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Human Ecology and Crime: 
A Routine Activity Approach 

Marcus Felson 1 and Lawrence E. Cohen 2 

Prior explanations o f  the distributions o f  crime have tended to emphasize the 
criminal intentions o f  people without considering adequately the circumstances 
in which criminal acts occur. This paper examines how community structure 
generates these circumstances and applies Amos Hawley's human ecological 
theory in treating criminal acts as routine activities which feed upon other 
routine activities. For example, we consider how married women in the labor 
force, persons living alone, and lightweight durable goods provide offenders 
with circumstances favorable for carrying out certain illegal acts. We examine 
in particular how direct-contact predatory violations require the convergence in 
space and time o f  offenders, suitable targets, and the absence of effective guard- 
ians. Various trends in the social structure can alter crime rates by affecting the 
likelihood o f  this convergence, without necessarily requiring changes in the 
criminal inclinations o f  individuals. 

INTRODUCTION 

More than a quarter of a century has passed since Amos Hawley first 
presented his human ecological theory of community structure (Hawley, 1950), 
yet we know of no effort to apply this classic work to the analysis of illegal 
acts. Indeed, the understanding of how community structure generates illegal 
acts has made little progress since Shaw and McKay published their pathbreaking 
work, Delinquency Areas. [See Wilks (1967) for a commentary and critique of 
the conventional literature on the ecology of crime.] While variations in crime 
rates over space have long been recognized (e.g., see Guerry, 1833; Qu6telet, 
1842), and current evidence indicates that the pattern of these relationships 
within metropolitan communities has persisted (see Reiss, 1976), we believe 
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that  such spatial analysis is theoretically insufficient. We propose here to analyze 
criminal violations as events which occur at specific locations in space and time 
and involve specific persons and/or objects. Such an approach is sometimes 
found in reports by law enforcement officials or security.oriented applied 
researchers and in biographical or autobiographical descriptions of how of- 
fenders go about their work)  Yet theoretical discussion of the structure of these 
events has been all too infrequent in the past. 

In this paper, we examine the structure o f  direct-contact predatory viola- 
tions. By "predatory violations" we mean those illegal acts in which "someone 
definitely and intentionally takes or damages the person or property of another" 
(Glaser, 1971: 4). We further confine our analysis to those predatory violations 
involving direct physical contact between at least one offender and at least one 
person or object which that offender attempts to take or damage. Finally we 
believe that the circumstances under which these violations occur are neither 
random nor trivial, but rather are structurally significant phenomena. Unlike 
many criminological inquiries, this paper does not examine why individuals or 
groups are criminally inclined, but rather takes this as given and examines how 
social structure allows people to translate their criminal inclinations into action. 4 
We shall treat criminal violations as routine activities which share many.attri- 
butes of and are interdependent with other activities. This approach is con- 
sistent with Durkheim's famous discussion of crime as a "normal" phenomenon 
(Durkheim, 1966: 102; Coser, 1956: 127; Parsons, 1968: 375), yet we propose 
to consider further how the organization of everyday sustenance-gaining ac- 
tivities affects the structure of direct-contact predatory Violations. We proceed 
by describing several of Hawley's theoretical concepts which are useful for under- 
standing the structure of these violations. 

A REVIEW OF SELECTED CONCEPTS FROM HAWLEY'S HUMAN 
ECOLOGICAL THEORY OF COMMUNITY STRUCTURE 

Unlike his predecessors among the early human ecologists, such as Roderick 
D. MacKenzie, Amos Hawley defined human ecology in terms of the inter- 
dependence among people, other species, and the physical environment, especially 
as people seek to gain sustenance from their environment. Hawley employed 

�9 3 For a summary and bibliography of the work of law enforcement officials and security- 
oriented applied researchers, see Reppetto (1974: 159-162). Examples of biographical 
descriptions of illegal activities are Chambliss (1972), Klockars (1974), Sutherland 
(1937), Letkemann (1973), Jackson (1969), Martin (1952), Maurer (1964), Cameron 
(1964), and Williamson (1968). 

4For a summary of traditional sociological theories of crime which attempt to identify 
sources of criminal inclinations, see Nettler (1974). 
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spatial data only as a means towards the more important end of understanding 
how this interdependence is reflected in patterns of settlement and geographic 
distributions of activities. He emphasized how physical distance creates the 
"friction of space" (see Haig, 1927), but noted that extensive transportation and 
communications facilities tend to reduce this friction and thus broaden the 
geographic scope of interdependence among human activities (Hawley, 1950: 
201, 1975). Hawley considered in general how techonology and organization 
assist a population in adapting to its environment. At least two principles of 
organization relate to this adaptation. Symbiosis denotes the mutual dependence 
among organisms characterized by functional differences, while commensalism 

refers to relationships among organisms based upon their functional similarity 
(Hawley, 1950: 37-39). Hawley treats predatory activity as a special case of 
symbiosis, since it involves mutual relationships between predator and prey 
affecting the sustenance of both. In human societies, symbiosis is often re- 
flected in corporate groupings involving division of labor and functional inter- 
dependence among roles (similar to Durkheim's organic solidarity), while com- 
mensalism is often manifested in categoric groups involving associations of 
functionally homogeneous individuals (similar to Durkheim's mechanical soli- 
darity). Both of these fundamental organizing principles of human life are 
based upon the tasks which people perform jointly in the process of gaining 
sustenance. This need not involve survival itself but can also encompass ordinary 
activities such as school, work, and leisure, within which people directly or 
indirectly pursue their needs and wants. In these terms, communi ty  is a very 
important concept in Hawley's ecology, because it is the structure of relation- 
ships through which a localized population provides its daily requirements 
(1950: 180). Hawley viewed a community as an organization of nichesor 
functional roles (pp. 44-45), based upon both symbiotic and commensalistic 
relationships as they occur over space and time. Although spatial patterns 
were important for understanding community structure, Hawley also identified 
and discussed three important temporal components of community structure: 
(1) r h y t h m -  the regular periodicity with which events occur; as with the 
rhythm of work activity; (2) tempo - the number of events per unit of time, 
such as the number of criminal violations per day on a given street; (3) timing - 

the coordination among different activities which are more or less interdepen- 
dent, such as the coordination of one worker's rhythms with that of another 
worker (1950: 289). 

Clearly Hawley's concept of community is more sophisticated than the simple 
idea of spatially bounded territorial units and in addition reflects a traditional 
sociological concern for the division Of labor, roles, social relationships, and 
social interaction. Yet his use of such concepts is accompanied by a strong 
emphasis upon concrete activities whose spatio-temporal patterns are taken into 
account. We contend that Hawley's theory is very useful for describing and 
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analyzing the structure of direct-contact predatory violations, as we now intend 
to demonstrate. 

THE MINIMAL ELEMENTS OF DIRECT-CONTACT PREDATORY 
VIOLATIONS 

Despite their great variation, direct-contact predatory violations have some 
important requirements in common which help us to analyze their structure. 
Each successful violation involves at least one offender and at least one personal 
or property target and also requires the absence of any effective guardian capable 
of preventing its occurrence, s Without denying the importance of informal 
social control, cultural transmission or other factors affecting criminal inclina- 
tions, we wish to emphasize the importance of guardianship, that is, any spatio- 
temporally specific supervision of people or property by other people which 
may prevent criminal violations from occurring. We emphasize that any success- 
fully completed violation requires at a minimum an offender with both criminal 
inclinations and the ability to carry out those inclinations, a person or object 
providing a suitable target for the offender, and the absence of capable guardians 
capable of preventing the violation. The lack of any one of these elements is 
sufficient to prevent a potential direct-contact predatory violation from suc- 
ceeding. If we divided the larger community into a finite number of areas and 
follow events occurring in these areas over a finite number of time intervals, 
the probability that a violation will occur at any one spatio-temporal location 
is a function of the spatio-temporal convergence of likely offenders and suitable 
targets in the absence of capable guardians. One can estimate for a community 
the number of violations expected to occur during a given time period by 
tallying the frequency with which these criminogenic circumstances converge 
space and time. This calculation contrasts with many conventional criminological 
treatments because we take as our starting point the concrete circumstances 
allowing illegal tasks to be accomplished rather than emphasizing the inclinations 
to perform these tasks. Without denying that criminal inclinations are important 
or that traditional theories may still apply, we suggest that Hawley's theory of 
community structure offers a useful framework for further evaluating the 
structure of direct-contact predatory violations. 

A central contention of this paper is that direct-contact predatory viola- 
tions are important sustenance activities. Although we recognize that some 
crimes may be irrational events, we believe that the vast majority of direct- 
contact predatory violations are rational acts in which people clearly gain and 
lose sustenance. One can treat each violation as a struggle between offender 

5The analytical distinction between target and guardian is not important in those cases 
where a personal tarzet engages in self-protection from direct-contact predatory violations. 
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and victim for property, personal safety, sexual outlet, physical control, and 
in some cases even survival itself. In a sense, the interdependence between of- 
fenders and victims can be viewed as a symbiotic predatory relationship be- 
tween functionally dissimilar individuals or groups. Since predatory violations 
fail to yield any net gain in sustenance for the large community, they can only 
be sustained by feeding upon other activities. As offenders cooperate to im- 
prove their efficiency at predatory violations and as potential victims organize 
their resistance to these violations, both groups apply the symbiotic principle to 
improve their sustenance position. On the other hand, predatory crime involves 
some commensalistic competition among offenders for suitable targets and among 
potential victim s seeking to encourage offenders to pursue targets other than their 
own. Since illegal activities must feed upon other activities, the spatial and 
temporal structure of routine legitimate activities should play an important role 
in determining the location, type, and quantity of illegal acts occurring in a given 
community or society. Moreover, one can analyze how the structure of com- 
munity organization as well as the level of technology in a society provide the 
circumstances under which crime will thrive. For example, technology and 
organization affect the capacity of persons with criminal inclinations to over- 
come their targets (hence increasing their offender potentiality) as well as the 
capacity of guardians to contend with potential offenders, using whatever 
protective tools, weapons, and skills they have at their disposal. Many techno- 
logical advances designed for legitimate purposes-  including the automobile, 
small power tools, hunting weapons, highways, rapid transit systems, telephones, 
e t c . -  may enable offenders to carry out their own work more effectively or 
may assist people in protecting their own or someone else's person or property. 

No t  only do routine legitimate activities often provide the wherewithal 
to commit offenses or to guard against others who do so, but these activities 
may also provide offenders with suitable targets. Target suitability has at least 
four components, each of which has some human ecological significance. The 
value of the target affects its desirability for potential offenders. This includes 
both the monetary and symbolic value of property for use or resale and what- 
ever prejudice, grievance, challenge, or sexual features affect the suitability of 
a personal target for criminal attack. A target's visibility affects its risk of 
discovery by potential offenders of their informants. Access to a target refers 
to the suitability of its site for legal or illegal entry for purposes of commiting 
a violation, as well as the opportunity for escape. The inertia of a target includes 
any factors which make it difficult to overcome for illegal purposes. For example, 
targets for property violations may be heavy, bulky, attached or locked, while 
targets for personal violations may be physically capable of resisting with or 
without weapons. 

The human ecology of target suitability is a topic about which all too 
little is known, but there are several ways in which its investigation is likely to 
be useful. For instance, routine production activities probably affect the suitabil- 



394 Felson and Cohen 

ity of consumer goods for illegal removal by determining their value and weight. 
Routine daily activities affect the likelihood that property as well as personal 
targets will be located in visible and accessible places at particular times. These 
activities may also affect whether personal targets have at their disposal weapons 
for self-protection, or whether preoccupation with other activities reduces their 
capacity to resist offenders. 

Perhaps the most underinvestigated question raised by this perspective is 
how community structure affects the spatio-temporal convergence of likely of- 
fenders and suitable targets in the absence of effective guardians. For example, 
routine activites (especially legitimate activities) separate relatives and neigh- 
bors from one another and from some of their property as they go about their 
daily business. In addition, these processes bring together during various times of 
day or night persons of very different 6ackgrounds, some of whom are suitable 
targets and others of whom are likely offenders. Thus the spatio-temporal 
structure of work, school, leisure, and other activities will tend to influence the 
rate at which direct-contact predatory violations occur in the community. In 
addition, these activities provide people with many of the tools, weapons, 
skills, and facilities which affect their commission or avoidance of criminal acts. 

These interrelationships have yet to be explicitly included in any ecolog- 
ical analysis of crime of which we are aware. Nonetheless, these considerations 
have received some previous attention in the criminological literature, which 
discusses how changes in the social and economic structure of society may 
affect the opportunity for predatory violations to occur. In the following sec- 
tion, we review some of the literature which bears upon this issue. 

SOME RELATED LITERATURE 

Although past work in the area of criminology lacks a formal theoretical 
statement of how the routine legitimate activities of a community relate to the 
specific circumstances in which infractions may occur, one can find several ideas 
and collected data relevant to this approach. For example, Reppetto's (1974) 
study, Residential Crime, cohsiders how people supervise their neighborhoods 
and discourage residential crime, how physical arrangements of residences and 
streets limit access of possible offenders, as well as how distance of residences 
from the central city reduces their risks of predatory crime. Reppetto's evidence, 
consisting of both victimization and offender interview data, indicates that of- 
fenders are very likely to use tools and to have at least minimal technical skills; 
that physical characteristics of dwellings affect their victimization rates; that the 
rhythms of residential crime rate patterns are highly uneven (often related to 
work and travel patterns of residents); and that the visibility of potential sites of 
crime affects the risk that crimes will occur there. Similar findings are reported 
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by Pope (1975) in his study of burglary in California, while additional evidence 
of temporal rhythms of crime can be found in several other sources. 6 

Another example of work relevant to this issue is Reiss's (1976) essay 
defending the utility of the ecological approach presented by Shaw and McKay. 
Reiss convincingly argues that both official and unofficial sources of data 
(despite some claims to the contrary) show that crime and delinquency rates 
continue to vary significantly over community areas. 7 Reiss also cites victimiza- 
tion studies which indicate that offenders are likely to select their targets not far 
from their own residence, s 

Although details about how crime occurs are intrinsically interesting, the 
important analytical task is to learn from these details how illegal activities 
carve their niche within the larger system of activities. This is apparently no 
easy task. For example, Bonger (1916), Durkheim (1951), Henry and Short 
(1954), and Fleisher (1966) have all linked the rate of illegal activities at least 
partly to the economic condition of a society. The empirical findings attempting 
to test the hypothesized relationships postulated in the above studies have been 
generally incorisistent and have been interpreted by some as an indication that 
the level of crime is not systematically related to the economic conditions of a 
society (Mansfield e t  al., 1974: 463). 

Working on the assumption that the wrong economic and social factors 
have been employed in macro studies of crime, other researchers have provided 
stimulating hypotheses supported by empirical evidence that demonstrate the 
importance of social change and its effect on the criminal opportunity structure 
as a major determinant of the level of crime in particular societies. The work of 
J. J. Tobias (1967) on the social history of crime in 19th-century England is 
perhaps the most comprehensive effort to explain the elements of social change 
affecting the legal order in an expanding industrial nation. Tobias points out in 
great detail the manner in which far-reaching changes in such areas as transporta- 
ton, currency, technology, commerce, merchandising, poverty, and housing had 
tremendous repercussions on the amount and type of illegal activites com- 
mitted in the 19th century. Tobias's thesis is that structural transformations either 
facilitated or impeded the opportunities to engage in illegal activities, and that 
the opportunity structure for violations was the most determining factor in ex- 
plaining the changes in c~ime rates during the period under study. 

In another important study considering social change in the opportunity 
for violations to occur (and one of the few empirical studies of recent social 
change and crime rates in the United States), Gould (1969) demonstrated that 

6 See, for example, Wolfgang (1958) and Amir (1971) as well as the Uniform Crime reports 
of various years. 

7Reiss draws these conclusions from the studies of Ennis (i967), Reiss (1966), Reynolds 
(1973), USDJ (1965, 1974a, 1974b; 1974c), Wolfgang et al. (1972), as well as others. 

8See USDJ (1974a, 1974b, 1974c), 
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the increase in the circulation of money and the availability of automobiles have 
apparently led to an increase in the rate of bank robberies and auto thefts, 
respectively. Gould's data suggest that these relationships are due more to the 
abundance of opportunities to perpetrate the crimes than to short-term fluctua- 
tions in economic activity. 

Finally, economists have recently begun to apply the general economic 
paradigm to the study of crime, attempting to place in a new perspective the 
possible relationship between changes in the level of economic activities and 
changes in crime rates. Most of this research (like that of the sociology of crime) 
focuses on factors which presumably motivate individuals to commit crimes. 
Economists have mainly attempted to summarize the perceived costs and benefits 
accruing to potential offenders, viewing the criminal act as a rational decision 
calculated on the basis of perceived gains and losses in illegal as opposed to 
legal activities. 9 Some economists have also paid attention in their research to 
structural features that might affect crime rates. In particular, several have 
hypothesized that affluence may increase the perceived illegal gains by providing 
more attractive victims, thereby increasing the crime rate (Pressman and Carol, 
1971; Reynolds, 1971; Cho, 1972; Greenwood and Wadycki, 1973; Ehrlich, 
1973; Swimmer, 1974). Although this possibility has also have been recognized 
by a few sociologists (e.g., Biderman, 1966; Gould, 1969), it is more often 
neglected in sociological studies on the etiology of crime. As we noted above, 
many facts about how illegal acts occur have been identified by practical studies 
or accounts, of crime as work, yet seldom have general theoretical principles 
emerged from these inquiries. Although the economists and sociologists cited 
above derived some useful generalizations and appear to have important insights 
into the incidence of crime, they have seldom found systematic theoretical 
linkages between routine legitimate activities and illegal endeavors. In the next 
section, we consider further how changes in patterns of community activities 
relate to changing crime rates. 

COMMUNITY ACTIVITY PATTERNS AND CRIME RATES 

At least some crime rates are examples of what Hawley would call a tempo, 
since they measure the number Of events per unit of time. Our concern here is 
how changes in legitimate community activity patterns affect these tempos of 
illegal activities. Our general theoretical postulate is that the tempo of primary 
group activities within households varies inversely with the tempo of direct- 
contact predatory violations in the community. We expect this to be true 

9While this type of approach was stimulated greatly by Becker (1968), the view of offenders 
as rational calculators has deep roots in classical and utilitarian criminology of the 18th 
century (Gibbons, 1977: 130-131). 
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because, as activities take people away from their households or their primary 
groups, the circumstances favorable for  direct-contact predatory violations, 
especially involving strangers, will probably occur with greater frequency. 1~ 
Our concern is less with the sentimental ties of family life than with the social 
organization of family activities, since this affects the capacity of families to 
protect themselves and their property. Similarly, the mutual assistance of 
neighbors is impractical if the patterns of their activities prevent such assis- 
tance from being rendered. Our central empirical argument is that the changing 
structure of modern American society may have contributed to declines in the 
tempo of primary group activity within households by removing people from 
home and from their relatives in the context of performing their daily tasks. 
This in turn appears to have contributed to more frequent convergence of 
criminogenic circumstances within communities. We will discuss later some 
empirical evidence which bears upon this question, but first we wish to call into 
question the assumption that rates of criminal inclination alone can explain 
changes in crime rates. Suppose that social change in a given society produced a 
given increment in criminal inclination. Would this phenomenon produce a 
concomitant increment in crime rates? We believe that this question cannot 
be answered without taking into consideration several other factors considered 
earlier: the tools, skills, and weapons available to the offenders; the suitability 
of targets; the guardianship of targets by people; the spatio-temporal distribu- 
tions of persons having such criminal inclinations and the timing of their ac- 
tivities with those of targets and guardians, etc. Given' the large number of ad- 
ditional considerations, we believe that the assumption that crime rates are 
completely wedded to rates of criminal inclination is theoretically disputable. 

Empirical evidence can be applied to this question by examining how 
crime rates have changed in recent years in the United States in comparison with 
some other trends, u Between 1960 and 1970 one finds increases of 150% ifi 
reported auto theft rates, 113% in reported burglary rates, and 187% in reported 
robbery rates (USBC, 1975: Table 248). In the same period, social trends some- 
times associated with criminal inclinations did not necessarily correspond to 
crime rate trends. ~2 For example, the percent of the population enumerated as 

~~ course, not all crime involves strangers. Yet victimization data (Hindelangetal., 1976: 
Table 3.27) indicate that the clear majority of index violations are perpetrated by strangers 
or persons recognized only by sight. Most of the other offenders are not family members 
but rather friends or acquaintances. We do not claim that the current perspective necessarily 
applies as well to this subset of direct-contact predatory violations involving conflict within 
primary groups. 

1~ While we recognize the controversy regarding the validity of official crime statistics, even 
the most accurate reported rates (e.g., homicide and auto theft) show considerable in- 
creases during the period under study. The homicide rate increased 56% according to the 
Uniform Crime Reports and 75% according, to Vital Statistics (see Joan A. Klebba, "Mor- 
tality Trends in Homicide by Age, Color and Sex. U.S. 1960-1972." National Center for 
Health Statistics. U.S. Government Printing Office, Washington D.C. 

12Wilson (1975) has forcefully argued this point. 
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below the federal government's "low income level" declined 43.2% during this 
decade (USBC, 1975: Table 654), the central city population share declined by 
2.5% of the 1960 value (USBC, 1975: Table 19), and the percent foreign stock 
and foreign born declined by 9.1% of the 1960 value (USBC, 1975: Table 39). 
Although the percent black and the percent of the adult population widowed 
or divorced increased, each of these increases was less than 6% (USBC, 1975: 
Tables 26 and 46). Even the important age-structure change during the period 
1960-1970 cannot easily account for the full increment in reported crime 
rates. For example, the percent of the population aged 14-24 increased by 30.9% 
of the base value (USBC, 1975: Table 35), a significant change, but perhaps 
not sufficient to offer a simple explanation as to why crime rates doubled or 
tripled. 

During the same period, several other changes occurred which could also 
have affected crime rates quite independently of trends related to criminal 
inclinations. For example, a 27.7% increase in passenger cars registered per 
capita (USBC, 1975: Table 951) offered more valuable, visible, and accessible 
targets for theft. This change also provided offenders with more transportation 
to and from targets, allowing them to overcome some of the friction o f  space. 
The 113.7% increase in personal consumer expenditures on durables besides 
motor vehicles and parts (Council of Economic Advisers, 1977: Table B-13) 
during a period when household durable prices for urban wage earners and 
clerical workers increased by only 8.1% (Council of Economic Advisers, 1977: 
Table B-49) provided more goods suitable for larceny, burglary, or robbery. 
In addition, the weight of the lightest television set listed in the Sears catalog 
declined from 35 pounds in the 1960 catalog to 10 pounds in the 1970 catalog. 
Inspection of the Consumer Reports Buyer's Guide issues during the same period 
indicates that declines of similarly large magnitudes are found for weights of 
other small durable goods (e.g., stereo sets, tape recorders, etc.) 

Of greatest interest to this paper are some noteworthy trends in the ac- 
tivities of people during the same period. For example, the percent of house- 
holds classified as "primary individual households" increased by one-fourth 
during this period, while the percent of the population living as primary in- 
dividuals increased by 34.1% (USBC, 1975: Table 51). If those who live alone 
are more likely to be out alone and to have little help in guarding their property, 
they probably face higher rates of victimization for both personal and property 
crimes. The 30.6% increase in married female labor force participation rates 
(USBC, 1975: Table 563) not only subjects these women to greater risk of 
attack in transit to and from work, but also leaves their own and their neighbors' 
homes less guarded from illegal entry and perhaps subjects their cars to greater 
risk of illegal removal while parked near their place of work. The 118% increase 
in the proportion of the population consisting of female college students (USBC, 
1975: Table 225) places more women at risk of attack when carrying out daily 
activities as students, since they may be less adequately protected by family 



Human Ecology and Crime 399 

members. In addition, they may be more likely to live and socialize in non- 
family situations where risk of victimization is perhaps increased. 

The 32.5% increment in per capita sports attendance during the period 
1960-1970 is another example of a trend in activity patterns which may affect 
crime rates. 13 Travel to these events may place people at risk of robbery, especial- 
ly since they often travel and park their cars after dark in locations proximate 
to the residences of likely offenders. In addition, homes are more subject to 
nightime burglary while their residents are engaged in leisure activity away from 
home, just as work and school activities remove the guardians of households 
during daylight hours. The 71.7% increase in per capita state and national park 
visits during the same period (USBC, 1975: Tables 346 ,351)a lso  provides an 
example of how changing leisure patterns may contribute to burglary rates by 
providing potential burglars with a greater chance to carry out their criminal 
inclinations. Finally, the 82.7% increase in the number of branch bank offices 
per 100,000 population (USBC, 1975: 700) offers more locations suitable for 
bank robbery and robbery or purse-snatchings directed against persons in transit 
to or from these banks. It appears that many branch bank offices are located in 
areas more proximate to likely offenders and in addition may be located outside 
of the more traditional security-oriented financial districts. 

We do not claim that these statistics can tell us the relative significance of 
various causes of rising crime rates, but we suggest that the relatively large 
changes in the structure of routine community activities in the United States be- 
tween 1960 and 1970 should not be ignored when attempting to explain why 
crime rates increased considerably during this period. The underlying sources of 
criminal inclination may not necessarily have increased during this same period, 
except insofar as changing age structure may have affected the rates of criminal 
inclination. While we do not claim that we have proven or disproven one or 
another theory, the data do indicate that routine activity approach is at least 
as plausible as many of the more conventional approaches which have been 
proposed as explanations for the apparently dramatic crime rate increases in 
very recent American history. In the next section, we apply similar reasoning 
by specifying a structural equation for trends in reported burglary rates in the 
United States for the years 1950-1972. 

THE TREND IN THE BURGLARY RATE IN THE UNITED STATES, 
1950-1972: A ROUTINE ACTIVITY APPROACH 

We now apply the theoretical discussion of the previous sections to a 
specific example and show how one might operationalize the routine activity 

13 The sports attendance rate is calculated by taking in the denominator the resident popula- 
tion of the United States and in the numerator the sum of the regular, playoff, and 
championship attendance for Major League Baseball; NBA and ABA basketball; NFL, 
AFL, and NCAA football; horse and greyhound racing. 
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approach to the analysis of crime rates. We consider three macro social indicators 
which we believe may have affected the annual crime rates for the United 
States as a whole. Since each of the components of  crime is a necessary condi- 
tion for its occurrence, we specify a statistical interaction of the following form: 

A~,. pb . eVT 

BT=k"  I~, (1) 

where B T, the burglary rate in year T, varies directly with A T and PT' respectively 
the proportion of the population in young age groups in year T and the propor- 
tion of the population living alone in year T, and varies inversely with IT, the 
inertia in year T of the property targets likely to be removed in a burglary. The 
small letters are constants, with a, b, and c denoting exponents which compound 
one another in their contribution to changes in the burglary rate, and VT being a 
stochastic disturbance term. Equation (1) can be rewritten as a linear equation 
by taking natural logs: 

l n B T = d  + lnAT+ b l n P T - c l n I T + v  T (2) 

where d = In k. After operationalizing these variables and adding a stochastic 
disturbance term v T, Eq. (2) was estimated for years 1950-1972 using ordinary 
least squares, as follows: 

In B T = 4.6027 + 1.0621 In A T + 1.4882 In PT - 0.0844 In I T + v T 
(6.4517) (5.8509) (8.6973) (1.7643) 

- - 2  
R =.9856,SEE = .053,DW = 1.9673,df  = 19 

(3) 

where B T = the reported reported aggregate burglary rate per 100,00 popula- 
tion in year T (as published in the Uniform Crime Reports during various years); 14 
A T = the percent of the population ages 15-24 in year T (as reported in Current 
Population Reports, series P-25, various years); PT = the percent of households 
which are classified as "Primary Individual" in year T (as reported in the Current 
Population Reports, series P-20, various years); I T = the weight in pounds of the 
lightest television set advertised in the Sears catalog in year T. The numbers in 
parentheses are t ratios, which indicates that the coefficients are all significantly 
greater than zero (one-tailed tests). The/~2  is the conventional square of the 

14While it is possible for studies of aggregate crime rates to obtain high multiple correlation 
coefficients for spurious reasons, the direction and stability of the t coefficients as well as 
the Durbin-Watson statistics are cons_istent with the theoretical approach offered here, and 
indicate little danger that the high R 2 values are due to autocorrelation of disturbances. 
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multiple-correlation coefficient adjusted for the degrees of  freedom and indicates 
that 98.6% of the variance in annual burglary rates over the years 1950-1972 
is explained by this model. The standard error of  estimate (SEE) indicates that 
the annual error expected with this model in estimating the natural log of  
burglary rates will be 0.053. The Durbin-Watson coefficient (DW = 1.9673) is 
large enough with 19 degrees of freedom (dr) to accept the null hypothesis of 
no autocorrelation among the disturbances. 

Substantively, this equation is consistent with our earlier analysis. Age 
structure has a significant effect upon the burglary rate consistent with Hawley's 
concern for the impact of  population structure upon human activities as well as 
with the conventional criminological analysis of  age differentials in criminality. 
Of particular interest to us here is the fact that the highest t ratio in this model is 
found for PT" Trends in the proportion of  the population living as primary 
individuals in households appear to have had an important impact upon the 
burglary rate trends, which supports our contention that the structure of  primary 
group routine activities in households may affect the capacity o f  people to 
guard property and hence may influence burglary rates)  s Finally, as the mini- 
mum weight o f  small television sets declines, they are more easily removed and 
probably enhance the opportunity for persons inclined to commit burglaries 
to act on these inclinations. This indicator considers only one type of  durable 
goods sold by only one retail chain, but inspection of Consumer Reports data 
for several products produced by several companies confirms our general claim 
that the inertia of  many consumer goods declined dramatically during the period 
in question. It appears that such changes as transistorization and increased use 
of  plastics, aluminum, and other lightweight materials may have had a major 
impact upon burglary rates. Finally, the positive intercept suggests that some 
burglary will remain even if no males ages 15-24 were present or if no one lived 
alone. If  we subtract v T from both sides of  Eq. (3), we can calculate BT, the 
estimated value o f  the burglary rate in year T: 

A1.0621 p1 .4882  
" 1 

BT= (BT" e-~T ) = 99 .7533.  
1 ~  �9 eV T (4) 

lSThis coefficient provides an interesting potential example of the dual effect of a social 
control perspective and a routine activity approach to crime rates. On the one hand, 
isolated persons may be less subject to social control and thus more likely to engage in 
criminal activity. On the other hand, these persons may also be more suitable victims of 
crimes such as burglary. Without intending to deny that the former may also be true, we 
have independent evidence that the latter observation has validity. We inspected victimiza- 
tion items in the General Social Survey (National Opinion Research Center) for 2 years 
and found higher rates of victimization for one-adult households than for larger house- 
holds. These results are not presented in this paper but GSS tapes are widely disseminated 
for public use. 
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Now suppose that we wish to estimate burglary rates for two different years 
and to calculate the trend between these years based upon the changes in the 
independent variables. We can calculate the ratios of estimates for burglary rates 
for years T and T + K, where K is a constant, in the following fashion: 

.1.0621 _1.4482 / 1.0621 1.4482 
[1T+K/BT = 99"7533"AT+K "I'T+K / 99"7533"AT0.0844 "PT (5) 

,0 .0844 
~T + K IT 

This equation can be simplified as follows: 

(I~T + K/I~T) = (AT+K/AT) 1.0621. (PT + K/PT) 1.4882. (IT+KIlT) -0.0844 

(6) 

Equation (6) is important as an illustration of the apparent compounding effect 
of offender, target, and guardian phenomena. For instance, suppose that the pro- 
portion of population ages 15-24 and the proportion living as primary individuals 
each increased 50% while the weight of small televisions decreased by 50% be- 
tween year T and year T + K. The ratio of the estimated values of burglary rates 
would change as follows: 

BT+K/BT = (1.5!"0621). (1.51"4882) �9 (0.5 -0"0844) = 2.982 (7) 

Hence these three 50% changes can produce a tripling of estimated burglary 
rates. The apparently substantial crime trends in the United States since 1960 
are hardly surprising if processes such as those reflected in Eq. (4) have indeed 
occurred. Even assuming no change in the age variable A T , one could still predict 
a substantial rise in expected burglary rates to result from changes in the weight 
of targets and the activity patterns of guardians. For example, suppose that PT 
were to increase by 50% and 1 T were to decline by 70%. In this case, 

BT + K/BT = (1.01.0621). (1.51.4882). (0.3-0.0844) = 2.024 (8) 

Thus a doubling of burglary rates could occur with changes in household struc- 
ture and durables weight even if no change whatever in age structure were found. 
Clearly future criminological inquires should focus more attention upon routine 
activity variables. 

DISCUSSION 

The analysis of predatory crime is often imbued with political overtones 
and treated as a study of how the social order is maintained. Without necessarily 
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denying that criminal behavior has some political or structural significance, or 
may be an "unusual activity" in some respects, we have sought to analyze its 
relationship to routine activities. Not only do direct-contact predatory violations 
have physical and technical requirements, like any other routine activities, but 
they must occur within the context of daily patterns of legitimate activities. We 
have suggested that criminal violations can be viewed at least in part as routine 
predatory relationships. This is not an argument for biological reductionism or 
a denial of the unique features of the human species; rather, this involves a 
simple recognition that illegal acts require more than an attitude or inclination 
among individuals. 

�9 We suggest that our routine activity framework may help explain why the 
criminal justice system, the community, and the family appear so ineffective in 
exerting social control during the years after 1960, since the apparently sub- 
stantial increase in the rewards of predatory violations appear to undermine the 
capacity to punish or otherwise prevent them. For example, how can institu- 
tions seeking to increase the certainty, celerity, and severity of punishment com- 
pete with structural changes resulting in vast increases in the certainty, celerity, 
and value of rewards to  be gained from illegal predatory acts? Our approach 
is consistent with the economic notion of individual choice given calculation of 
costs, risks, benefits, etc. Yet it goes beyond conventional economic models 
by, considering predatory violations as physical acts of predation rather than 
as acts of mutual agreement. Furthermore, without denying the significance of 
offenders, we focus more than the usual attention upon violations themselves 
and the prerequisites for their occurrence. However, the routine activity ap- 
proach might in the future be applied to the analysis of offenders and their 
inclinations as well. For example, the structure of primary group activity may 
affect the likelihood that cultural transmission or social control of criminal in- 
clinations will occur, while the structure of the community may influence the 
extent of peer group activity influencing crime. We also expect that circumstances 
favorable for carrying out violations may contribute to criminal inclinations in 
the long run by rewarding these ificlinations. Each of these topics is worthy 
of investigation elsewhere. ~6 

It is ironic that the very factors which increase the opportunity to enjoy 
the benefits of life may also increase the opportunity for predatory violations. 
For example, automobiles provide freedom of movement to offenders as well 
as average citizens and provide targets for theft. College enrollment, female 
labor force participation, urbanization, suburbanization, vacations, and new 
consumer goods provide various opportunities to escape the confines of the 
household while they increase the risk of predatory victimization. Indeed, the 

l~Another topic for future research is the influence of population density on crime rates 
(see Booth etal., !976; Choldin and Roncek, 1976). 
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opportuni ty  for predatory crime appears to be enmeshed in the oppor tuni ty  
structure for legitimate activities to such an extent  that it might be  very difficult 
to root  out substantial amounts  of  crime without  modifying much of  our way 
of  life. Rather than assuming that predatory crime is simply an indicator of  

social breakdown, o n e m i g h t  take it as a byproduct  of  freedom and prosperi ty 
as they manifest themselves in the routine activities of  everyday life. 

ACKNOWLEDGMENTS 

The authors are greatly indebted to David Bordua for advice at several 
stages of  this project.  Addit ional  suggestions were offered by Kenne th  C. Land 
and Robert  Schoen. Funding for this study was provided in part by National 

Science Foundat ion Grant #Soc-75-09096.  

REFERENCES 

Amir, M. (1971). Patterns of  Forcible Rape. Univ. of Chicago Press, Chicago. 
Becket, G. S. (1968). Crime and punishment: An economic approach. Journal of  Political 

Economy 76(2): 169-217. 
Biderman, A. (1966). Social indicators and goals. In Bauer, R. A. (ed.), Social Indicators, 

M. I. T. Press, Cambridge, Mass., pp. 68-153. 
Bonger, W. A. (1916). Criminality and Economic Conditions. Little, Brown and Co., Boston. 
Booth, A. Welch, S., and Johnson, D. (1976). Crowding and urban crime rates. Urban 

Affairs Quarterly II: 291-307. 
Cameron, M. O. (1964). The Booster and the Snitch. Free Press, New York. 
Chambliss, W. J. (1972). Boxman: A Professional Thief's Journey. Harper and Row, New 

York. 
Cho, Y. H. (1972). A multiple regression model for the measurement of the public policy 

impact on big city crime. Police Sciences 3(4): 435-456. 
Choldin, H., and Roneck, D. (1976). Density population potential and pathology: A block- 

level analysis. Public Data Use 4: 19-30. 
Coser, L. (1956). The Functions of  Social Conflict. Free Press, New York. 
Council of Economic Advisors (1977). The Economic Report of the President. U.S. Govern- 

ment Printing Office, Washington, D.C. 
Durkheim, E. (1951). Suicide: A Study in Sociology. Free Press, New York. 
Durkheim, E. (1966). The Division of Labor in Society. Free Press, New York. 
Ehrlich, I. (1973). Participation in illegitimate activities: A theoretical and empirical investiga- 

tion. Journal of Political Economy 81(3): 521-565. 
Ennis, P. H. (1967). Criminal victimization in the United States: A report of national 

survey, field surveys II. The President's Commission on Law Enforcement and 
the Administration of Justice. U.S. Government Printing Office, Washington, D.C. 

Fleisher, B. M. (1966). The Economics of Delinquency. Quadrangle Books, Chicago. 
Gibbons, D. C. (1977). Society, Crime and Criminal Careers. Prentice-Hall, Englewood 

Cliffs, N.J. 
Glaser, D. (1971). Social Deviance. Markham, Chicago. 
Gould, L. (1969). The changing structure of property crime in an affluent society. Social 

Forces 48: 50-59. 
Greenwood, M. J., and Wadycki, W. J. (1973). Crime rates and public expenditures for 

police protection: Their interaction. Review of Social Economy 31(2): 138-151. 



Human Ecology and Crime 405 

Guerry, A. M. (1833). Essai sur la statistique morale de la France. Westminister Review 
18: 357. 

Haig, R. M. (1927). Regional Survey of  New York and Its Environs. New York. Cited in 
Hawley (1950). 

Hawley, A. (1950). Human Ecology. A Theory of  Community Structure. Ronald Press, 
New York. 

Henry, A. F., and Short, J. F. (1954). Suicide and Homicide. Free Press, Glencoe, I11. 
Hindelang, M. J., Dunn, C. S., Sutton, L. P., and Aumick, A. L. (1976). Sourcebook o f  

Criminal Justice Statistics 1975. U.S. Department of Justice: L.E.A.A.-NCJISS. U.S. 
Government Printing Office, Washington, D.C. 

Jackson, B. (1969). A Thief's Primer. Macmillan, New York. 
Klockars, C. B. (1974). The Professional Fence. Free Press, New York. 
Letkemann, P. (1973). Crime as Work. Prentice-Hall, Englewood Cliffs, N.J. 
Mansfield, R., Gould, L., and Namenwirth, J. Z. (1974). A socioeconomic model for the 

prediction of societal rates of property theft. Social Forces 52(4): 462-472. 
Martin, J. B. (1952). My Life in Crime. Harper and Brothers, New York. 
Maurer, D. W. (1964). Whiz Mob. CoUege and University Press, New Haven. 
Nettler, G. (1974). Explaining Crime. McGraw-Hill, New York. 
Parsons, T. (1968). The Structure o f  Social Action. Free Press, New York. 
Pope, C. E. (1975). Dimensions o f  Burglary: An Empirical Examination o f  Offense and 

Offender Characteristics. Unpublished PhD dissertation, State University of NewYork 
at Albany. 

Pressman, I., and Carol, A. (1971). Crime as a diseconomy of scale. Review of  Social Econo- 
my 29(2): 227-236. 

Qu&elet, A. (1842). A Treatise on Man. William and Robert Chambers, Edinburgh. 
Reiss, A. J. (1966). Place of residence of arrested persons compared with place where the 

offense in arrest occurred for part I and part II offenses. Crime Statistics Series: 
Report No. 5 to the President's Commission on Law Enforcement and the Administra- 
tion of Justice. Archives of the Commission. 

Reiss, A. J. (1976). Settling the frontiers of a pioneer in American criminology: Henry 
McKay. In Short, J. F., Jr. (ed.), Delinquency, Crime, and Society, Univ. of Chicago 
Press, Chicago. 

Reppetto, T. J. (1974). Residential Crime. BaUinger, Cambridge, Mass. 
Reynolds, M. O. (1971). Crimes for Profit: Economics o f  Theft. PhD dissertation, Univ. 

of Wisconsin, Madison, Wis. 
Reynolds, P. D. (1973). Victimization in a Metropolitan Region: Comparison of  a Central 

City Area and a Suburban Community. Center for Sociological Research, Minneapolis, 
Minn. 

Shaw, C. R., McKay, H. D., Zorbaugh, F., and Cottrell, L. S. (1929). Delinquency Areas. 
Univ. of Chicago Press, Chicago. 

Sutherland, E. H. (1937). The Professional Thief. Univ. of Chicago Press, Chicago. 
Swimmer, E. (1974). Measurement of the effectiveness of urban law enforcement-  A 

simultaneous approach. Southern Economic Journal 40(4): 618-630. 
Tobias , J. J. (1967). Crime and Industrial Society in the 19th Century. Schocken Books, 

New York. 
United States Bureau of the Census (USBC) (1975). Statistical Abstract o f  the United States. 

U.S. Government Printing Office, Washington, D.C. 
United States Department of Justice (USDJ) (1965). Crime in the United States: Uniform 

Crime Reports - 1965. U.S. Government Printing Office, Washington, D.C. 
United States Department of Justice (USDJ) (1974a). Preliminary Report o f  the lmpact 

Cities, Crime Survey Results. Law Enforcement Assistance Administration (NCJISS), 
Washington, D.C. 

United States Department of Justice (USDJ)(1974b). Crime in the Nation's Five Largest 
Cities: Advance Report. Law Enforcement Assistance Administration (NCJISS), 
Washington, D.C. 



406 Felson and Cohen 

United States Department of Justice (USDJ) (1974c). Crimes and Victims: A Report on the 
Dayton-San Jose Pilot Survey o f  Victimization. Law Enforcement Assistance Ad- 
ministration (NCJISS), Washington, D.C. 

Wilks, J. A. (1967). Ecological correlates of crime and delinquency. President's Commis- 
sion on Law Enforcement and the Administration of Justice, Task Force Report: 
Crime and Its I m p a c t -  An Assessment. Washington, D.C., Appendix A. pp. 138- 
156. 

Williamson, H. (1968). Hustler/Doubleday, New York. 
Wilson, J. Q. (1975). Thinking About  Crime. Basic Books, New York. 
Wolfgang, M. E. (1958). Patterns o f  Criminal Homicide. Univ. of Pennsylvania Press, Phi- 

ladelphia. 
Wolfgang, M. Figlio, R. M., and SeUin, T. (1972). Delinquency in a Birth Cohort. Univ. of 

Chicago Press, Chicago. 


