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An example of radial growth 
can be seen by watching a 
drop of water fall into the 
center of a bucket filled with 
water. The waves from the 
impact will form circles that 
ripple outward. This is exactly 
how Burgess claimed that cit-
ies grow. Although the growth 
of cities is most visible on the 
edges, largely due to develop-
ment of businesses and homes 
where only trees or barren land 
existed before, the growth on
the edges originates from pres-
sure forming in the very heart 
of the inner-city area. Another 
good analogy is the “domino

 which 

 all cities appear to have, 

set of concentric circles

 the 
-

quarters and the post office. The adjacent area, just outside the business district, is 
the “factory zone” (unnumbered), which is perhaps the most significant in terms of
causing crime, because it invaded the previously stable residential zones in Zone II—
identified as the transition zone or zone in transition. Zone II is appropriately named, 
because it was truly in a state of transition from residential to industrial, primarily
because this was the area of the city where businesses and factories were invading 
residential areas. Zone II was the area most significantly subjected to the ecological 
principles suggested by Park—namely, invasion, domination, recession, and succes-
sion. This is the zone subsequent theorists focused on in criminological theorizing, 
and it is based on the encroachment of factories and/or businesses in areas that were 
previously stable residential communities.

According to Burgess’s theory of concentric circles, Zone III was the “workingmen’s 
homes,” largely made up of relatively modest homes and apartments; Zone IV consisted 
of higher-priced family dwellings and more expensive apartments; and Zone V was con-
sidered the suburban or commuter zone. These outer three zones identified by Burgess 
were of less importance in terms of distinction, primarily because as a general rule, the 
farther a family could move out of the city, the better in terms of social organization and 
the lower the rate of social ills (e.g., poverty, delinquency). The important point of this 
theory of concentric circles is that the growth of each inner zone puts pressure on the next 
zone to grow and push on the next zone.

It is easy for readers to see examples of this model of concentric circles. Whether
you live on the East Coast, the West Coast, or in the middle regions of the United 
States, all you have to do is drive on a highway that enters a major city to see real-
life evidence of the validity of this perspective. For example, whether you drive on 
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The Chicago/Ecological 
model proposed that as 
factories invaded and 
dominated residential 
areas, the residents who 
could afford to leave did 
and those left were the 
poor and deprived, which 
increased the risk  
of crime.

zone in transition:
in the Chicago School, 
this zone (Zone II) was 
once residential but is 
becoming more industrial 
because of invading 
factories; it tends to have 
the highest crime rates.

concentric circles: 
model proposed by 
Chicago School theorists 
that assumes that all cities 
grow in a natural way with 
the same five zones.


