
   

 

 

ABSTRACT 
 

Migration, Mobility and Social Disorganization in Rural Agricultural and 
Recreational Communities 

 
Cassidy J. Pederson, M.A. 

 
Thesis Chairperson: F. Carson Mencken, Ph.D. 

 
 

 This article seeks to examine how the economic base of a rural 

community affects mobility, social cohesion and crime.  Drawing upon the wealth of 

research in criminology and the emerging research in the variety of rural communities, 

this research will seek to evaluate how social disorganization theory and residential 

stability affect crime rates in rural communities and how the economic base of rural 

communities affect the ability to socially organize and deter crime
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CHAPTER ONE 
 

Introduction 
 
 

Beginning in the early 1980s, nonmetropolitan America began to lose ground to 

metropolitan America on most socioeconomic indicators.  The United States Department 

of Agriculture reported in 1993 (USDA 1993) that nonmetropolitan economies 

experienced less job growth, less income growth, population stagnation, and greater 

inequality compared to metropolitan economies during this pivotal decade. The poverty 

gap between these two regions increased by 6% during the 1980s, the first increase in this 

gap since the War on Poverty in the 1960s (Falk and Lyson 1993; Mencken and 

Singelmann 1998).   Research from the 1990s and beyond indicates that the trend did not 

reverse.  While nonmetropolitan economies fared better in the 1990s than they did in the 

1980s, these economies still lagged far behind their metropolitan counterparts.  

Rural communities have historically been less diversified in their economic base 

than urban communities and were largely dependent on agriculture, extraction industries, 

and low skill manufacturing (Falk et al 2004).  Deindustrialization and mechanization of 

agriculture has led to a dramatic decrease in the availability of jobs in rural communities. 

Starting in the late 1980s and 1990s, rural counties lost a significant number of 

manufacturing jobs as companies moved their manufacturing locations and production 

overseas to nations with a cheaper labor force (Mencken, 2004).  

 The loss of manufacturing jobs is not just a loss of an absolute number of jobs, 

but a loss of well-paying, low skilled jobs outside of metropolitan areas. Manufacturing 

jobs are traditionally associated with decent pay, unionization and rural communities but 
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the decline in manufacturing in the US has been coupled with a national transition to a 

service sector economy (Grant and Wallace, 1994; Morris and Western, 1999; Chevan 

and Stokes, 2000).  Service sector jobs vary greatly in their pay structures, with high end 

jobs paying more than manufacturing and low end jobs paying considerably less.   

The high end service sector jobs are disproportionally locating in metropolitan 

communities where they have access to a larger client base.  Service sector jobs that are 

locating in rural communities are back office jobs that need cheap, temporary low skilled 

labor (Mencken and Singlemann, 1998).  Rural communities are forming Economic 

Development Policies (EDPs) and are now competing to attract new industries and jobs 

that include low skilled service sector jobs (such as call centers), back office producer 

service jobs, tourism, state and federal facilities (detention centers, government offices, 

veteran’s hospitals, etc) and seasonal residents (Grant and Wallace, 1994).   

The economic shifts and restructuring that are associated with deindustrialization 

may be due in part to the economic incorporation of nonmetropolitan communities into 

the global market.  The United States has experienced a loss of demand for low skill 

workers as companies move toward foreign production, manufacturing and investment 

(Morris and Western, 1999).  The cost of international trade and transportation has gone 

down dramatically in the last couple of decades, making it easier for companies to 

manufacture and assemble products internationally with cheap foreign labor and sell 

them under American brand names. In fact, globalization has had as a significant an 

impact on low skilled worker’s wages as technological innovation (Feenstra, 1998).   

The decreasing availability of low skilled jobs in rural communities has led to 

drastic changes in rural population.  Young people are moving out of rural communities 
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at higher rates than older cohorts; leaving a gap in the workforce as well as the social 

network of many communities (Johnson and Fuguitt, 2000.)  Skilled and educated 

individuals are more likely to migrate out of rural communities creating a “brain drain,” 

in rural America.  Huang, Orazem and Wohlgemuth’s (2002) research indicates that the 

“brain drain” may be a product of the discrepancy in potential income that an educated 

individual can make in rural areas versus urban areas.  Human capital is associated with 

regional socioeconomic development; the out migration of young professionals can be 

both a sign of a non-competitive labor market and the cause of it. 

Commodification of agricultural or the increasing centralization of agri-

businesses has also led to some dramatic changes in the social and economic landscape of 

rural communities.  The consolidation of agriculture is not necessarily a recent 

development; it has been gaining steam since the Morrill Act of 1862, when the federal 

government established land-grant systems for universities and colleges (Lyson, 2004).  

The Morrill Act effectively heralded the advent of agriculture, not as a means of 

sustenance, but one of science, production, and efficiency (Nevins 1962).   The 

mechanical, chemical and biotechnical innovations that followed the Morrill Act allowed 

fewer farmers to produce more products with less land and less labor leading to a 

dramatic shift in the economies of rural communities (Lyson 2004).  Sociological 

research on the differences between communities with centralized agri-business and 

communities with multiple small farms suggests that communities with smaller farms fair 

better on most socio-economic indicators because they promote an economically 

independent middle class (Mills and Ulner 1970; Goldschmidt 1978; Lyson et al 2001). 
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General Crime 
 

Classical theories of social structure create the base for social disorganization 

theory.  Weber (1921) and Simmel (1903), for instance both noted that urban residents 

know fewer of their neighbors than residents of more rural areas.  Social disorganization 

theory focuses on the community’s ability to integrate and create social cohesion that 

leads to shared values and in turn creates informal networks capable of deterring crime 

(Shaw and McKay, 1942; Crutchfield et al., 1982).   The social networks that form are 

integral to deterrence of crime and are seen as highly correlated with structural 

conditions.   

Social cohesion is the result of community interactions, friendships, social 

networks, and is evident in the sense of ownership and protectiveness an individual feels 

for their community.  Social cohesion is thought to be a causal mechanism in crime 

deterrence with studies confirming that communities with high levels of social cohesion 

exhibit lower crime rates than communities with more autonomy (Hischfield and Bowers, 

1997; Kasarda and Janowitz, 1974; Markowitz et al. 2001). On an individual level social 

cohesion creates connections and commitments to others and to institutions that help 

promote normative behaviors and provide a support network.  Participation in local, 

formalized social organizations like Boys Scouts, Little League, Junior League and 

church groups help to foster a sense of interdependence and community among residents 

(Tolbert et al. 1998; Lyson and Tolbert 2005), which reduces the participant’s proclivity 

to disturb the communal order through crime (Veysey and Messner, 1999; Morenoff et al 

2001).  A strong sense of social cohesion leads to collective efficacy, which is defined as 

“cohesion among residents combined with shared expectations for the social control of 
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public space” (Sampson and Raudenbush, 1999: 603).  Social cohesion and collective 

efficacy deter criminal activity in participants as well as creating a means of protecting 

the community through self policing and intervening on the behalf of others to protect the 

community integrity (Bellair, 1997; Sampson et al 1997). 

Communities that exhibit high levels of social cohesion and collective efficacy 

also exhibit high levels of informal social control (Kasarda and Janowitz, 1974). The 

social ties of a community are the means of establishing normative behavior and relaying 

the communal values.  When a community shares in the same norms and values, it is 

difficult for criminal activity to flourish.  In communities with few formal and informal 

social networks there is less agreement on shared norms and values and residents are less 

willing to police themselves and defend the integrity of the community.  

In a social cohesive neighborhood there is a general consensus about appropriate 

behaviors, and collective actions are taken to ensure suitable conduct.  Neighbors watch 

each other’s houses when someone is out of town. Children, playing on the street, are 

aware of not only their parent’s supervision, but of the potential supervision of everyone 

in the neighborhood.  In a neighborhood with less social cohesion neighbors may not 

know each other and are thus unlikely to notice if someone is illegally entering their 

neighbor’s residence or whose child is misbehaving.  In communities without social 

cohesion, while crime may not be endorsed it may not be noticed either.  Communities 

that exhibit low levels of social cohesion and are characterized by low levels of collective 

efficacy are “socially disorganized,” and lack the sense of shared values, norms and 

integration that connects individuals into a shared vision for their community. 
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Social disorganization theory is a product of the early Chicago School that sought 

to explain how neighborhood level factors affect individuals (Park and Burgess, 1925; 

Shaw and McKay 1942; Thomas and Znaniecki, 1920).  The earliest work on social 

disorganization theory looked at the high rates of crime among recent Polish immigrants 

to Chicago (Thomas and Znaniecki, 1920). What Thomas and Znaniecki concluded was 

that relocation and rapid development had undermined the social order that had been 

present in the immigrant’s homeland and had not yet been replaced with new norms and 

customs that would help to regulate behavior (1920).   

Residential stability is seen as fundamental to social organization; cohesion and 

social organization take time to develop, and residents in highly mobile areas are less 

likely to invest time and energy into establishing relationships and social connections in 

their communities (Crutchfiel et al. 1982).  Communities that have low levels of 

migration, poverty, or income inequality are seen as being highly socially organized and 

are in turn more able to form long lasting social networks, structures, and organizations, 

which will allow them to foster shared values and work towards preventing social 

deviances (Barnett and Mencken, 2002; Jobes, 1999). 

The association between crime and economic conditions has a long standing 

research tradition in the United States.  Many researchers argue in favor of an anomie or 

strain theory, which posits that economic stress and society’s strong emphasis on 

economic gain generates frustration and alienation in lower class residents who are 

unable to find legitimate means of financial success and thus turn to criminal behaviors 

(Merton, 1938; Hannon and Defronzo, 1998).  The link between economic hardship, 

economic inequality and property crimes is well established in criminological literature 
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but the link between crime and the economic base of the community is a significantly 

more complex relationship. Researchers have suggested that some of the increases in 

property crimes may be due to the structural changes in the U.S. labor force, which have 

led many women to work outside of the home leaving their homes and property 

unsupervised and theoretically increasing the risk of property crime (Cohen, Felson and 

Land 1980).  Under the assumption that economic strain is a significant contributor to 

property crimes it would stand to reason that deindustrialization in rural communities and 

the increases in rural property crime over the last several decades are linked.   

Crutchfield , Geerken and Gove’s (1982) research on the effects of geographic  

mobility on crime focused on the 65 largest US metropolitan areas.  Crutchfield et al. 

hypothesized that higher rates of geographic mobility or migration would lead to lower 

levels of social cohesion and integration and would manifest itself in markedly higher 

rates of crime.  Their findings support their original hypothesis that higher levels of 

migration did correlate with higher levels of crime.  Clinard and Abbot found similar 

results in African communities, concluding that even in urban slums with high levels of 

poverty less mobility is associated with lower levels of crime (1973).  In Canadian 

provinces the strongest predictor of both violent and property crimes was the migration 

rate (Hartnagel 1997). The national and international research on mobility, migration and 

crime suggest that the association is not simply a national phenomenon but a cross 

cultural experience of community. 

 Arguments have been made that the connection between migration and crime 

may be the result of increased levels of victimization of immigrants or that the increased 

level of crime may be more directly related to the higher levels of poverty among 
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immigrants (Martinez and Rosenfels 2001). Survey research confirms that recent 

migrants in boomtown economies do report slightly higher feelings of fear of crime than 

more tenured residents (Hunter, Krannich and Smith 2002).  Yeager argues that the 

relationship is superfluous except when the immigrant’s culture legitimizes illegal acts 

(1997).  While other researchers argue that the ethnic and racial groups have varying 

macro social factors that uniquely influence crime rates (Ousey 1999).   

There are essentially three types of arguments concerning the nature of the 

relationship between crime and migration: compositional, contextual and labor market.  

Compositional arguments suggest that migration increases the percent of the population 

that is crime prone.  Compositionalists tend to look at census data, which suggests that 

the most mobile demographic is young men, who are also the most likely to commit 

crimes (Hirschi 1969). Contextualists, like Freudenberg, argue that any rapid social 

change is likely to break down the social networks that help regulate behavior and will 

lead to higher rates of crime among all population groups.  Labor Market theorists 

evaluate the education, human capital, marketable skills and employment prospects for 

migrants and argue that high levels of migration leads to a higher percentage of the 

population with low educational attainment, poor marketable skills, and poor 

employment prospects, which will result in higher levels of poverty, inequality and 

consequently crime.  

Rural America 
 

Urban crime rates are typically higher than rural crime rates and as such, urban 

crime has been the primary focus of most criminologists. Approximately 25% of the US 

population or approximately 59 million people reside in non-metropolitan, non urban 
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communities and the trends in rural crime appear to differ dramatically from urban 

communities (Hartnagel, 1997; Harries, 1974; Nettler, 1984; Census 2005).  Rural social 

structure is arguably denser, with residents sharing a stronger sense of social cohesion 

that pervades all institutions of rural life including family, religion, school participation 

and voluntary associations (Wilkinson, 1984; Jobes, 1999).  

Wilkinson (1984) noted that it is this moral density and social cohesion that 

suppresses crime in rural areas and rural communities may necessitate this type of 

informal control more than urban areas because the geographical spread and isolation of 

rural communities can slow response time for police and fire officials (Weisheit and 

Donnermeyers, 2000). The basis for Tonnies’ geimeinschaft and gesellschaft typologies 

comes from this perceived difference in the social structures of small town and urban 

communities.  Some more recent findings are calling into question the theoretical 

framework of small town life with some researchers finding higher rates of felonies in 

small towns (Jobes, 1999).  Urban areas have seen a trend towards decreasing incidents 

of violent crime and property crime over the past decades but rural areas have 

experienced consistent increases in both violent crime and property crime (Barnett and 

Mencken 2002).   

Recreation Communities in Rural America 

There is a tendency in the crime literature to compare rural crime to urban crime. 

The fallacy of that dichotomy is that there are striking variations in small towns in terms 

of their social structures, integration and cohesion (Jobes, 1999).  The lumping together 

of rural communities obfuscates the differences in localities especially as community 
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sociologists argue that rural communities are increasingly exhibiting the types of 

gesellschaft relationships more indicative of urban areas.   

 The impact of deindustrialization has led many communities to spur on economic 

growth by emphasizing their natural amenities.  Communities that succeed in creating a 

tourism and service based market are known as “recreational communities.”  While most 

rural communities are rapidly losing population and experiencing economic decay, 

recreational communities are bucking that trend and experiencing significant growth 

(Reeder and Brown, 2005).  Recreation and tourism can help stimulate growth, add 

diversity to the job market, raise property values, and add diversity to the service sector 

with increases in shopping, medical facilities and entertainment.  Recreational 

communities frequently experience rapid growth, with the average recreational county 

growing 20 percent during the 1990’s.  Figure 1 illustrates the location of recreational 

communities in the US, as of 2000.  Rapid growth can be associated with a destruction of 

natural landscapes and cultural amenities, congestion and overpopulation in streets, 

schools, and other public services, threats to small businesses, increased property taxes 

and a loss of social cohesion as new residents and tourists may have different values and 

expectations than tenured residents.   

Recreational communities become the epitome of the paradox of small towns and 

gesellschaft relationships.   Scenic, recreational communities are isolated and small but 

they are increasingly heterogonous with high levels of mobility and migration, which 

leads to the social instability that is more characteristic of urban environments without 

the increased availability of urban social resources (Knop and Jobes, 1997).   
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Recreational communities are then at an increased disadvantage compared to 

urban communities.  They exhibit high levels of heterogeneity and mobility and are 

unable to attract and maintain the types of social organizations that serve to promote 

social networking in urban communities, outside of the typical neighborhood model 

(Wilkinson 1991).  Rural, recreational communities exhibit the same social deficit as 

urban environments but they are too small and isolated to support the variety and types of 

social organizations that are available to large urban centers. 

As mentioned in the introduction, industrial restructuring has led to a national 

movement from an industrial sector economy to a service sector economy and many rural 

communities are disproportionately affected by the economic impacts of closed factories 

and the loss of industrial occupations. In addition to the loss of industrial jobs there has 

been a rapid increase in large scale farms, with total farmland controlled by large scale 

operations increasing by 20.6% between 1982 and 2002 (Census).   Roberts and Key 

found that government payments are contributing to the further consolidation and 

concentration of farmland and food production in the US (2008). The increase in large 

scale commodity farms has led to an increase in mechanization, which results in fewer 

available jobs in agriculture.  As a result of these lost agricultural job many rural 

communities are capitalizing on their scenic amenities and becoming increasingly 

dependent on tourism and recreation industries (Long, 1988).   

As recreational communities grow and agricultural communities shrink, it is 

important to note that while migration in has long been associated with increases in 

crime, the inverse may also be true, and that rapid outmigration is disruptive enough to 

the social networks of a community to also increase the levels of social disorganization 
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and crime (Barnett and Mencken, 2002). The influx of tourism and a tourism based 

economy can stimulate economic development and reduce unemployment in the 

communities but it can also create social disruption, a deterioration of social networks, 

social relationships, and an increase in crime (Greider, Krannich and Berry 1991).   

Jobes’s (1999) work in rural Montana provides an excellent example of the 

differences in rural agricultural and recreational communities.  Jobes compared matched 

samples of ten rural Montana towns, which are county seats, matched on population size, 

with each pair consisting of one town that was primarily agricultural and one town that 

was primarily recreational, and service oriented.  Jobes noted that the distinctions 

between agricultural and recreational communities are especially evident in smaller 

towns.  Jobes’s research design allowed him to evaluate the tenure of individual felony 

convicts and he noted that “recent migrants accounted for a highly disproportionate 

amount of crime (1999).”  Jobes also found evidence that short term residents committed 

a higher percentage of all types of crimes in recreational towns as compared to 

agricultural towns and that short term residents were convicted of sixty three percent of 

the total felony convictions in both types of communities.  Sixty eight percent of the total 

crimes were committed in recreational towns, suggesting that the economic base of the 

community plays a significant role in the deterrence and attraction of crime and 

criminals.   

 For the analysis two basic, competing hypotheses will be tested.  Recreational 

communities typically exhibit higher levels of mobility and lower levels of social 

cohesion, which should result in higher instances of crime. However, the same 

recreational communities are also at an economic advantage as compared to other 
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communities of their size in rural America (Reeder and Brown, 2005).  The increase in 

economic well being, according to the social disorganization literature, should result in 

lower levels of crime.   

Hypothesis 1: Recreational and tourist based communities exhibit lower levels of social 

disorganization and crime.  

Hypothesis 2: Recreational and tourist based communities exhibit higher levels of social 

disorganization and crime. 
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CHAPTER TWO 
 

Data and Methods 
 
 

This study relies upon secondary sets of data from two major sources.  The first is 

the United States Decennial Census, which includes data regarding population, 

demographics, income, and the main economic base of counties. The second source is the 

Uniform Crime Report (UCR), which collects data from law enforcement agencies from 

across the United States. Because the UCR relies upon local agencies to self report 

crimes there are some notable flaws in UCR methodology but is generally accepted as the 

dataset most representative of reported crimes in the United States (Shihadeh and Ousey, 

1998).   

This research is conducted at the county level.  County level research is 

advantageous when studying social disorganization, economics and crime for several 

reasons.  First, county level analysis is the most congruent means of aligning FBI UCR 

data and Census level data.  Second, while the county boundaries are generally more 

politically based than economically or socially based it is easy to distinguish metropolitan 

and rural counties.  Finally, county level analysis is the typical means of analyzing social 

disorganization theory and will allow easier comparisons between this research and past 

and future endeavors in the field. 

An index of socioeconomic disadvantage variables was created to reduce the 

effects of multicolinearity (Barnett and Mencken, 2002; Land et al, 1990).  The 

disadvantage index is comprised of percentage single female headed households, 
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percentage non-white and income inequality.  The disadvantage index has an alpha of 

.821.  All of the variables used in the analyses are presented in Table 1 with descriptive 

statistics and a geographic representation of the disadvantage index is presented in Figure 

2. 

Bivariate analyses are performed as well as ordinary least squares regressions.  

Bivariate analyses were run with the dependent variables as both violent crime and 

property crime.  Ordinary least square regressions were run to predict the incidence of 

violent crime and property crime in recreational communities.  

Interaction effects are also taken into account for disadvantage in recreational 

communities and are included in four of the models in an effort to control for any 

variance in the effect of disadvantage in recreational communities and the effect of 

disadvantage on population change. 

 
Table 1 

Variables Used for Regression Model: Non Metropolitan Counties 
 

Type  Description Mean Standard 
Deviation 

Dependent 
Variables  

Property Crime Incidents per 100,000 Population 367.731 270.545 

 
Violent  Crime Incidents per 100,000 Population  122.345  110.739 

Social 
Disorganization 
Variables 

 
Disadvantage Index Z-Scored (alpha= 0.821) -0.002 0.833 

 
      Income Inequality 0.407 0.027 

 
      Percentage Single Female Headed Households  6.638   2.143 

  
      Percentage of Non-White  8.302   15.280 

  
Population Change 0.082  0.205 

  
Destination for Retirees 0.083 0.277 

Control 
Variables  

Economically dependent on Recreation 0.138 0.345 

 
Economically dependent on Agriculture 0.244 0.429 

  
Percentage Urban 30.304 26.624 

  
Median Family Income  32547.200 6454.004 

    Commute 0.167 0.373 
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CHAPTER THREE 

 
Results 

 
 

 In total, information for the relevant variables was available for 2,263 rural 

counties.  Of those rural communities, 320 of them are defined as recreationally 

dependent rural counties.  I first explore the relationship between crime, resource 

disadvantage, and crime by identifying the top and bottom performing rural counties, to 

see if recreational counties are on these lists.   Table 2 displays the 20 most 

disadvantaged rural counties in the United States.  Only one of them (Tunica, MS) is a 

recreational county.  Table 3 presents the 20 most advantaged rural counties in the United 

States, only one is a recreational dependent county (Garfield County, UT).      

 
Table 2 

20 Most Disadvantaged Rural Counties 

County name Recreation Dependent   State Disadvantage Index 
Holmes County No 

 
MS 3.770 

Greene County No 
 

AL 3.581 
Macon County No 

 
AL 3.532 

Wilcox County No 
 

AL 3.375 
Sumter County No 

 
AL 3.353 

Wilkinson County No 
 

MS 3.349 
Claiborne County No 

 
MS 3.340 

Leflore County No 
 

MS 3.335 
Jefferson County No 

 
MS 3.299 

Coahoma County No 
 

MS 3.265 
Humphreys County No 

 
MS 3.209 

Allendale County No 
 

SC 3.183 
Bullock Count No 

 
AL 3.156 

Clay County No 
 

GA 3.121 
Hancock County No 

 
GA 3.073 

Lowndes County No 
 

AL 3.056 
Perry County No 

 
AL 3.026 

Bolivar County No 
 

MS 3.010 
Dallas County No 

 
AL 3.007 

East Carroll Parish No 
 

LA 2.991 
Tunica County Yes   MS 2.950 
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On the margins of high and low levels of resource disadvantage, there is no 

relationship between resources and recreational county status.  I follow this analysis with 

an investigation of property crime rates.  Table 4 presents the 20 rural counties with the 

highest property crime rates.  Of those counties, only Worcester County MD is 

recreational. Because recreational counties make up approximately 14% of rural counties 

in the United States having one in the top 20 implies no marked difference from other 

rural counties. 

Table 3 
20 Most Advantaged Rural Counties 

County name Recreation Dependent   State Disadvantage Index 
Loving County No 

 
TX -1.773 

Box Elder County No 
 

UT -1.455 
Elbert County No 

 
CO -1.448 

Putnam County No 
 

IL -1.434 
Tooele County No 

 
UT -1.405 

Franklin County No 
 

ID -1.391 
Garfield County Yes 

 
UT -1.390 

Morgan County No 
 

UT -1.376 
Sioux County No 

 
IA -1.366 

Grundy County No 
 

IA -1.364 
Wabaunsee County No 

 
KS -1.319 

Lagrange County No 
 

IN -1.314 
Putnam County No 

 
OH -1.296 

Lyon County No 
 

IA -1.291 
Hancock County No 

 
IA -1.280 

Mcleod County No 
 

MN -1.270 
Benton County No 

 
IN -1.266 

Polk County No 
 

NE -1.258 
Obrien County No 

 
IA -1.258 

Iowa County No   IA -1.247 
 

Table 5 presents the 20 rural counties with the lowest levels of property crime.  Of 

the twenty counties with the lowest property crime, 2 are recreational counties (Catron 

NM, and Leelanau MI).  Clearly, recreational counties are not over-represented among 

the best performing rural counties in terms of property crimes.   
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Table 4 
20 rural counties with the highest property crime 

County name State Recreation Dependent Property Crime 
Crisp County GA No 1612.41 
Sheridan County NE No 1608.05 
Hall County NE No 1589.02 
Worcester County MD Yes 1565.58 
Ramsey County ND No 1422.73 
Laurens County GA No 1421.02 
Tensas County LA No 1405.26 
Tangipahoa Parish LA No 1381.21 
Wilson County NC No 1375.85 
Mississippi County AR No 1340.93 
Taylor County KY No 1336.13 
Skagit County WA No 1281.49 
Natchitoches Parish LA No 1270.04 
Ware County GA No 1265.4 
Davison County SD No 1257.49 
Wicomico County MD No 1223.56 
Forrest County MS No 1218.83 
Wayne County IN No 1211.49 

 

 
Regression Analysis 

 
The first two models are ordinary least squares regressions with property crime as 

the dependent variables.  For model one, property crime is modeled as the outcome of 

numerous social and geographic factors.  Table 6 shows the results of both of the 

property crime models.  For model 1, recreationally dependent community is not a 

significant predictor of property crime.  There were a number of significant social 

disorganization and control variables including: commuter county, disadvantage index, 
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percentage urban, median family income, and agriculturally dependent county.  

Commuter counties actually have lower property crime rates than most other rural  

 
Table 5 

20 rural counties with the lowest property crime 
County name State Recreation Dependent  Property Crime 

Norman County MN No 4.479 
Butler County IA No 6.534 
Red Lake County KS No 7.754 
Taylor County IA No 9.581 
Gray County KS No 11.292 
Pocahontas County IA No 11.545 
Kidder County ND No 12.108 
Hettinger County ND No 12.277 
Fremont County IA No 12.484 
Keokuk County IA No 14.620 
Harrison County OJ No 16.818 
Van Buren County IA No 17.074 
Harlan County NE No 17.609 
Catron County NM Yes 18.816 
Woodruff County AR No 19.067 
Leelanau County MI Yes 22.254 
Rock County MN No 24.003 
Sanborn County SD No 24.922 
Boyd County NE No 27.345 
Owsley County KY No 27.446 
Stanton County KS No 27.709 

 

property types.  This is an interesting finding because one would think that commuting 

would lead to lower levels of social interaction within a county, which would create 

lower levels of cohesion and ultimately higher crime.  The most significant predictor in 

this model is the disadvantage index.  The more economically challenged a rural county 

is, the greater the property crime rate.    Population change decreases property crime, a 

finding inconsistent with social disorganization theory.   
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 Model 2, which is also presented in table 6, includes an additional variable for the 

interaction effect between disadvantage and recreationally dependent.  The social 

disorganization and control variables that were significant in model 1 retain significance 

in model 2 with very little change.  The interaction effect for economically dependent on 

recreation and disadvantage is not significant.  That is to say, the effects of resource 

disadvantage are the same in recreational counties as it is in non-recreational counties.  

Table 6 
OLS Regressions of Property Crime (n=2,262) 

Variable   Model 1 Model 2 
Intercept 

 
27.2 28.7 

Disadvantage Index 
 

128.3* 130.16* 
Population Change 

 
-88.24* -89.7* 

Destination for Retirees 
 

37.7 38.1 
Economically dependent on Recreation 

 
12.08 6.29 

Economically dependent on Agriculture 
 

-24.57* -23.38 
Percentage Urban 

 
3.71* 3.73* 

Median Family Income  
 

.007* .007* 
Commute 

 
-46.609* -40.804* 

Interaction effect of Disadvantage and 
Recreation 

 

- -34.078 

R-Square   .277   .279 
*P≤0.05     
Population change is by 1000 
Note: Data from 2000 U.S. Bureau of the Census and 2000 Uniform Crime Report 
 
 
 Models 3 and 4 are ordinary least square regressions with violent crime as the 

dependent variable. Model 4 is presented in table 7.  Recreational dependence was not a 

significant predictor of violent crime in any of the violent crime models but there were a 

number of significant social disorganization and control variables including: 

disadvantage index, percentage urban, median family income, population change and 

agriculturally dependent.  Those counties that are at a greater disadvantage have much 
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higher violent crime rates.  This finding is consistent with social disorganization theory.  

These counties do not have the resources, financial or social, to create a greater sense of 

community cohesion in order to deter crime.  Conversely, population change has a 

negative effect on violent crime.  The expectation is that population instability should 

disrupt community cohesion and lead to more crime, but net of resource disadvantage, 

population change leads to less crime. 

Table 7 
OLS Regressions of Violent Crime (n=2,262) 

Variable   Model 3 Model 4 
Intercept 

 
2.12 2.1 

Disadvantage Index 
 

78.4* 78.4* 
Population Change 

 
-23.9* -23.8* 

Destination for Retireees 
 

11.4 11.4 
Economically dependent on Recreation 

 
3.75 3.83 

Economically dependent on Agriculture 
 

-12.44* -12.5* 
Percentage Urban 

 
.366* .366* 

Median Family Income  
 

.003* .003* 
Commute 

 
-5.29 -5.24 

Interaction effect of Disadvantage and Recreation   - 0.461 
R- Square 

 
.268 .268 

*P≤0.05     
Population change is by 1000 
Note: Data from 2000 U.S. Bureau of the Census and 2000 Uniform Crime Report 
 

In model 5 a variable for the interaction effect for disadvantage and recreational 

dependence is included.  The interaction is not significant and does not significantly 

change the effects of any of the other variables.   

 
Discussion 

 
The results from all four models suggest that the impact of migration and 

population instability in recreational communities may be offset by greater 
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socioeconomic resources.   Of the rural counties with the highest and lowest level of 

disadvantage, only 2 are recreational counties and this suggests that despite the transition 

and potential for a boom and bust cycle economy, these counties are creating a niche for 

themselves, which keeps them in line with other rural communities.  The social 

disorganization literature suggests that recreational counties should differ statistically in 

both disadvantage and crime rates from their rural counterparts but these analyses suggest 

that recreational counties have created an economy that while dramatically different from 

other rural counties, acts in similar ways in creating social organization and deterring 

crime.  

Since I predicted recreation communities would have higher crime rates, and they 

do not, what are the communities like?  I examined in greater detail the top five rural, 

recreational counties with lowest levels of property crime: Catron NM, Lealau, MI, 

Dolores, CO, Highland County, VA, and Bath County VA.  Catron County, NM is more 

than 7,000 square miles with less than 20% of the land privately owned.  Catron has two 

national forests and supports the tourist economy with hiking, camping, hot springs, 

hunting, fishing and historical attractions. Across the country, the other recreational 

county in the lowest property crime 20 is Leelanau County, MI.  Leelanau is a coastal 

county along the Great Lakes that offers water attractions such as lakes, beaches and 

chartered fishing trips as well as golf, snow tubing, wineries, casinos, and the traditional 

bevy of shopping and restaurants.  Leelanau has diversified its tourist economy enough to 

maintain a reasonably steady stream of strangers and economic revenue.   

Dolores County, CO is home to part of the San Juan National Forrest as well as a 

Canyon overlooking a small river.  The area attracts campers, hikers, bikers, and cross 
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country skiers.  Highland County, VA attracts tourists through local historical attractions 

such as a Victorian village and battlefields, natural amenities such as the forests, and 

nature trails and subsidizes those attractions with guided tours, festivals, and antique 

shopping.  Bath County, VA attracts tourists with natural amenities such as national 

forests and privately owned camp grounds that allow visitors to hunt, camp, fish, swim, 

hike, and enjoy the view.   

None of the recreational counties in the top 100 for low property crime are seaside 

communities, and all of the recreational communities in the top 100 boast camping, 

hiking, and outdoor recreation. This suggests they are attracting similar types of tourists.  

Four of the five recreational communities presented above have low levels of violent 

crime that are within a couple of points of their property crime rates.  The exception is 

Catron County, NM with a violent crime rate of 235.205.   

Socioeconomic disadvantage is the main explanatory variable in all four of the 

models.  The tremendous impact that socioeconomic disadvantage has on crime is a 

central part of social disorganization theory and is mirrored in the results.  What is also of 

interest is that in follow-up analyses, recreation communities, on average, have far 

greater resource advantages (less poverty, inequality, single parent households) than non-

recreation counties.  This advantage in resources explains why recreation counties, 

despite the stranger-client bases of their economies, have similar crime rates.  These 

communities use their financial and social capital to deter crime in order to protect their 

investments (i.e. their tourists).  

This finding makes an important contribution to social disorganization theory as it 

is applied to rural communities.  Previous research (Jobes 1999a; 1999b; Barnett and 
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Mencken 2002; Bachman 1992) on this topic has shown that there are three important 

conceptual dimensions to the theory: socioeconomic resources, population heterogeneity, 

and residential stability.  In this research I have developed two competing hypotheses 

related to these dimensions.  First, recreational communities will have higher crime rates 

because of the stranger effect due to the nature of tourist economies (residential stability).  

The second hypothesis is that recreation communities will have lower crime rates because 

of greater SES resources (Reeder and Brown 2005).  My analysis clearly shows a distinct 

pattern of support for the second hypothesis.  Among nonmetropolitan counties, having 

greater socioeconomic resources is the main deterrent to both violent and property crime.  

It is more important than population change or county type.  Of the three key dimensions 

in social disorganization theory, SES resources appear to be the most important in 

nonmetropolitan counties.  

The results also have implications for other research in rural sociology and crime.  

Agricultural communities are still exhibiting significantly lower levels of both property 

crime and violent crime than other rural communities in spite of the mechanization and 

commodification of agriculture.  The results suggest that agricultural communities are 

maintaining a high level of social organization and cohesion in spite of the economic and 

social changes that they have been undergoing in the last couple of decades.  These 

results also suggest the resiliency of rural communities. As the economic system of 

agricultural communities is eroded the crime rates stay relatively low and as the social 

systems in recreational communities are eroded by migration, and economic change the 

crime rates stay undifferentiated. Agricultural communities may be holding crime at bay 

by maintaining social cohesion; recreational communities may be holding crime rates at 
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bay by boosting economic activity with the sacrifice of the social cohesion of the 

community.    

The large negative parameter estimates for population change in all four of the 

models suggests that population change in and of itself is not a socially deteriorating 

force. When socioeconomic disadvantage is controlled for population change actually has 

a negative effect on crime rate.  The compositionalist arguments regarding migration may 

be the most in line with these results.  Compositionalist, as we discussed in the literature 

review, argue that the link between migration and crime has more to do with the 

composition of the migrants, many of who are typically younger, less employable, more 

prone to criminally deviant behavior, and less connected to any community (Hirschi 

1969).   

Some of the crime literature suggests that women working outside of the home 

has led to an increase in property crime (Cohen, Felson and Land 1980).  In light of the 

relatively large impact that the commuter variable has on the property crime models it is 

an interesting question to address whether these homes are occupied during the day by a 

non-working member of the family or whether the individuals are commuting because the 

area is safer, gated, or more heavily patrolled. 
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CHAPTER FOUR 
 

Conclusion 
 

 Social disorganization literature suggests that rural, recreational communities are 

entwined in a balancing act of migration, social instability, lack of social cohesion, and 

reducing disadvantage, unemployment, and inequality with a tourism based economy.  

The results suggest that recreational communities are, in fact, doing an adequate job of 

balancing these potentially, social disorganizing effects and creating a community that 

does not markedly differ in crime rates from their neighbors.  

 Given the tremendous increase in recreational communities in the last couple of 

decades I would be interested in future research controlling for the presence and strength 

of local growth and development coalitions.  The reinvestment and economic 

restructuring of a community requires a tremendous amount of time and social capital; 

this type of local group may be central enough to the community and to the local 

economy to have a distinct impact on both the economic base of the community and the 

crime rates.  Another potential variable that was not controlled for in these models is the 

timeframe for the economic dependency of the county because longitudinal data was not 

available.  If future research could evaluate how long a recreational county had been 

recreationally dependent, and how gradual that transition was it may give us additional 

insight into the relationship between economic base and social organization. 

 Jobes’s (1999) research in rural Montana found that a higher percentage of 

criminals were recent immigrants in recreational communities than in non-recreational 
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communities.  In light of Jobes’s research and the data from this study it can be inferred 

that recreational community residents may commit less crime than tenured residents in 

other communities, possibly because of the lower levers of disadvantage in rural, 

recreational communities as compared to rural agricultural, mining, and industrial 

communities.  There is not a national database of information regarding criminals’ tenure 

in their community of conviction, but Jobes’s research in Montana makes a compelling 

case for both the differences in recreational community residents and the need for more 

comprehensive reporting on criminals, and their behaviors.   

 Future research may also take into account the possibility of spatial 

autocorrelation, which may have an effect on the relationship between recreation 

communities and crime rates. 
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