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Community justice refers to a variety of efforts Uy the criminaljustice system
 
to include the community in both crime prevention and criminal sanctioning
 
processes. Community justice may bedefined Uy six core elements: it 1)
 
operates at the local level; 2) is information-driven; 3) entailsproblem
 
solving; 4) decentralizes authority and accountability; 5) requires citizen
 
participation; and 6) is process-oriented. Each of these may befundamental
 
features that distinguish community justice models from traditional
 
approaches to crime. However, each alsoposes significant challenges
 
to implementation. This articles examines the six challenges facing a
 
community justice model. © 1999John Wiliry & Sons, Inc.
 

Change is happening in criminal justice and even more broadly across the public policy 
landscape. Government is no longer seen as the only answer to pressing social problems, 
yet some form of collective action is clearly necessary. Turning from the state, public pol­
icy is increasingly invoking the community. In criminal justice, the prefix is ubiquitous: 
community crime prevention, community policing, community prosecution, communi­
ty courts, community corrections, communityjustice (for a review of these developments, 
see Karp, 1998). This article examines the role of the community in preventing crime 
and promoting justice. 

DEFINING COMMUNITY JUSTICE 

Community justice broadly refers to all variants of crime prevention and justice activities 
that explicitly include the community in their processes. Community justice is rooted in 
the actions that citizens, community organizations, and the criminal justice system can 
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take to control crime and social disorder. Its central focus is community-level outcomes, 
shifting the emphasis from individual incidents to systemic patterns, from individual con­
science to social mores, and from individual goods to the common good. Typically, com­
munity justice is conceived as a partnership between the formal criminal justice system 
and the community, but often communities autonomously engage in activities that di­
rectly or indirectly address crime. 

Community justice is not achieved simply by a just response to particular criminal 
incidents. The shift from traditional to community justice requires a change in purpose 
from a narrowly conceived agenda of crime control to a broadly determined mission of 
enhancing the quality of community life. Naturally, crime, fear of crime, and disorder 
figure prominently in the quality of life, and these remain of the utmost concern. The 
quality of community life is noted by three factors in particular: the "sense of commu­
nity" felt by its members (McMillan & Chavis, 1986); the capacity of the community to 
develop instrumentally and morally competent individuals (Selznick, 1992); and the abil­
ity of the community to improve collective outcomes by providing for the general wel­
fare, for example, by ensuring public safety (Bursik, 1988). 

Community justice may be identified by six common elements (adapted from Clear & 
Karp, 1997). These elements distinguish the emerging community justice activities from 
prior policies and practices. First, there is an explicit attention to the coordination of ac­
tivities at the local level. Determining the precise boundaries of the community is a prob­
lem requiring special attention, but most efforts rely on indigenous definitions of neigh­
borhoods and prioritize the specific, contextual concerns of residents. Second, community 
justice is information-driven. Using crime report data and citizen surveys, planning and re­
source allocation is guided by context-specific data. Moreover, these data are used to mea­
sure success along a variety of dimensions that more closely approximate local concerns 
("measuring what matters"). Third, explicit attention is given to both short and long-term 
problem-solving. Community justice activities are proactive, based on identified problems. 
This is a conceptual shift from traditional reactive approaches that address incidents as 
they occur and without attention to underlying causes. Fourth, community justice practices 
require decentralization ofauthority and accountability, which empowers communities and 
local agencies. In the criminal justice system, organizational changes are necessary to give 
line workers more decision-making autonomy and facilitate collaboration across law en­
forcement and social service agencies. Fifth, citizen participation is central. Not ~nly do 
citizens participate to ensure local concerns are addressed, but such participation is ~trate­
gic for building community capacity so that informal mechanisms of control can gradual­
ly share or replace much of the formal justice apparatus. Sixth, because of the atterition 
to local problems and the active role of citizens, communityjustice approaches are process­
driven, reliant upon broad-based support developed through consensus. This process ori­
entation rejects the imposition of external standards and/or programs on local commu­
nities, empowering them to choose their own priorities and methodologies. 

While these make the approach unique and each element offers important advan­
tages over alternative approaches, they also create a set of problems that must be rec­
onciled for this model to be effective. The following sections will identify some impor­
tant problems that follow from each core element. 

THE LOCAL AREA AND DEFINING COMMUNfIY 

Community justice typically emphasizes the local area as the unit of analysis. Without 
doubt, this engenders an appropriate sense of human proportion to criminal justice ef­
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forts. But, in important ways, this is an unnecessarily narrow focus and belies a reduc­
tionistic conception of community. The perennial question is the most basic: what ex­
actly do we mean by community? Three orthogonal dimensions of community ought 
to be considered with regard to community justice: geography, interdependency, and 
identity. 

The geographic conception of community is rooted in intuitive understandings of 
community (e.g., the small town) and in the human ecology of the Chicago School. 
Robert Park, for example, once wrote: "the essential characteristics of a community, so 
conceived, are those of: 1) a population, territorially organized, 2) more or less com­
pletely rooted in the soil it occupies, 3) its individual units living in a relationship of mu­
tual interdependence that is symbiotic rather than societal" (Park, 1936, p.3). From the 
Chicago perspective, social relations have their origins in physical propinquity: to un­
derstand the metropolis, one must examine the "natural areas" that subdivide the city. 
Guest (1984) associates the natural area concept with two geographically-based factors: 
length of residence and number of local intimate ties. Much research supports the near 
association of geographic neighborhood with community. For example, Guest and Lee 
(1984) found that subjective definitions of community (by residents) are affected by the 
natural and built environment (also see Taylor, 1988). 

These associations are fundamental to concepts of territoriality and surveillance in 
defensible space theory (Newman, 1972), perceptions of social disorder (Skogan, 1990; 
Wilson & Kelling, 1982), and the foot and bicycle patrols of community policing (Peak 
& Glensor, 1996). The geographic conception of community is advantageous to com­
munity justice because social relations are often more extensive and intensive with prox­
imity, creating numerous opportunities for the exercise of informal social control. In ad­
dition, geography is (obviously) me most easily mapped, facilitating empirical analysis 
and programmatic efforts to build community. Recent advances in Geographic Infor­
mation Systems have greatly enhanced the potentiality of data collection at the local 
level. 

Geography has its limits, however. Unlike the early observations of the Chicago 
School in which economy and geography were closely related (e.g., the concentric zones 
of Burgess, 1967), the two have become increasingly, though not entirely, detached as a 
result of technological advancement in communications and transportation (Hawley, 
1971). The same can be said of social relations. Social ties-familial, friendship, and oth­
erwise-are now more diffused than concentrated. Wellman and Leighton (1979) argue 
that community is better described by social networks than by the determinism of space. 
Their research demonstrates the importance of intimate ties that extend well beyond 
neighborhood boundary lines. 

As a second dimension of community, it is imperative to consider the interdepen­
dency of individuals. They never exist in isolation (even when physically separated, be­
havior follows from socialization and social cognition) and where social ties are sparse 
in local geography, they are likely to be more intensive elsewhere. Interdependency 
refers to both affective attachments and material investment. From this perspective, com­
munity may be conceived as strong where mutual dependence is high, and weak where 
individuals are relatively independent. Such interdependence is made concrete in the 
political economy of a community, but also in its social institutions. To what extent do 
individuals make use of local institutions? Where do they work, shop, have bank ac­
counts, and invest their civic energy? Who are their friends? Where do they find enter­
tainment, legal advice, educational training? The social networks created through social 
interactions are often stronger indicators of community than geography. 
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Since wealth is unevenly distributed across space, looking to the local area alone for 
evidence of community, and particularly communal obligation, precludes any coordina­
tion of resource exchange between rich and poor areas. The social isolation of urban 
ghettos is more important than their physical location (Wilson, 1987). Nevertheless, sub­
urban residents benefit greatly from the inner city, creating gross inequities as urban res­
idents support services that suburbanites depend upon (Molotch, 1976; Rusk, 1995). Fos­
tering interdependence between the class-divided areas of the metropolis may be the 
single most important solution to ghetto crime. 

Another dimension worthy of consideration is identity. This, too, does not necessar­
ily conform to geography. Identity is a dimension of community that reflects the degree 
to which members share similar demographic traits: solidarity is based on membership 
in the same church, race, profession, etc. These status characteristics presuppose com­
mon values, attitudes, and beliefs. Communities of identity foster ties across space, illus­
trated when people from distant locales gather for some common purpose (e.g., the Mil­
lion Man March). The conflict between geographical and identity-based conceptions of 
community has been particularly vitriolic recently in the construction and alteration of 
voting districts. Geography and identity, of course, often overlap such as in the creation 
of ethnic enclaves. But in these cases it is shared identity that may be the stronger fac­
tor in sustaining the community (Firey, 1945; Gans, 1962; Suttles, 1968). 

Geography facilitates the workings of interdependency and identity, but the two can 
operate independently of geography. Interdependency is influential in the exchange dy­
namic: individuals do not want to risk their investments in long-term social and materi­
al relations. These investments create a stake in conformity. Interdependency relations 
are perhaps best understood within the context of conflict models (Logan & Molotch, 
1987) and exchange models (Blau, 1964; Coleman, 1990), which presume conflicts of in­
terest and competitive resolutions to problems of scarce resource distribution. Identity 
is sometimes expressed in exchange terms, however it is better conceived within the nor­
mative, cultural framework of the moral order (Durkheim, 1950). Etzioni (1996), for ex­
ample, argues that communities often ensure conformity because they hold individuals 
accountable to the values to which they already subscribe. In this consensus model, 
shared values are reinforced through voluntaristic, not coercive, social influence. 

The three dimensions of community may each be indicators of the level of commu­
nity, though high marks on all counts would not necessarily be ideal, because such a com­
munity may be antithetical to the cosmopolitan ideal "that persons in a given social po­
sition have extensive role relations with others in many different social positions" (Blau, 1977, 
p. 96, italics added). This ideal is implied in the German proverb, "breathing city air 
makes one free" (Lyon, 1987, p. 245). Life in a geographically isolated community where 
high interdependency poses significant risks of stigmatization and outcasting, and high 
cultural identity limits the diversity of expression and social change is a life to which few 
aspire. What, then, would be the ideal relationship of these dimensions? 

Although high levels of community on all three dimensions may pose problems, crit­
ics of American society usually lament the consequences of very low scores on these in­
dicators. Can they all be raised or can one compensate for another? Generally, commu­
nity building strategies compensate for a weakness in one dimension by developing the 
others. Business Improvement Districts (BIDs), for example, increase community identi­
ty by making salient shared geography and economic interdependence. They foster new 
conceptions of communal identity (businesses as active community members), and new 
normative standards for these actors (businesses have a responsibility for reducing social 
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disorder). As another example, Neighborhood Watch programs and citizen patrols make 
use of identity born of shared concerns for neighborhood safety. This common ground 
helps overcome the anonymity of communities where individuals neither know or de­
pend on another on a regular basis. However, Skogan (1988, p. 47) observes that, "civil­
ian patrols [are] most common in racially mixed areas of cities. Rather than drawing the 
community together, preservationist groups in these areas may selectively recruit mem­
bers on the basis of their values and backgrounds, and their efforts-including crime 
prevention-may be divisive rather than integrative." Unfortunately, the very strong in­
group identification that is sometimes used to get collective action off the ground, may 
undermine the larger goals of community building and public safety when the strategy 
also invokes racial discord. How can such identity-enhancing strategies overcome the ten­
dency towards intergroup conflict? 

There are good practical and historical reasons that will keep the concept of com­
munity tied closely to geography. But community justice can also explore and develop 
the other dimensions of community. Communities, bound simply by geography, can eas­
ily become isolationist by their own design or be cordoned off from the resources and 
opportunities of their neighbors. Just as individuals are best understood as embedded 
within a larger social framework, so communities should be understood by the networks 
that extend beyond geographic boundaries. The cross-cutting allegiances of community 
members to several geographic and non-geographic communities (Etzioni, 1996) and 
the nesting of communal identifications within ever larger frameworks (Hunter & Sut­
tles, 1972) provides a context for responsive relations across social, as well as physical, 
space. 

INFORMATION OVERLOAD 

Community justice is an information-driven, multi-dimensional approach to crime. It is 
not simply concerned with crime rates, but with fear, disorder, relations between crimi­
naljustice professionals and community members, and the correlates of crime. As such, 
complex models underlie programmatic solutions. However, this complexity is rarely 
specified and projects often proceed on the basis of intuition and incomplete data. Two 
issues are emblematic of this problem. First, the number of problems to be solved by 
community justice participants are exponentially greater than the number associated 
with traditional approaches. How to identify and prioritize these problems are basic, but 
difficult tasks. Second, as professionals attempt to solve newly defined problems, they 
must try new solutions that require information-gathering and networking. These tasks 
often blur the boundaries between law enforcement and social welfare, forcing practi­
tioners to assume new social roles. This creates role confusion for individuals and turf 
battles between agencies (Sadd & Grine, 1996). The source of these problems is in a new 
expectation that line workers gather information and take initiative in problem-solving. 
How that information is gathered, how it is used, and who uses it are central problems 
for community justice. 

Criminal justice practitioners often complain about net-widening: sentencing of a 
wider array of offenses. Typically, this is viewed as a function of retributive demand. How­
ever, net-widening may also be associated with the number of problems that can be ad­
dressed beyond the traditional mandates. New efforts in crime prevention are consider­
ing the linkages between crime and other social and environmental problems, such as 
mental health, poverty, disorder, and situational opportunities. Police officers are asked 
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not simply to respond, but to identity recurrent problems and proactively address them 
(Goldstein, 1990). New court subdivisions (e.g., community, drug, juvenile) are meant 
to better address the specific problems of special populations (Anderson, 1996). Restora­
tive justice is predicated on repairing damage done to victims and communities (Baze­
more & Umbreit, 1995). Violent crime may be reduced by targeting subway fare-busters 
(Kelling & Coles, 1996). Clarke and Mayhew (1988) even observe that suicide in Britain 
was reduced by a change in the gas supply. There is no shortage of possible problems to 
address and pursuing some of the non-obvious links is consistent with the philosophy of 
community justice, but it results in an increase in the number of problems to be solved 
as the net gets wider. 

Community policing, where problem-solving has been widely implemented, provides 
an illustration of how this approach is innovative, but this new approach raises its own 
questions. Consider the contrast between traditional and problem-solving approaches 
provided by Peak and Glensor (1996, p. 95): 

Police had experienced a series of disturbances in a relatively quiet and previ­
ously stable residential neighborhood. Although the neighborhood's zoning had 
for years provided for late-night cabaret-style businesses, none had existed until 
the "Nite Life," a live-music dance club, opened. Within a few weeks the police 
dispatcher received an increased number of complaints about loud music and 
voices, fighting, and screeching tires late into the night. Within a month's time, 
no fewer than 50 calls for service had been dispatched to the club to restore or­
der. Evening-shift officers responded to calls and restored order prior to mid­
night but graveyard shift officers would again have to restore order when called 
back to the scene by complaining neighbors after midnight. 

Rather than simply responding to calls, community police officers took a problem­
solving approach. Data analysis provided evidence that calls-for-service increased dra­
matically in the area as a result of the club's opening. Officers learned that realtors had 
complained to the city council about newfound difficulties in selling houses in the neigh­
borhood. Neighboring businesses had contacted the municipality regarding an increase 
in litter found each morning. Information was gathered concerning possible zoning and 
health department violations. The officers discovered the landlord, who owned the 
club's building and several adjacent buildings, had plans to renovate within the next few 
years. Calls-for-service declined after the officers implemented an approach that took ac­
count of these issues: 

The landlord agreed to hasten landscaping and lighting of the parking lots and 
provide a "sound wall" around the business to buffer the noise heard by the area 
residents. Agreements were reached to limit the hours of operation of the live 
music. The cabaret's owner and all of his employees were trained by the area pa­
trol teams in pertinent aspects of the city code (such as disturbing the peace, mi­
nors in liquor establishments, and trespassing laws). The landlord, meeting with 
all of his other business tenants, agreed to a prior review of any future long-term 
lease agreements with the cabaret to make certain that it was appropriate to con­
tinue such a business in the center. 

Although this example demonstrates how community policing can be problem-solv­
ing, the approach raises several questions. Can police do all things? How many night­
clubs, abandoned vehicles, and broken windows are there? Can the responsibility for 
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