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The Strength of Association:
Housing Density and Delinquency

This issue of Anchorage Community Indicators provides a brief
examination of the relationship between housing density and delinquency.
We have focused on this particular relationship because of recent interest
expressed by members of the Anchorage community in the topic. Long-time
residents of Anchorage are seeing their neighborhoods transformed from
sparsely populated single-family residential areas, dotted here and there with
houses and large yards, to highly developed mixed-use subdivisions containing
not only single-family housing, but also multi-family housing complexes and
shopping centers. As these changes take place, important quality of life
questions arise for residents, one of which is the topic of public safety. People
want to know if the changes in the structure and composition of their
neighborhood have increased their risk of criminal victimization.

A commonly held belief is that crime rates rise as housing density increases.
Despite only sparse scientific evidence in support of a housing density →
crime hypothesis, the belief persists in local public policy discussions across
the country, frequently shaping a broad array of policy decisions, from public
safety strategies to zoning regulations. The aim of Anchorage Community
Indicators is to provide useful information to all those who wish to engage
in policy discussions of this sort by presenting data which highlight the
Anchorage context.

The first map in this issue, presented here, depicts the Housing Density
for each of 188 areas within the Anchorage Bowl. These areas are known as
“block groups” and are defined by the U.S. Census Bureau for the purpose
of obtaining population data. Housing density is calculated using data from
the 2000 Census and is defined as the number of housing units per square
mile within each block group. Higher housing density is denoted in the map
by darker shades of pink. The remaining six maps in the series detail the
annual calls-for-service rate of each block group for the following call types:
serious violent crimes; serious property crimes; domestic violence offenses;
weapons offenses; alcohol-involved
incidents; and drug-involved incidents.
Calls-for-service rates were calculated
using a combination of dispatch
records from the Anchorage police
department for 2003 and population
information from the 2000 Census, and
is defined as the number of police
dispatches per 1,000 residents in 2003.

The table to the right contains the
correlation matrix for the analysis of
the housing density → crime
hypothesis. A correlation coefficient is
a numeric score of the association
between two variables. The strength of
a correlation coefficient is determined
according to how far it is away from
“0” and how close it is to “1” or “-1.”

That is, a correlation coefficient of “0” means there is no relationship;
conversely, a correlation coefficient of “1” or “-1” means there is a perfect
association. A statistically significant correlation coefficient (depicted in the
table by **) means that the association observed is not likely to be due to
chance. In the first row of the table, highlighted in yellow, are the correlation
coefficients for housing density and each of the six criminological variables
examined. The remaining numbers in the table are the correlations between
each of the criminological variables; that is, how each of the criminological
variables relate to each other.

These data show no relationship between housing density and delinquency
at the block group level (first row of table). The observed correlation
coefficients between housing density and the six crime measures were all
small in magnitude (very close to “0”), statistically insignificant (no **
following coefficients), and in some cases in the opposite direction predicted
by the hypothesis of a direct relationship between housing density and crime
(a “-” sign before a coefficient). However, there is a high degree of correlation
among block groups across each offense type. High CFS rates (and conversely,
low CFS rates) for these six delinquency measures tend to be found within
the same areas—particularly for alcohol-involved, drug-involved, property
crime and violent crime incidents. In other words, where you find one, you
tend to find the others (highlighted in pink). Another pattern which emerged
was that domestic violence CFS rates across block group areas had a
consistently lower association with the other crime measures, ranging from a
low of .521 to a high of .627. This is because domestic violence CFS are
more dispersed throughout the Anchorage bowl, whereas the other five
categories of CFS are more geographically concentrated.

These maps and the accompanying data will be available on the Justice Center website
(www.uaa.alaska.edu/just) later this fall.  Prior to the posting, additional technical information about
the data can be obtained by phone at 786-4885.
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Housing density 1.000 0.006 0.072 0.022 -0.046 -0.033 0.001

Domestic violence — 1.000 .521 ** .574 ** .577 ** .595 ** .627 **

Weapons offense — — 1.000 .750 ** .684 ** .777 ** .813 **

Drug offense — — — 1.000 .853 ** .858 ** .875 **

Alcohol offense — — — — 1.000 .942 ** .939 **

Property crime — — — — — 1.000 ** .930 **

Violent crime — — — — — — 1.000
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Correlation Matrix: Housing Density—Delinquency
N in all cells = 188

** p < .01
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