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he devised perhaps the most enduring and valid model for why certain neighborhoods 
have more social problems, such as delinquency, than others.

In this model, Shaw and McKay proposed a framework that began with the assump-
tion that certain neighborhoods in all cities have more crime than other parts of the 
city—most of them located in Burgess’s Zone II, which is the zone in the transition 
from residential to industrial, due to the invasion of factories. According to Shaw and 
McKay, the neighborhoods that have the highest rates of crime typically have at least 
three common problems (see Figure 9.2): physical dilapidation, poverty, and hetero-
geneity (which is a fancy way of saying a high cultural mix). Shaw and McKay noted 
other common characteristics, such as a highly transient population, meaning that 
people constantly move in and out of the area, as well as unemployment among the 
residents of the neighborhood.

As noted in Figure 9.2, other social ills are included as antecedent factors in the theoreti-
cal model. The antecedent social ills tend to lead to a breakdown in social organization, 
which is why this model is referred to as the theory of social disorganization. Specifically, 
it is predicted that the antecedent factors of poverty, heterogeneity, and physical dilapi-
dation will lead to a state of social disorganization, which in turn will lead to crime and 
delinquency. This means that the residents of a neighborhood that fits the profile of 
having a high rate of poor, culturally mixed residents in a dilapidated area cannot come 
together to solve problems, such as delinquency among the neighborhood’s youth.

One of the most significant contributions of Shaw and McKay’s model was that they 
demonstrated that the prevalence and frequency of various social ills—be they poverty, dis-
ease, low birth weight, or other problems—tend to overlap with higher delinquency rates.  

Model of Shaw and McKay’s Theory of Social Disorganization
FIGURE 9.2
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