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In this paper we present a ‘‘routine activity approach’’ for analyzing crime rate trends and
cycles. Rather than emphasizing the characteristics of offenders, with this approach we
concentrate upon the circumstances in which they carry out predatory criminal acts. Most
criminal acts require convergence in space and time of likely offenders, suitable targets and the
absence of capable guardians against crime. Human ecological theory facilitates an
investigation into the way in which social structure produces this convergence, hence allowing
illegal activities to feed upon the legal activities of everyday life. In particular, we hypothesize
that the dispersion of activities away from households and families increases the opportunity for
crime and thus generates higher crime rates. A variety of data is presented in support of the
hypothesis, which helps explain crime rate trends in the United States 1947-1974 as a byproduct
of changes in such variables as labor force participation and single-adult households.

INTRODUCTION

In its summary report the National
Commission on the Causes and Preven-
tion of Violence (1969: xxxvii) presents an
important sociological paradox:

Why, we must ask, have urban violent
crime rates increased substantially during
the past decade when the conditions that are
supposed to cause violent crime have not
worsened—have, indeed, generally im-
proved?

The Bureau of the Census, in its latest
report on trends in social and economic con-
ditions in metropolitan areas, states that
most ‘‘indicators of well-being point toward
progress in the cities since 1960.”” Thus, for
example, the proportion of blacks in cities
who completed high school rose from 43
percent in 1960 to 61 percent in 1968; unem-
ployment rates dropped significantly be-
tween 1959 and 1967 and the median family
income of blacks in cities increased from 61
percent to 68 percent of the median white
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family income during the same period. Also
during the same period the number of per-
sons living below the legally-defined poverty
level in cities declined from 11.3 million to -
8.3 million.

Despite the general continuation of
these trends in social and economic condi-
tions in the United States, the Uniform
Crime Report (FBI, 1975:49) indicates
that between 1960 and 1975 reported rates
of robbery, aggravated assault, forcible
rape and homicide increased by 263%,
164%, 174%, and 188%, respectively.
Similar property crime rate increases re-
ported during this same period' (e.g.,
200% for burglary rate) suggest that the
paradox noted by the Violence Commis-
sion applies to nonviolent offenses as
well.

! Though official data severely underestimate
crime, they at least provide a rough indicator of
trends over time in the volume of several major
felonies. The possibility that these data also reflect
trends in rates at which offenses are reported to the
police has motivated extensive victimology research
(see Nettler, 1974; and Hindelang, 1976, for a re-
view). This work consistently finds that seriousness
of offense is the strongest determinant of citizen
reporting to law enforcement officials (Skogan, 1976:
145; Hindelang, 1976: 401). Hence the upward trend
in official crime rates since 1960 in the U.S. may
reflect increases in both the volume and seriousness
of offenses. Though disaggregating these two com-
ponents may not be feasible, one may wish to inter-
pret observed trends as generated largely by both.
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In the present paper we consider these
paradoxical trends in crime rates in terms
of changes in the ‘‘routine activities’’ of
everyday life. We believe the structure of
such activities influences criminal oppor-
tunity and therefore affects trends in a
class of crimes we refer to as direct-
contact predatory violations. Predatory
violations are defined here as illegal acts
in which ‘‘someone definitely and inten-
tionally takes or damages the person or
property of another’” (Glaser; 1971:4).
Further, this analysis is confined to those
predatory violations involving direct phys-
ical contact between at least one offender
and at least one person or object which
that offender attempts to take or damage.

We argue that structural changes in
routine activity patterns can influence
crime rates by affecting the convergence
in space and time of the three minimal
elements of direct-contact predatory vio-
lations: (1) motivated offenders, (2) suita-
ble targets, and (3) the absence of capable
guardians against a violation. We further
argue that the lack of any one of these
elements is sufficient to prevent the suc-
cessful completion of a direct-contact
predatory crime, and that the convergence
in time and space of suitable targets and
the absence of capable guardians may
even lead to large increases in crime rates
without necessarily requiring any increase
in the structural conditions that motivate
individuals to engage in crime. That is, if
the proportion of motivated offenders or
even suitable targets were to remain stable
in a community, changes in routine activi-
ties could nonetheless alter the likelihood
of their convergence in space and time,
thereby creating more opportunities for
crimes to occur. Control therefore be-
comes critical. If controls through routine
activities were to decrease, illegal pred-
atory activities could- then be likely to in-
crease. In the process of developing this
explanation and evaluating its consistency
with existing data, we relate our approach
to classical human ecological concepts
and to several earlier studies.

The Structure of Criminal Activity

Sociological knowledge of how com-
munity structure generates illegal acts has
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made little progress since Shaw and
McKay and their colleagues (1929) pub-
lished their pathbreaking work, Delin-
quency Areas. Variations in crime rates
over space long have been recognized
(e.g., see Guerry, 1833; Quetelet, 1842),
and current evidence indicates that the
pattern of these relationships within met-
ropolitan communities has persisted
(Reiss, 1976). Although most spatial research
is quite useful for describing crime rate
patterns and providing post hoc explana-
tions, these works seldom consider—
conceptually or empirically—the funda-
mental human ecological character of il-
legal acts as events which occur at specific
locations in space and time, involving
specific persons and/or objects. These and
related concepts can help us to develop an
extension of the human ecological
analysis to the problem of explaining
changes in crime rates over time. Unlike
many criminological inquiries, we do not
examine why individuals or groups are in-
clined criminally, but rather we take crim-
inal inclination as given and examine the
manner in which the spatio-temporal

_organization of social activities helps

people to translate their criminal inclina-
tions into action. Criminal violations are
treated here as routine activities which
share many attributes of, and are interde-
pendent with, other routine activities.
This interdependence between the struc-
ture of illegal activities and the organiza-
tion of everyday sustenance activities
leads us to consider certain concepts from
human ecological literature.

Selected Concepts from Hawley's Human
Ecological Theory

While criminologists traditionally have
concentrated on the spatial analysis of
crime rates within metropolitan com-
munities, they seldom have considered
the temporal interdependence of these
acts. In his classic theory of human ecol-
ogy, Amos Hawley (1950) treats the com-
munity not simply as a unit of territory but
rather as an organization of symbiotic and
commensalistic relationships as human
activities are performed over both space
and time.
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Hawley identified three important tem-
poral components of community struc-
ture: (1) rhythm, the regular periodicity
with which events occur, as with the
rhythm of travel activity; (2) tempo, the
number of events per unit of time, such as
the number of criminal violations per day
on a given street; and (3) timing, the coor-
dination among different activities which
are more or less interdependent, such as
the coordination of an offender’s rhythms

with those of a victim (Hawley, 1950:289;

the examples are ours). These compo-
nents of temporal organization, often ne-
glected in criminological research, prove
useful in analyzing how illegal tasks are
performed—a utility which becomes more
apparent after noting the spatio-temporal
requirements of illegal activities.

The Minimal Elements of Direct-Contact
Predatory Violations

As we previously stated, despite their
great diversity, direct-contact predatory
violations share some important require-
ments which facilitate analysis of their
structure. Each successfully completed
violation minimally requires 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 absence of
guardians capable of preventing viola-
tions. We emphasize that the lack of any
one of these elements normally is suffi-
cient to prevent such violations from
occurring.? Though guardianship is im-
plicit in everyday life, it usually is marked
by the absence of violations; hence it is
easy to overlook. While police action is
analyzed widely, guardianship by ordi-
nary citizens of one another and of prop-
erty as they go about routine activities
may be one of the most neglected ele-
ments in sociological research on crime,
especially since it links seemingly unre-

2 The analytical distinction between target and
guardian is not important in those cases where a
personal target engages in self-protection from
direct-contact predatory violations. We leave open
for the present the question of whether a guardian is
effective or ineffective in all situations. We also
allow that various guardians may primarily supervise
offenders, targets or both. These are questions for
future examination.
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lated social roles and relationships to the
occurrence or absence of illegal acts.

The conjunction of these minimal ele-
ments can be used to assess how social
structure may affect the tempo of each
type of violation. That is, the probability
that a violation will occur at any specific
time and place might be taken as a func-
tion of the convergence of likely offenders
and suitable targets in. the absence of
capable guardians. Through consideration
of how trends and fluctuations in social
conditions affect the frequency of this
convergence of criminogenic circum-
stances, an explanation of temporal trends
in crime rates can be constructed.

The Ecological Nature of Illegal Acts

This ecological analysis of direct-
contact predatory violations is intended to
be more than metaphorical. In the context
of such violations, people, gaining and los-
ing sustenance, struggle among them-
selves for property, safety, territorial
hegemony, sexual outlet, physical con-
trol, and sometimes for survival itself. The
interdependence between offenders and
victims can be viewed as a predatory rela-
tionship between functionally dissimilar
individuals or groups. Since predatory
violations fail to yield any net gain in
sustenance for the larger community, they
can only be sustained by feeding upon
other activities. As offenders cooperate to
increase their efficiency at predatory vio-
lations 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, potential victims of predatory
crime may take evasive actions which en-
courage offenders to pursue targets other
than their own. Since illegal activities
must feed upon other activities, the spatial
and temporal structure of routine legal ac-
tivities should play an important role in
determining the location, type and quan-
tity of illegal acts occurring in a given
community or society. Moreover, one can
analyze how the structure of community
organization as well as the level of
technology in a society provide the cir-
cumstances under which crime can thrive.
For example, technology and organization
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affect the capacity of persons with crimi-
nal inclinations to overcome their targets,
as well as affecting the ability of guardians
to contend with potential offenders by
using whatever protective tools, weapons
and skills they have at their disposal.
Many technological advances designed for
legitimate purposes—including the auto-
mobile, small power tools, hunting
weapons, highways, telephones, etc.—

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.

Not only do routine legitimate activities
often provide the wherewithal to commit
offenses or to guard against others who do
so, but they also provide offenders with
suitable targets. Target suitability is likely
to reflect such things as value (i.e., the
material or symbolic desirability of a per-
sonal or property target for offenders),
physical visibility, access, and the inertia
of a target against illegal treatment by of-
fenders (including the weight, size, and
attached or locked features of property
inhibiting its illegal removal and the phys-
ical capacity of personal victims to resist
attackers with or without weapons).
Routine production activities probably af-
fect the suitability of consumer goods for
illegal removal by determining their value
and weight. Daily activities may affect the
location of property and personal targets
in visible and accessible places at particu-
lar times. These activities also may cause
people to have on hand objects that can be
used as weapons for criminal acts or self-
protection or to be preoccupied with tasks
which reduce their capacity to discourage
or resist offenders.

While little is known about conditions
that affect the convergence of potential
offenders, targets and guardians, this is a
potentially rich source of propositions
about crime rates. For example, daily
work activities separate many people from
those they trust and the property they
value. Routine activities also bring to-
gether at various times of day or night
persons of different background, some-
times in the presence of facilities, tools or
weapons whic¢h influence the commission
or avoidance of illegal acts. Hence, the
timing of work, schooling and leisure may
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be of central importance for explaining
crime rates.

The ideas presented so far are not new,
but they frequently are overlooked in the
theoretical literature on crime. Although
an investigation of the literature uncovers
significant examples of descriptive and
practical data related to the routine activi-
ties upon which illegal behavior feeds,
these data seldom are treated within an
analytical framework. The next section
reviews some of this literature.

RELATION OF THE ROUTINE ACTIVITY
APPROACH TO EXTANT STUDIES

A major advantage of the routine ac-
tivity approach presented here is that it
helps assemble some diverse and previ-
ously unconnected criminological
analyses into a single substantive frame-
work. This framework also serves to link
illegal and legal activities, as illustrated by
a few examples of descriptive accounts of
criminal activity.

Descriptive Analyses

There are several descriptive analyses
of criminal acts in criminological litera-
ture. For example, Thomas Reppetto’s
(1974) study, Residential Crime, considers
how residents supervise their neighbor-
hoods and streets and limit access of
possible offenders. He also considers how
distance of households from the central
city reduces risks of criminal victimiza-
tion. Reppetto’s evidence—consisting of
criminal justice records, observations of
comparative features of geographic areas,
victimization survey data and offender
interviews—indicates that offenders are
very likely to use burglary 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
marked (often related to travel and work
patterns of residents), and that visibility of
potential sites of crime affects the risk that
crimes will occur there. Similar findings
are reported by Pope's (1977a; 1977b)
study of burglary in California and by
Scarr’s (1972) study of burglary in and
around the District of Columbia. In addi-
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tion, many studies report that architec-
tural and environmental design as well as
community crime programs serve to de-
crease target suitability and increase
capable guardianship (see, for example,
Newman, 1973; Jeffery, 1971; Washnis,
1976), while many biographical or au-
tobiographical descriptions of illegal ac-
tivities note that lawbreakers take into ac-
count the nature of property and/or the
structure of human activities as they go
about their illegal work (see, e.g.,
Chambliss, 1972; Klockars, 1974; Suther-
land, 1937; Letkemann, 1973; Jackson,
1969; Martin, 1952; Maurer, 1964; Came-
ron, 1964; Williamson, 1968).

Evidence that the spatio-temporal orga-
nization of society affects patterns of
crime can be found in several sources.
Strong variations in specific predatory
crime rates from hour to hour, day to day,
and month to month are reported often
(e.g., Wolfgang, 1958; Amir, 1971; Rep-
petto, 1974; Scarr, 1972; FBI, 1975;
1976), and these variations appear to cor-
respond to the various tempos of the re-
lated legitimate activities upon which they
feed. Also at a microsociological level,
Short and Strodtbeck (1965: chaps. 5 and
11) describe opportunities for violent con-
frontations of gang boys and other com-
munity residents which arise in the con-
text of community leisure patterns, such
as ‘‘quarter parties’’ in black com-
munities, and the importance, in the cal-
culus of decision making employed by
participants in such episodes, of low
probabilities of legal intervention. In addi-
tion, a wealth of empirical evidence indi-
cates strong spatial variations over com-
munity areas in crime and delinquency
rates? (for an excellent discussion and re-

3 One such ecological study by Sarah Boggs (1965)
presents some similar ideas in distinguishing famil-
iarity of offenders with their targets and profitability
of targets as two elements of crime occurrence.
Boggs’s work stands apart from much research on
the ecology of crime in its consideration of crime
occurrence rates separately from offender rates. The
former consist of the number of offenses committed
in a given area per number of suitable targets within
that area (as estimated by various indicators). The
latter considers the residence of offenders in comput-
ing the number of offenders per unit of population.
Boggs examines the correlations between crime
occurrence rates and offender rates for several of-
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view of the literature on ecological studies
of crimes, see Wilks, 1967). Recently, Al-
bert Reiss (1976) has argued convincingly
that these spatial variations (despite some
claims to the contrary) have been sup-
ported consistently by both official and
unofficial sources of data. Reiss further
cites victimization studies which indicate
that offenders are very likely to select
targets not far from their own residence
(see USDIJ, 1974a; 1974b; 1974c).

Macrolevel Analyses of Crime Trends
and Cycles

Although details about how crime oc-
curs are intrinsically interesting, the im-
portant analytical task is to learn from
these details how illegal activities carve
their niche within the larger system of ac-
tivities. This task is not an easy one. For
example, attempts by Bonger (1916),
Durkheim (1951; 1966), Henry and Short
(1954), and Fleisher (1966) to link the rate
of illegal activities to the economic condi-
tion of a society have not been completely
successful. Empirical tests of the relation-
ships postulated in the above studies have
produced inconsistent results which some
observers view as an indication that the
level of crime is not related systematically
to the economic conditions of a society
(Mansfield et al., 1974: 463; Cohen and
Felson, 1979).

It is possible that the wrong economic
and social factors have been employed in
these macro studies of crime. Other re-
searchers have provided stimulating alter-
native descriptions of how social change
affects the criminal opportunity structure,
thereby influencing crime rates in particu-
lar societies. For example, at the begin-
ning of the nineteenth century, Patrick
Colquhoun (1800) presented a detailed,
lucid description and analysis of crime in
the London metropolitan area and sugges-
tions for its control. He assembled sub-
stantial evidence that London was experi-
encing a massive crime wave attributable
to a great increment in the assemblage and

fenses in St. Louis and shows that the two are often
independent. It appears from her analysis that hoth
target and offender characteristics play a central role
in the location of illegal activity.
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movement of valuable goods through its
ports and terminals.

A similar examination of crime in the
period of the English industrial expansion
was carried out by a modern historian,
J. J. Tobias (1967), whose work on the
history of crime in nineteenth century En-
gland is perhaps the most comprehensive
effort to isolate those elements of social
change affecting crime in an expanding
industrial nation. Tobias details how far-
reaching changes in transportation, cur-
rency, technology, commerce, merchan-
dising, poverty, housing, and the like, had
tremendous repercussions on the amount
and type of illegal activities committed in
the nineteenth century. His thesis is that
structural transformations either
facilitated or impeded the opportunities to
engage in illegal activities. In one of the
few empirical studies of how recent social
change affects the opportunity structure
for crime in the United States, Leroy
Gould (1969) demonstrated that the in-
crease in the circulation of money and the
availability of automobiles between 1921
and 1965 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 fluctuations
in economic activities.

Although the sociological and historical
studies cited in this section have provided
some useful empirical generalizations and
important insights into the incidence of
crime, it is fair to say that they have not
articulated systematically the theoretical
linkages between routine legal activities
and illegal endeavors. Thus, these studies
cannot explain how changes in the larger
social structure generate changes in the
opportunity to engage in predatory crime
and hence account for crime rate trends.*

4 The concept of the opportunity for crime con-
tained in the above research and in this study differs
considerably from the traditional sociological usage
of the differential opportunity concept. For example,
Cloward and Ohlin (1960) employed this term in dis-
cussing how legitimate and illegitimate opportunities
affect the resolution of adjustment problems leading
to gang delinquency. From their viewpoint, this reso-
lution depends upon the kind of social support for
one or another type of illegitimate activity that is
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To do so requires a conceptual framework
such as that sketched in the preceding sec-
tion. Before attempting to demonstrate
the feasibility of this approach with ma-
crolevel data, we examine available mi-
crolevel data for its consistency with the
major assumptions of this approach.

Microlevel Assumptions of the Routine
Activity Approach

The theoretical approach taken here
specifies that crime rate trends in the
post-World War II United States are re-
lated to patterns of what we have called
routine activities. We define these as any
recurrent and prevalent activities which
provide for basic population and indi-
vidual needs, whatever their biological or
cultural origins. Thus routine activities
would include formalized work, as well as
the provision of standard food, shelter,
sexual outlet, leisure, social interaction,
learning and childrearing. These activities
may go well beyond the minimal levels
needed to prevent a population’s extinc-
tion, so long as their prevalence and re-
currence makes them a part of everyday
life.

Routine activities may occur (1) at
home, (2) in jobs away from home, and (3)
in other activities away from home. The
latter may involve primarily household
members or others. We shall argue that,
since World War II, the United States has
experienced a major shift of routine activi-
ties away from the first category into the
remaining ones, especially those
nonhousehold activities involving
nonhousehold members. In particular, we
shall argue that this shift in the structure
of routine activities increases the probabil-
ity that motivated offenders will converge
in space and time with suitable targets in
the absence of capable guardians, hence
contributing to significant increases in the

given at different points in the social structure (Clo-
ward and Ohlin, 1960: 151). Rather than circumstan-
tial determinants of crime, they use differential
opportunity to emphasize structural features which
motivate offenders to perpetrate certain types of
crimes. Cloward and Ohlin are largely silent on the
interaction of this motivation with target suitability
and guardianship as this interaction influences crime
rates.



