, the Strain perspective blames 
youth crime on the reduced access to conventional 
means by which to attain status, respect, and wealth 
(Merton, 1938). Youth are in a tenuous position, for 
while they feel pressure to earn and succeed, they 
lack the means to achieve that goal. This disjuncture 
between goals and conventional means, coupled 
with the difficult transition to adulthood and an 

overpowering American ethos of success by any 
means, is likely to increase the motivation to commit 
crime (Messner & Rosenfeld, 2007). While it is 
readily apparent how such strain may motivate youth 

to commit property or instrumental crimes, such 
strain also generates violent crime when youth 
perceive the goals as hopeless and the means 
deficiency to be insurmountable and/or based on 
irreversible and acquired characteristics such as age or 
race (Blau & Blau, 1982).  

Encouraged by the age-crime link at the 
individual level, a number of researchers have 
attempted to extend this to the macro level. The logic 
of demographic accounting suggests that communities 
with relatively more motivated offenders and 
individuals leading victim prone lifestyles are likely to 
experience exacerbated levels of crime (Cohen & 

Felson, 1979). There is considerable evidence at the 
national level that demographic trends in the age 
structure of the population (e.g., between the ages of 
15-24) are systematically associated to trends in crime 
rates, both property and violent (Chilton & Spilberger, 
1971; Cohen & Land, 1987; Steffensmeir & Harer, 
1987, but see Levitt, 1999; Pampel & Gartner, 1990 
for counter claims). Guided by this evidence, studies 
at finer units (e.g. tract, city, county) often include the 
proportion of youth in the total population as a 
standard control measure.  

Despite the sound rationale, it has become 
increasingly apparent that the age-crime relation does 

not flesh out in aggregate level models. Existing 
literature is replete with insignificant or even negative 
associations between youth populations and crime 
rates in community level studies (Gartner, 1990; 
Krivo & Peterson, 2000; Lee & Ousey, 2005; Lee, 
2006; Neapolitan, 1998; Peterson & Krivo, 1993; 
Steffensmeier & Harer, 1987). In reviewing 90 studies, 
Marvell and Moody (1991) report that a meager 20% 
found strong positive associations between age 
structure and levels of crime. Rather than explicating 
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such aberrant findings, the common practice in the 
extant literature has been to continue to include 
rudimentary measures of age structure as statistical 
controls. 

Anomalous results do not make us doubt 
the age-crime link at the individual level but instead 
raises several questions concerning why a simple 
proportion fails to capture the association in 
community level studies. First, the expectation of 
an association between age structure and crime 

rates is often grounded in individual-level 
theoretical frameworks with few attempts to 
develop a strong community-level theoretical 
foundation outlining the likely impact of youth on 
levels of crime. Second, attenuated variance in age 
composition across geographic units weakens the 
explanatory power of age structure. Additionally, 
the relative size of other, less criminally inclined, 
age cohorts may suppress the link between youth 
and crime. Third, the most commonly used 
measure in aggregate studies is the proportion aged 
15-24, which is a crude, broad-stroke measure that 
fails to consider the potential moderating effects of 

social context (e.g., family structure and 
socioeconomic resources) (Pampel & Gartner, 
1995; Phillips, 2006). Finally, the association 
between all youth and crime rates is potentially 

over-determined. Simply put; while most serious 
criminals are young people, most young people are 
not serious criminals. Even within the crime-prone 
youth population, the tendency for crime resides 
among a few who, because of their social location, 
are exceptionally vulnerable to crime. This critical 
nuance of the age-crime link is not captured in the 
current body of age-crime studies at the macro level 
but is a central component to our analysis.  

Rather than justify the inclusion of broad-
stroke age measures, perhaps another approach is 
needed, one that combines the age-crime link with 
a prominent macro-level school of thought. One 
such perspective examines how communities 
bolster normative structures and attenuate social 
problems by connecting individuals to social 
institutions. Within this heuristic framework, 
Wilson introduced the notion of social isolation 

which he described as òthe lack of contact or of 
sustained interaction with individuals and 
institutions that represent mainstream societyó 
(Wilson, 1987, p. 60). He posited that isolation 
from mainstream social institutions (e.g., family, 
religion, education, and work) is a collective 
problem, an especially toxic characteristic that 
undermines socialization and diminishes the 
communityõs social control capacity. As residents 
become isolated or marginalized they fall outside 

the communityõs umbrella of social control. 
Additionally, communities with limited 
attachments to mainstream society and attenuated 
network ties are ill-equipped for concerted action 
and unable to defend community interests 
(Kasarda & Janowitz, 1974). With its 
organizational capacity to address and solve 
common problems compromised, crime rates rise 
(Sampson, 1987; Shihadeh & Steffensmeier, 1994). 

While social isolation harms the well-being 
of all community members, it might be especially 
consequential to adolescents, those already 
vulnerable to crime by virtue of their age.  When 

this age-dependant vulnerability to crime is cross-
fertilized with the concept of social isolation, it 
invokes for us the notion of òfloatersó, youth who 
are disengaged or isolated from multiple 

community institutions and hence mainstream 
society. This approach teases out from the general 
youth population that subset of youth who are 
especially vulnerable to crime because they are 
simultaneously isolated from multiple institutions 

necessary for social integration and control. They 
drift ð or float ð outside the range of formal 
institutions and thus experience less pressure to 
conform. Beyond contributing to the pool of 

potential offenders and victims, the social isolation 
of youth undermines the communityõs ability to 
maintain effective social control mechanisms and 
attenuates community network ties that promote 
conventional norms and serve as critical 
connections to mainstream institutions that 
channel residents into conventional roles. 

Steffensmeier and Streifel (1991) 
demonstrated the utility of institutional attachment 
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as a framework for explaining long-term changes 
in the age-crime relation. They report that youth 
criminality drops off more sharply in 
industrialized societies, where children are thrust 
into autonomous adulthood when they reach 
maturity. In this abrupt transition to adulthood, 
they leave old, crime-reinforcing peer groups 
behind and quickly forge mainstream institutional 
ties by getting married, leaving for school, landing 

a job, and having children. It is a do-or-die, time-
sensitive period of social cultivation, when 
adolescents and young adults grow the roots of 
independent mainstream adulthood. When these 
roots are not cultivated, youth float beyond 
community control. Should this disengagement 
occur on a wide scale, alternative world-views 
begin to intervene and congeal to reinforce 
criminogenic behavior as a viable alternative.  

In sum, we introduce an organizing 
framework to help understand the, at times 
puzzling, relationship between age structure and 
crime. It is centered on the notion of institutional 
isolation to describe a subset of youth that increase 
the pool of potential offenders and victims and are 
likely indicative of a social atmosphere 
characterized by ineffective socialization, 
inadequate informal social control mechanisms, 
and attenuated network ties. These are the 
floaters, those youth who are disengaged from 
multiple social institutions. We explore this idea 
further in the section that follows with some basic 
exploratory analysis using an easily obtainable 
measure.  

 

ANALYSIS  

 
The analytic strategy in this preliminary 

analysis is limited to univariate and bivariate 
methods. Our analysis centers around the year 
2000 and U.S. counties serve as the units of 
analysis. Our goal is to examine a òfloater effectó 
on crime using an easily available measure from 
the 2000 Census, one that dovetails with our 

heuristic framework linking institutionally 
disengaged youth to crime. Specifically, we 

measure floaters as the proportion of all youth 16 
to 19 who are simultaneously not enrolled in 

school, not participating in the labor market and 

not in the armed services. We construct three 

indicators of the prevalence of such youth at the 
county level: the total number, the percentage of 
all residents who are disengaged youth, and the 
percentage of all youth between the ages of 16-19 
that are institutionally disengaged.   

We construct offense rates per 100,000 
residents for murder, robbery, aggravated assault, 
burglary, and auto theft from the 2000 ð 2002 
Uniform Crime Reports. Our sample however is 
limited to 2,473 counties that have an average 
UCR coverage of at least 80%1. In addition to 
investigating the impact of floaters on crime we 
assess their association to a number of social-
ecological characteristics of counties. We include 
measures of structural resource deprivation such 
as the percentage of residents who are: African 
American, in poverty, unemployed, and have not 
completed high school. Additionally, we examine 
the percentage of households headed by a single 

female with children (female headed households). 
To tap levels of interracial inequality we include 
measures of the ratio of White to Black 
socioeconomic disadvantage with higher values 
indicating greater disadvantage among Blacks. 
Levels of civic engagement are measured with 
indicators of the percentage of eligible residents 
who voted in the 2000 presidential election and 
the number of civic associations and adherents to 
civically engaged religious denominations per 
1000 residents (Tolbert, Lyson, & Irwin, 1998). 
We also included indicators of a countyõs 
metropolitan status, the relative presence of youth 

ages 15-24, the percentage of residents that 
changed counties between 95-00 (population 
turnover), and a P* indicator of the residential 
isolation (segregation) of Blacks (Massey & 
Denton, 1988). 

Univariate statistics are provided in Table 
1. Levels of crime vary considerably across 
counties, which is expected in a sample of 
metropolitan (38%) and non-metropolitan 
counties. For violent crimes, the average rates of 
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murder, robbery, and assault are 3.8, 44.54, and 
218.02 respectively. However, the exceedingly high 
standard deviations indicate substantial between-
county variation. For property crimes, the average 
burglary and auto theft rates are 587.33 and 181.02, 
however there is, once again, considerable between-
county variation. To add perspective to these 
county-level results, the national homicide rate in 
2000 was 5.5, the robbery rate was 145, the assault 
rate was 324, the burglary rate was 728.8, and the 

auto theft rate was 412.2. 
    

Table 1: Descriptive Statistics 

 
 Mean (SD) 

Murder  Rate 3.80 (5.01) 

Robbery Rate 44.54 (73.45) 

Assault Rate 218.02 (194.14) 

Burglary Rate 587.33 (358.10) 

Auto Theft Rate 181.02 (182.75) 

Disengaged Youth 534.35 (1911.79) 

Disengaged Youth per 

16-19 pop. 

8.90 (4.56) 

Disengaged Youth per 

total pop. 

.524 (.299) 

% 15-24 14.29 (3.16) 

Poverty 13.61 (5.96) 

Unemployed 3.41 (1.39) 

Female Headed 

Households 

8.06 (2.4) 

Percent Black 8.88 (14.26) 

Low Education 22.91 (8.52) 

Population Turnover 20.50 (6.98) 

Racial Isolation .14 (.19) 

Poverty Inequality 2.54 (1.78) 

Unemployment 

Inequality  

2.34 (4.07) 

FHH Inequality  2.35 (3.65) 

Education Inequality 1.57 (1.16) 

Metro .38 (.49) 

Civic Associations 1.32 (.60) 

Civically Engaged 

Denominations 

174.96 (126.88) 

Presidential Voting 39.56 (8.05) 

 
Descriptive statistics for measures of 

institutionally disengaged youth indicate that 
floaters represent an exceedingly small percentage 
of the population. On average, there are only 534 
16-19 year olds in each county who are 
simultaneously not participating in school, the 
labor force, or the military. However, the relative 
size of the standard deviation (1911.79) indicates 
considerable variation in this sample. In fact, 
counts in our sample range from a low of zero to a 

high of 57,655 disengaged youth. Our population 
standardized measures gauge the relative 
prevalence of these youth as both a percentage of 
the total population and the population of 16-19 
year olds. Both measures exhibit relatively low 
prevalence rates with considerable between county 
variation. On average, floaters comprise 8.9% of 
youth between the ages of 16-19 but only .524% of 
the total population. For comparison, youth 
between the ages of 15-24 comprise an average of 
14.29% of the total population with relatively little 
between county variation. 

Our sample exhibits excessive and unequal 

levels of structural resource deprivation. On 
average, 13.61% of residents are in poverty, 8.88% 
are African American, 3.41% of those over the age 
of 15 are unemployed, 22.91% of those over the 
age of 25 have not completed high school, 8.06% of 
households are headed by single mothers, and 
more than 20% of residents changed counties 
between 95-00. Standard deviations for these 
measures indicate considerable differences between 
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county variation in levels of structural deprivation or 
disorganization. Moreover, measures of 
socioeconomic inequality highlight substantial 
variation in structural disadvantage across race 
groups. For example, rates of poverty, 
unemployment, and female headed household for 
African Americans are on average double those for 
Whites.  

As for civic engagement, on average there 
are 1.32 civic associations per 1,000 residents, 175 of 

every 1,000 residents adhere to a civically engaged 
religious denomination, and 39.56% of eligible 
residents voted in the 2000 presidential election. 
Levels of civic engagement also vary substantially. 
Between zero and 919 of every 1,000 residents 
adhere to civically engaged denominations while the 
presence of civic associations ranges from .04 to 
5.49 per 1,000 residents. Finally, civic participation 
in the form of voting varies substantially with a low 
of .6% to a high of more than 90% of eligible 
residents casting a vote. 

In Table 2, we turn our attention to bivariate 
correlations between institutionally disengaged 
youth, county characteristics and crime rates1. 
Clearly, structurally disadvantaged communities 
beget a relatively larger population of institutionally 
disengaged youth. Floaters are relatively more 
prevalent in communities characterized by 
attenuated levels of educational attainment and 
exacerbated levels of poverty, unemployment, single 
parent households, and residential racial 
segregation. Black population size is also positively 
associated with institutional isolation among youth. 
Such associations are not however a simple 
byproduct of metropolitan status, residential 
instability, or the size of the overall youth 
population. Floaters are less prevalent in 

residentially unstable and metropolitan counties. 
More importantly, the impact of disengaged youth is 
not a cohort effect as the overall youth population 
has no or even a negative association with the 
floater population. Additionally, as expected, 
isolated youth are relatively less prevalent in 
counties that offer more opportunities for religious 
and secular civic engagement activities as well as 
those in which a greater proportion of residents vote.  

 

Table 2: Correlations Between Disengaged Youth, 

County Characteristics, and Crime.  
 
 

 

 

Disengaged 

Youth 

Disengaged 

Youth per 

16-19 pop. 

Disengaged Youth 

per total pop. 

Percent 15-24 .004 -.134** .077** 

Poverty .014 .516** .567** 

Unemployment .102** .274** .327** 

Female Headed 

Households 

.187** .481** .498** 

Percent Black .110** .389** .363** 

Low Education .011 .582** .545** 

Pop. Turnover -.124** -.145** -.128** 

Racial 

Isolation 

.252** .354** .316** 

Poverty 

Inequality  

.017 -.027 -.028 

Unemployment 

Inequality  

-.007 -.044* -.025 

FHH 

Inequality  

.035+ .103** .104** 

Education 

Inequality  

-.006 -.040+ -.049* 

Metro .258** -.080** -.099** 

Civic 

Associations 

-.157** -.243** -.242** 

Civically 

Engaged 

Denominations 

-.096** -.342** -.270** 

Voting -.072** -.447** -.446** 

Murder Rate .188** .239** .206** 

Robbery Rate .491** .182** .148** 

Assault Rate .204** .336** .312** 

Burglary Rate .164** .309** .289** 

Auto Theft 

Rate 

.464** .171** .135** 

N=2473 Counties  **pÒ.01; *pÒ.05; +pÒ.10 




