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that in the face of an increasing encroachment from Blacks, Whites will be
more motivated to discriminate and therefore will use formal social control
resources, such as arrests, as a means of controlling Blacks.

Lending general support to the racial threat thesis, a number of macro-
level studies have reported that the relative size of the Black population is
associated positively with several indicators of formal social control. For
example, several studies have found that incarceration rates are higher in
states that have higher percentages of Black residents (Jacobs and
Carmichael 2001; Greenberg and West 2001; Myers 1990), whereas other
studies suggest that the relative size of the minority population is a key
determinant of police force size (e.g., Jackson and Carroll 1981; Kent and
Jacobs 2005), criminal justice expenditures (Jacobs and Helms 1999), and
the use of the death penalty (Jacobs and Carmichael 2004). Most important
for the current research, prior work hints that an increased prevalence of
non-Whites also may affect arrest rates (e.g., Liska and Chamlin 1984).
However, relative to research on other formal social control mechanisms, the
body of research on arrests does not yield compelling support for racial
threat theory. Although some analyses have suggested that percentage non-
White is positively related to overall arrest rates (Liska and Chamlin 1984),
others have reported that percentage non-White is negatively associated with
race-disaggregated arrest rates (Liska and Chamlin 1984; Parker et al. 2005).

Despite the limited support for racial threat as an explanation of arrest
outcomes, there are at least three reasons to question whether extant arrest
studies have effectively assessed the racial threat framework. First, past
studies have focused primarily on the relationship between minority group
prevalence and race-specific arrest rate levels, rather than inequality in
arrest rates. This is a concern because Blalock’s (1967) racial threat theory
explicitly posits a relationship between the relative prevalence of a minor-
ity group and discrimination, a concept that reflects the differential treat-
ment of one group relative to another. Moreover, theoretically salient
explanatory variables actually may have qualitatively distinct relationships
with race-specific arrest rate levels and with racial inequality in arrest rates.
Therefore, the choice between these outcomes is important and should
depend, in large part, on which more closely reflects the social process
being explained. According to Blalock, in the absence of survey-based data
that directly address discriminatory attitudes, measures of racial inequality
are perhaps the best macro-level proxies for the key theoretical concept of
discrimination.1

Second, although the racial threat perspective clearly anticipates that
Whites will be more threatened and motivated to mobilize formal social
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control mechanisms against Blacks when they perceive the latter group to be
more prevalent, prior studies have typically operationalized this prevalence-
threat process simply with an indicator of the overall percentage of the city
population that is Black (or non-White; but see King and Wheelock 2007).
Yet it can be argued that the perception of minority prevalence and the
experience of threat is most likely to occur when Blacks or non-Whites
encroach on the proximal or intimate social space of Whites, such as their
local residential communities. If so, it would seem preferable to not simply
measure the relative size of the minority population but the degree to which
Whites are exposed to Blacks in their residential communities. Perhaps in
response to this concern, it has become standard practice for scholars to
also include a measure of residential racial segregation, the index of dis-
similarity, in their analyses of the racial threat thesis. Although we believe
that the index of dissimilarity may indeed have very important effects on
racial disparities in arrest rates (see the section on spatial opportunity
below), its use as an indicator of racial threat is somewhat questionable
because it more directly measures between-neighborhood variations in racial
composition rather than the within-neighborhood experience of minority
group prevalence and contact that we think may be a key contributor to
threat processes.

A third concern is that past investigations of the racial threat model have
often failed to measure key intervening mechanisms identified in that theo-
retical framework (for related discussion, see Eitle et al. 2002). Indeed, in
his treatise on minority group relations, Blalock (1967) explicitly identified
two important intervening mechanisms that presumably link racial compo-
sition to discriminatory outcomes. First, he proposed that the motivation to
discriminate against Blacks (or other racial minorities) will be greater
whenever Whites perceive that encroachment by the former group presents
potential competition for desired labor market positions (economic threat).
Thus, it is not the size of the Black population per se that is problematic but
rather that as Blacks become increasingly visible, Whites may perceive that
their unfettered access to valued jobs and economic resources is becoming
less secure (e.g., see King and Wheelock 2007). Second, Blalock suggested
that a greater prevalence of Blacks (or non-Whites) is threatening because
it creates a potential challenge to Whites’ long-standing control of the polit-
ical machine (political threat). Because political power directly influences
the allocation of public resources, any perceived threat to Whites’ hege-
mony in this sphere of society may cause concerns about the consequences
for the quality and quantity of public institutions and services in predomi-
nantly White communities.
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In addition to the intervening processes articulated above, more recent
scholarship has suggested that racial disparities in the application of formal
social controls also may be spawned by a third intervening factor: Whites’
concerns about criminal victimization at the hands of Black offenders
(Liska and Chamlin 1984; Liska et al. 1981; see also Quillian and Pager
2001). Interestingly, although Blalock (1967) did not offer this minority
crime threat process as an intervening mechanism on par with the economic
and political threat hypotheses, he did mention that the relationship
between minority group prevalence and discrimination may be enhanced in
places such as the South, where Whites hold exaggerated fears regarding
the criminal inclination of Blacks (p. 167). Consistent with Blalock’s point
of view, recent evidence supports the notion that Whites have deep con-
cerns about their vulnerability to crime committed by Blacks (Bobo and
Kluegel 1997; Russell 1998; Sniderman and Piazza 1993).

Most studies of racial threat and arrest rates have not measured one or
more of the intervening processes described above (cf. Chamlin and Liska
1992; Eitle et al. 2002; Liska and Chamlin 1984; Parker et al. 2005), and
those that have done so have provided only limited empirical support for
the expectation that economic and political threats mediate the impact of
interracial contact on arrests (Eitle et al. 2002; Parker et al. 2005). On the
other hand, seemingly consistent with the interracial crime threat process,
some research has indicated that crime and disorder are perceived to be
worse and residents are more fearful about crime in places with a greater
relative presence of Blacks (Liska, Lawrence, and Sanchirico 1982;
Quillian and Pager 2001; Sampson and Raudenbush 2004). Likewise, other
work reports that higher interracial crime rates are associated with elevated
rates of arrest for non-Whites (Liska and Chamlin 1984) or with larger
Black/White violent crime arrest ratios (Eitle et al. 2002).

Despite this modicum of support for the interracial crime threat position,
the preponderance of extant research does not compel the conclusion that
racial threat theory is particularly efficacious in explaining racial disparities
in arrest rates. Yet because of the above-noted measurement limitations, it
seems clear that additional inquiry is needed before definitive claims can be
made. Toward that end, we tested several hypotheses extracted from the
racial threat framework. First, we posited as follows:

Hypothesis 1: Cities in which the exposure between Whites and Blacks is higher
will, on average, have greater Black-White arrest rate disparities (for all
offense categories).2
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In addition, because a comprehensive representation of the racial threat per-
spective identifies economic, political, and interracial crime threats as
important mediating factors, we also investigated the following predictions:

Hypothesis 2: Cities that exhibit greater evidence of White-Black economic
competition will have greater racial disparities in arrest rates.

Hypothesis 3: Cities that show greater evidence of political power among Blacks
will exhibit larger racial differences in arrest rates.

Hypothesis 4: Black-White arrest rate disparities will be greater in cities where
larger shares of person crimes involve Black offenders and White victims.

Benign Neglect

The racial threat thesis has been the most prominent theoretical argu-
ment in past studies of the impact of interracial contact on formal social
control outcomes. However, in the literature on arrest outcomes, an alter-
native process referred to as the benign neglect hypothesis (Liska and
Chamlin 1984) has also emerged. Briefly stated, the benign neglect model
suggests that as Blacks become more prominent in the population of a
given place, the racial composition of crimes committed by Black offend-
ers changes. In particular, intraracial crimes become more prevalent and
interracial crimes less prevalent. And for several reasons articulated below,
this change in the racial composition of crime incidents yields a relative
decline in Black arrest rates.

First, intraracial offenses perpetrated by Blacks tend to be viewed as per-
sonal matters that should be handled informally. According to the theory of
social control developed by Donald Black (1976, 1998), legal intervention
becomes less likely as the relationship between the disputants becomes
more intimate. If, on average, Black offenders and victims are more likely
to know one another or if the police are more likely to consider such situa-
tions personal affairs, it stands to reason that Black arrest rates will gener-
ally be lower. Second, Blacks are believed to be more distrusting of the
legal system and therefore are reluctant to file official reports when they are
victims of crimes. As Kubrin and Weitzer (2003) stated, “residents of these
(disadvantaged and Black) neighborhoods have little or no confidence that
the police are capable of protecting them if they provide information”
(p. 175). Thus, if Blacks are likely to report a smaller proportion of serious
crimes, arrest rates should also be lower. Third, Black crime victims may
lack the social influence necessary to compel appropriate law enforcement
responses to crimes committed against them (Liska and Chamlin 1984).
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Dependent Variable

As the preceding discussion indicates, in the current study, we focused
on conceptual models that posit factors related to race-linked inequality in
formal social controls, namely, arrests. Moreover, some of these models
predict that racial disparities in arrests as well as the effects of salient pre-
dictor variables will differ across criminal offenses categories (e.g.,
between crimes with victims and “victimless crimes”). Thus, to test these
hypotheses, our dependent variables tapped the relative Black-White dis-
parity in arrest rates for several different crime types, including serious vio-
lent crimes (murder or nonnegligent manslaughter, rape, robbery, and
aggravated assault), serious property crimes (burglary, motor vehicle theft,
and larceny-theft), drug offenses (possession and sale or manufacture of
cocaine and opiates), and weapons law violations. For each type of crime,
we calculated for each city the natural logarithm of the ratio of Black-to-
White arrest rates.4 Higher scores reflect a greater Black-White disparity in
arrests for violent, property, drug or weapons offenses. Arrest data used to
compute the ratio were drawn from the Federal Bureau of Investigation’s
Uniform Crime Reporting Program for 2000, 2001, and 2002.5

Independent Variables

As discussed earlier, prior research has used percentage Black for an
overall city (or state, metropolitan area, etc.) as the standard proxy for the
prevalence of Blacks and the concomitant experience of racial threat among
the White population. However, as we argued above, this measure is quite
broad and may not effectively tap the extent to which Blacks encroach into
the proximal social spaces (e.g., residential communities) that we believe
are most likely to heighten the experience of threat among Whites. In con-
trast, we believe that an alternative measure, the White-Black exposure
index (xP × y) is more consistent with our aforementioned conceptualiza-
tion of racial threat. The White-Black exposure index is computed as

xP × y =
∑n

i=1

[
xi

X

][
yi

ti

]
,

where xi, yi, and ti are the numbers of Whites, Blacks, and total residents in
neighborhood (i.e., census tract) i, and X is the total number of Whites in
the entire city. As computed herein, the White-Black exposure index
reflects the percentage Black in the neighborhood (census tract) of the aver-
age White person; alternatively, it reflects the probability that a randomly
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drawn White person living in a particular tract will encounter a Black person
in that tract (Bell 1954). Recent work on the measurement of racial segre-
gation suggests that exposure indices are particularly useful when researchers
are interested in measuring the extent to which members of racial groups
experience segregation from (or, in this case, interaction with) other racial
groups (Stuart 2004).6 Although the overall city percentage Black and the
White-Black exposure index are strongly correlated (r = .81 in our data), it
is sometimes the case that the percentage Black in the neighborhood of the
average White resident is substantially lower than the percentage Black in
the city as a whole. For instance, although Blacks constituted nearly 61 per-
cent of the overall population in Atlanta in 2000, the average White resident
of Atlanta lived in a neighborhood (census tract) in which just under 21 per-
cent of the residents were Black. Thus, although percentage Black and the
White-Black exposure index may commonly yield similar data for a given city,
there are prominent instances in which they paint starkly different pictures
regarding the degree of interracial contact.

As in past studies, we also included in our analyses the index of dissim-
ilarity, which measures the extent to which Blacks and Whites are unevenly
distributed across the residential communities in a city (see Massey and
Denton 1988 for the computational formula). However, unlike prior
research in which this variable was viewed primarily as another measure of
minority group prevalence and therefore as an indicator of motivation for
the discriminatory use of formal social controls against Blacks and non-
Whites, we conceive of this measure as an indicator of the degree to which
there is spatial opportunity for the racially selective targeting of law
enforcement resources.7,8

Eitle et al. (2002) noted that extant racial threat research has often been
limited by a failure to measure the economic, political, and interracial crime
threat factors that underlie or help explain why racial composition may be
linked to race-based differentials in the application of social control. We
heeded Eitle et al.’s call for racial threat studies to assess these arguments
by including measures of each intervening factor. First, we measured eco-
nomic threat by the White/Black unemployment ratio, which has also been
used to measure racial economic competition in prior sociological studies
(Eitle et al. 2002; Olzak 1990).9 Second, we tapped political threat by
including an indicator variable coded 1 if a city had a Black mayor and 0 if
the mayor was not Black.10 Finally, we measured the extent to which racial
disparity in social control may be motivated by Whites’ concern about
being crime victims at the hands of Black offenders by including a measure
of the percentage of White homicide victims who are killed by Black
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offenders. Outside of direct measures for fear of interracial crime or the
perception of interracial crime risk, neither of which was readily available
to us, we believe that this measure is a reasonable objective indicator of the
threat of interracial crime. Indeed, it seems reasonable that homicide inci-
dents in which Black offenders kill Whites are unusual enough that they
will garner public attention and thereby elevate Whites’ concern about their
risks of criminal victimization at the hands of minority group members.11

Finally, to assess the benign neglect hypothesis that the effects of interra-
cial contact and residential segregation affect arrest rates indirectly via their
impact on the racial composition of individuals victimized by Black crimi-
nal offenders, we computed the ratio of intraracial-to-interracial homicides
committed by Blacks.12

Black-White exposure, the index of dissimilarity, and the White/Black
unemployment ratio were each computed using data from summary file 3
of the 2000 U.S. census. The Black mayor indicator variable was derived
from the 2000 version of the summary report on Black elected officials
compiled and made available by the Joint Center for Political and Economic
Studies (Bositis 2002). The measure of Black-on-White homicide and the
intraracial/interracial homicide ratio was computed from data drawn from
the 2000 to 2002 supplementary homicide report file compiled by James
Fox (2005) and made available by the Inter-University Consortium for
Political and Social Research.

Control Variables

Because arrest rates for Blacks and Whites may be driven in part by
overall rates of criminal offending, we included a control for the index
crime rate, computed from “crimes known to the police” for 2000 through
2002.13 These data are compiled as part of the Federal Bureau of
Investigation’s Uniform Crime Reporting Program and are reported in the
2001 and 2002 annual volumes of Crime in the United States (Federal
Bureau of Investigation 2000, 2001, 2002a). In addition, because the
Black/White arrest ratio may simply reflect race-based differentials in
criminal offending, we included the Black/White homicide offender ratio,
computed as the Black homicide offender rate divided by the White homi-
cide offender rate. Data for this measure were drawn from the supplemen-
tary homicide report file noted above (Fox 2005). We also controlled for the
local law enforcement crime control capacity, which we operationalized as
the number of police officers per capita. Data on law enforcement person-
nel were taken from 2000 Police Employee (LEOKA) Data, collected as
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negligible relationship with the measure of racial disparities in property
crime arrest rates. Thus, these results are consistent with the spatial oppor-
tunity framework but do not support the racial threat model.

In the next two models, we examined the measure of Black-White dis-
parity in drug crime arrests and the measure of Black-White disparity in
weapons law arrests. Following the same general pattern as was observed
previously, these latter analyses indicated that the index of dissimilarity
(unevenness) had a discernible positive association with the racial disparity
in drug and weapon violation arrests. Indeed, cities differing by 1 percent
on this independent variable exhibited, on average, a 1.43 percent differ-
ence in the ratio of Black to White drug arrests. Meanwhile, in the weapons
equation, a 1 percent increase in the index of dissimilarity corresponded
with a 0.83 percent increase in the Black-White arrest rate ratio. Viewed
collectively, the results displayed in Table 2 lend the strongest empirical
support to the spatial opportunity model (Hypothesis 7), with the police dis-
cretion model (Hypothesis 8) also receiving some support.16 In contrast, the
baseline racial threat effect specified in Hypothesis 1 did not receive much
support. However, because the important “intervening” variables specified
in both racial threat and benign neglect theories were not included in the
analyses of Table 2, key propositions of those frameworks remain to be
assessed.

In Table 3, we elaborate the above analyses by accounting for the influ-
ence of the potentially important intervening processes outlined earlier. In
particular, we extended the models described above by adding four addi-
tional explanatory variables: the White/Black unemployment ratio, a
dummy variable for cities that had Black mayors, the percentage of homi-
cides with Black offenders and White victims, and the ratio of Black-on-
Black to Black-on-White homicides. The former three variables reflect
processes identified in racial threat and (in the case of Black mayors) Black
political power arguments, while the latter represents the mediating process
specified in the benign neglect model.

Compared with the earlier results, the addition of these four explanatory
variables improved the overall predictive efficacy of the model, with the
adjusted coefficient of determination rising from .499 to .655. Most of the
additional explained variance resulted from two variables, the White/Black
unemployment ratio and the Black intraracial/interracial homicide ratio. Yet
contrary to expectations derived from the economic threat dimension of
racial threat theory (Hypothesis 2), the White/Black unemployment ratio
had a significant negative relationship with the measure of Black/White dis-
parity in violent crime arrests. In other words, in cities in which White
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Notes

1. Although we believe that indicators of racial disparity or inequality in arrests are a more
direct and preferable measurement strategy, it is the case that models predicting race-specific
arrest rate levels can be used to construct inferences about the raw difference in arrest rates.
However, those inferences typically require additional analytic steps, such as the use of
Oaxaca decomposition techniques (Oaxaca 1973). Unfortunately, those additional steps have
rarely been used in the criminological research literature (but see Phillips 2002) and to our
knowledge have not been used in past studies of racial inequality in formal social controls.

2. Blalock (1967) proposed that minority prevalence would have a curvilinear association
with discrimination, with the shape of that curve determined by the degree to which the eco-
nomic threat process (a positive decreasing slope) or the political threat process (a positive
increasing slope) was predominant. Although we introduced additional variables to account
for economic and political threat processes, we also followed Blalock and empirically assessed
evidence of curvature in the relationship between relative minority presence and the racial dis-
parity in arrest rates. The results of those analyses, presented in the bottom two panels of the
Appendix, suggest little evidence of curvilinear effects.

3. One view of this negative relationship suggests that it reflects the right-hand side of the
curvilinear relationship between minority prevalence and discrimination specified in Blalock’s
(1967) racial threat argument. Thus, from this standpoint, the benign neglect thesis is effec-
tively part and parcel of the broader racial threat framework. A second viewpoint is that the
benign neglect hypothesis reflects a linear causal process that is distinct from the racial threat
model. Both viewpoints are eminently plausible, and therefore, we investigated the functional
form of the relationship between minority prevalence and the racial disparity in arrests.
Interestingly, our results suggest very limited evidence of either a curved or a linear effect of
the minority prevalence measures.

4. We also estimated the models using an untransformed version of the Black/White arrest
ratio for each offense type. The pattern of results from those models is consistent with that of
the results reported herein.

5. We took race-specific three-year averages of the data to provide a more reliable estimate
of the average volume of arrests circa 2000.

6. Although we believe that the White-Black exposure index is more consistent with theo-
retical conceptualizations of the racial threat that emphasize minority group encroachment on
the physical and social spaces inhabited by Whites, we also computed supplemental analyses
that used percentage Black in place of the exposure index. Conclusions from those analyses
were similar to those discussed herein and are presented in tabular form in the Appendix.

7. We are not suggesting that this measure directly taps the extent to which racially biased
policing or patrols are in fact taking place. Rather, we believe it taps whether the racial resi-
dential distribution of the city provides an opportunity context that is more or less favorable
for the selective deployment of police resources to take place.

8. Exploratory analyses indicate that log transforming the White-Black exposure index and
the index of dissimilarity results in a better fit to the data. However, we note that the basic pat-
tern of results does not hinge on this transformation. Indeed, our findings and conclusions
regarding these variables remain the same if the data are modeled in either way. We opted to
report the results using the logged measures because they yielded the best fit, resulted in lower
levels of multicollinearity in the set of explanatory variables, and allowed the exposure index
and dissimilarity index coefficients to be interpreted as elasticities (i.e., the percentage change
in the Black-White arrest ratio for a 1 percent change in the relevant predictor variable).
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