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Regardless of what social problem is measured, 
higher rates of social problems are almost 
always clustered in the zone in transition. It 
was in this area that Shaw and McKay believed 
there was a breakdown in informal social con-
trols and that children began to learn offend-
ing norms from their interactions with peers 
on the street through what they called “play 
activities.”10 Thus, the breakdown in the condi-
tions of the neighborhood leads to social disor-
ganization, which in turn leads to delinquents 
learning criminal activities from older youth in 
the neighborhood. Ultimately, the failure of the 
neighborhood residents to organize themselves 
allows the older youth to govern the behavior of 
the younger children. Basically, the older youth 
in the area provide a system of organization 
where the neighborhood cannot, so younger 
children follow them instead.

Shaw and McKay supplied data to support 
these theoretical propositions. Specifically, 
they demonstrated through data from the U.S. 
Census and city records that neighborhoods 
with high rates of poverty, physical dilapida-
tion, and a high cultural mix also had the highest rates of delinquency and crime. 
Furthermore, the high rates of delinquency and other social problems were consistent 
with Burgess’s framework of concentric circles, in that the highest rates were observed 
for the areas in Zone II, the zone in transition. However, there was an exception to the 
model; the Gold Coast area along the northern coast of Lake Michigan was notably 
absent from the high rates of social problems, particularly delinquency, that existed 
throughout the otherwise consistent model of concentric circles and neighborhood zones.

So Shaw and McKay’s findings were as predicted, in the sense that high delinquency rates 
were apparent in the area of the city where factories were invading the residential district. 
Furthermore, Shaw and McKay’s longitudinal data showed that it did not matter which 
ethnic groups lived in Zone II (zone in transition), because all groups (with the exception 
of Asians) who lived in that zone had high delinquency rates while they lived there. On 
the other hand, once most of each ethnic group moved out of Zone II, their delinquency 
rates decreased significantly.

This finding rejects the notion of social Darwinism, because it is obvious that the culture 
is not what influences crime and delinquency but, rather, the criminogenic nature of the 
environment. After all, if ethnicity or race made a difference, the delinquency rates in 
Zone II would fluctuate based on who lived in that area, but these rates did not differ. 
Rather, the zone determined the rates of delinquency regardless of what ethnic or racial 
groups were living there at the time.

Reaction and Research for  
Social Disorganization Theory
Over the past few decades, the Chicago School theoretical framework has experienced 
an enormous amount of attention from researchers.11 Virtually all the research has sup-
ported Shaw and McKay’s version of social disorganization and the resulting high crime 
rates in neighborhoods that exhibit such deprived conditions. Modern research has 

1. In Shaw and McKay’s theoretical model, which zone was
predicted to be the highest in crime and delinquency rates,
largely due to other social problems there?

a. Central business district

b. Zone in transition

c. Zone VI

d. Zone V

2. Which unit of analysis does Shaw and McKay’s theory
focus on?

a. Macro level

b. Micro level

c. Situational level

Answers located at www.edge.sagepub.com/schram2e

LEARNING CHECK 9.1


