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INTRODUCTION

Most of the so-called human "crowding" studijies per-
formed in the last decade have produced negative results and
contradictory findings. Clearly, nothing close to the magni-

tude of the "behavioral sink" effect (Calhoun, 1962) has been
observed in human groups. However, a recent ard comprehen-
sive review of this field reported that several experiments,
observations and housing studies do have similar results
(Fischer, Baldassare and Ofshe, 1974). Apparently, there is
evidence from certain studies that density is negatively re-
lated to social interaction. Our purpose is to review those
findings, discuss their relevance to urban crowding, and
attempt to replicate the results in an analysis of pejighbor-
hood ties and attitudes-.

An early report of the social effects of crowding

may be found in Hutt and Vaizey (1966). They observed the
play of normal and abnormal children in three djifferent
group sizes. The higher density groups of normal children
were reported to interact less than the low density groups.
While this study manipulated group size, an experiment by
Loo (1972) used different room sizes. After gpserving
children in free play, she also concluded that subjects iso-

o lated themselves and were more solitary in crowded con-
ditions. '

Field studies of adult settings have produced re-
markably similar findings. Ittleson, Proshansky and Rivlin
(1970) conducted extensive observations of patients of psy-
chiatric wards. They found that the number of Patients per
room, in both large and small rooms, was positively related
to sgcial withdrawal and passive behavior. Another mnatur-

alistic study by Tucker and Freedman (1972) involved the
effects of college size of lunchroom groups. They reported

® The data were obtained, prepared and partly supported by

NIMH Grant No. l-R03-MH25406 to Claude S. Fischenr, I was
helped by discussions with Claude S. Fiacher qnd Robert
Jackeon. Thanke are aleo rendered to Gail Satlex for
aiding in the literature search.
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that dense campuses had smaller social groups and more isolated
individuals in their cafeterias. This, they clalmed,_was
positive evidence of the déleterious effects of crowding on

social behavior.

Several housing studies have also shown a link be-
tween density and sociability. Research on Hong Kong apart-
ment dwellers found that household crowding led tOo less enter-
taining of neighbors (Mitchell, 1971). More recently, sgudms
have been performed on college dormitory residents. Valins
and Baum (1973) reported that residential group Slze was
negatively related to social interaction. AlsoO» Bickman,
Teger and Gabriele (1973) found residents of high-rise
dormitories to show less "helping" behavior than Others
during a field experiment. Perceptions of their fellow
residents were similarly tinged with such remarks as "imper-
sonal" and "uncooperative'.

At first glance, the evidence from these studies
appears to be substantial. One is almost tempted to conclude
that dense urban living must also produce similar Tresults.
However, there are great dangers in making the leap from the
laboratory, or the dwelling, to the urban world (Baldassare
and Fischer, 1974). In few ways are the experiences of small
groups in a crowded room analogous to urban dwellers in their
natural habitat. Not only is 1t logically incorrect to draw
inferences from micro-environments to city life, but these
studies also contain methodological problems. 1.:01' instance,
"numbers" are often used in lieu of a more precise manipulation
of density. The measures of social imteraction are also
dubious: children's playgroups, mental patients, and people
eating lunch are generally not regarded as representative of
the larger social world.

So, in order to determine if demse urban living
affects social behavior, we must directly examine the local
ties of urban residents. By analyzing the quality and quantity
of neighborhood relations, we can see if residence in dense
urban areas affects social interactions. If this is the case,
there may be evidence of a general social-psychological re-
sponse to densities, both in micro- and macro- environments.
This would also be in agreement with the "sensOTry overload"
and "psychic overstimulation' theories posited bY several
urban theorists (Milgram, 1971; Simmel, 1969; Wirth, 1938).

) In the present analysis, we will attempt to explore
these issues through examining the relations between residen-
tial density in Detroit and the social ties of mneighborhood
inhabitants. We will also have an opportunity %0 see how
}(:ro:dmg may affect certain attitudes toward t¥se neighbor-
ood.
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THE STUDY
66 was
The Detroit Area Study performed in 1965'1gaumann
used. This survey was reported in great detail
(1973).

b chosen
The sample consisted of 1,013 intervieweeS:s
through a multi-stage probabilit

: units.
sampling of dwelling
The respondents were United gt

male
ates citizens, whi h’of thé
married and between the ages of 21 and 64.

ucljons on
. . . . 1
interview schedule consisted of extensive queszncluded
friendships, social activities, and attitudes.

. Alsoharacter-
in our analysis were data of the respondent's tract €
istics from the 1960 census.

local
We used the following four indicatorS aneigh-
social ties: number of "best" friends living in joseness
borhood; frequency of visits with those friend53.chborhood
toward those friends; and membership in a n?I%ormation
organization. We were also fortunate to obtain iR s toward
on how "friendly and hospitable" the respondent r of how
the interviewer. This was used as an indicat:rangers.
socially withdrawn the individual was towaT yironment
Finally, two attitude items on the neighborhood €@ ving the
were scrutinized: the importance placed on imp sires for
neighborhood (as opposed to the cityi and the d€
more open space (i.e., parks and zoos).

jal den-
Qur measure of overcrowding was "res identthe more
sity" or persons per residential acre. Commonl)"ed in the
gross measure ''persons per square mile" has been U under-
density literature. The latter figure may larggistricts,
represent the crowding experience in residential For our
since it includes all land within the census trac " peeded in
purposes, at least, a more precise measure ?asborhood.
order to examine social relations within the neig

dies and
On the basis of the results of micro'st‘:hat high
the speculations of urban theorists, we predicte x and less
residential density would be associated with fewes of dense
intimate local ties. Similarly, the resident ers (i.e.,
neighborhoods would be less friendly toward stram comnunity
the interviewer).2Z As a result of the lack % ¢4 jmprove
ties, dense areas will have fewer people desiringighborhoods
* their neighborhood. Also, residents of dense N€“ ;54 z00s).
will feel crowded and want more open space (paxrksS

RESULTS

troit Area
e used a subsample of the original gesidential
Study (N=333), since we could only obtain tk3€ ¢ petroit.
densities of the census tracts within the Ci€Y as the area

The sample within the city is just as random

- uﬂd'
sample, so the procedure was methodologically =©
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density and the number of neighborhood friends (r=-03§)éon_
closeness with those friends (r=.012) and frequency There
tact with those friends (r=.058) were insignificagtéhe neigh-
was also no relation between density and ejther 07 hborhood:
borhood attitudes (open space: r=.045; improve neig between
r=,030). However, there weére negative associatlonsbership
Crowding and friendliness (r=-.102, P<¢.034) and mem

in neighborhood organizations (r=-.103, p¢.032)-

no effect on

It seemed that Tesidential density had ded urban-

specific locaj interpersonal relationships. crowthan others,
ites also did not voice need for obpen space more . or-

ondent's
t;ie:psa)’s nothing

of their lack of zeal for neighborhood organizatlongtﬁggis-
their responses toward the stranger. While the Ype been
may be far-fetched, the crowded urbanites coyid hav cost of
Mmaintaining their Mmost rewarding friendships at theunters.
"tuning out" their more secondary or transient e‘,‘cos and
This would account for our two negative assgcjation inter-
would be in agreement with the reports of bystander

vention in urban areas (cf., Milgram, 1971).

. ve been
In the Past, both density ang social t?‘eslmilnterest:
related to many factors that were not of theoretlcaif the
to the researcher, Our next step was to determineborhood
associations between residential density and neighimilar
items reflected ip the Pearson Correlations were Sibilit)'
after controlling for extraneous factors. The posge explained
existed that our signiticant relationships could associations
away by other factors, or that potentially strong tics.
may be suppressed by socio-demographic Characteris .
regression
We entered Six independent variables iﬂtf:oozr ngigh-
equation and examined the beta weights for each o exr the in-
borhood itenms, By this Procedure, we could discovctors on
dependent effects of density and the other five faearch we
our dependent variables. On the basis of past resce of
chose to enter: age, socio-economic status, prese?® and tract
children at home, years living in the neighborhoo d ott, 1957;
income (ef.,Blau, 1973; Keller, 1968; Gans, 1970 3 with resi-
Kasarda and Janowitz, 1974, Freedman, 1972) along
dential density.
e regres-
The standardized beta coefficients from zlilinggfor
sion analysis are reported in Table 1. When cont rhe neigh-
other factors, the relations between density and €
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DISCUSSION ’

While the evidence from studies of micro-environments
pointed to a negative association between crowding and social
interaction, there is little support of this finding in our
analysis of specific neighborhood ties within the City of
Detroit. Instead, this examination of residential density
and sociability suggests that other socio-demographic factors
are more important determinants of neighborhood attitudes
and local ties.

For several reasons, the present findings are not
unconditionally generalizable to 'urban life'" in dense areas.
Detroit is far from the densest city in the United States
and may lack the overcrowding needed to produce deleterlous
effects. The sample was also limited to white males, Wwhile
there is substantial evidence that responses to density may
vary with sex and ethnicity (Hall, 1966; Freedman, 1973).

Thus, further empirical tests are needed, using broader samples
more representative of the total pPopulation.

We must also admit that this presentation only
dealt with some of the interpersonal relations within the
neighborhood. The number of "best" friends living in the
neighborhood and their intimacy are not really indicative
of overall social behavior in the local area. However , 1n
our attempt to compare the findings of micro-studies toO
urban life, it was necessary to discuss very specific Tela-
tionships. Here, we were not concerned with the more gsne?al "
impressions of the respondent regarding "neighbors" or 'friends
as in other studies but with the specific responses to exist-
ing social stimuli. In fact, the study of these diffe rently
defined relationships may be hardly comparable, though their
importance is dictated by the theoretical and research
interests of the investigator.

Qur final point concerns the aill too common Aattempt °
to extrapolate from the dense room to the crowded city -
Clearly, this study's results bear no resemblance to the
processes occurring in small groups, but why? First, uxrban
residents do not live at one density , but at many different
levels of crowding (e.g., city, neighborhood, dwelling »
bedroom). Thus, the resident of a crowded neighborhood can
escape intolerable densities by going home, or taking = walk
in a park. The urban resident can also choose to avoi<?
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unpleasant situations (i.e., overcrowding) in :
stances. So, an apartment dweller in a crowded ’l;‘:!il;htc);;;um&
may seldom experience interpersonal press g4 thu og
“unaffected" by neighborhood densities. This 3¢ obvi s le

a far cry from the experiences of subjects left 3, , c;gus (’;
room for several hours, or those who cannot readiil esw €
their overcrowded situations and are forced ¢, )i'nte::p:

with others. Also, some of the methodological 3 pa4e uac‘c
of the micro-studies mentioned earlier should warn g g aile:
taking their findings as social psychological trutpg, gains

In conclusion, no inferences from mic ro-environ-
ments to city-living (and vice versa) should be mgage without
careful empirical testing. The present case should serve a

an example of the general rule that processes Occurrin 4s
small settings do not always happen in larger environmergxtm
The field of crowding has all too frequently not heeded the a;:
vice, resulting in gross generalities and misleading infor-

mation for social policy makers.
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3.

FOOTNOTES

The respondent was asked to name his three close :
and to gndicate which ones lived in the neighbc)rigogflends
Another question asked whether each man mentioned was:

(1) a very close personal friend (2) a good friend (3)
an acquaintance. Next asked was how often the respondent
got together with each of his closest friends: (1) more
than once a week (2) once a week (3) two OT three times
a month (4) once a month (5) several times a year (6)
rarely. From this information we obtained the number of
best friends living in the neighborhood, and then computed
the average closeness and frequency of visitS with the
respondent's neighborhood friends. All the other jtems
used were dichotomous.

For the purposes of this study, questions CONCerning
neighboring per se,Were excluded. In attempting to rep-
licate the findings of micro-studies, we had to deal with
the rates and qualities of actual and not potential inter-
actions, as did past studies we reviewed. Thus, we were
more interested in the effects of crowding On specific
already existing interpersonal relationships wWithin thé
neighborhood. A discussion of neighboring is an issue
which deserves attention in a more general framework than
was called for in this paper.

The uses of the interviewer's appraisal of the respondent
was influenced by recent work which found more refusals
and lower interview completion rates in high density neigh-
borhoods in New York. Residents of high density areas
were also reported to display more suspicion at the be-
ginning of the interview, while low density residents
showed more literal openness to the interviewer at the
front door (Davis, Bergin and Mazin, 1974:12, 15).

As a more conservative test, we employed the analytical
techniques used by Galle, Gove and McPherson (1972). We
examined the percent of the variance explained by each
variable after the other five factors had explained all
they could. For each of the seven dependent variables,
residential density was again a minor factor. The

_explanatory value of the variables were in approximately

the same rank orders as in the previous regression analysis.
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