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moving out. Those who could not afford to move were stuck in Zone 2. 
Zone 3 was the “working men’s homes,” where blue-collar workers lived. 
Zone 4 was the residential district, which was home to those who were 
more affluent than the blue-collar workers. Zone 5 was the commuter zone.

Clifford Shaw and Henry McKay tested the concentric zone theory by 
examining official juvenile delinquency data across the city. Their analysis 
suggested that offending appeared to be distributed more so in the zone 
of transition (Zone 2), regardless of who lived in that zone over time.41 
This zone was characterized by high levels in turnover, poverty, and racial 
heterogeneity (meaning a mixture of different racial groups). The authors 
suggested that residents in the zone of transition did not have the resources 
to control crime because of their poverty or the desire to form strong bonds 
with their neighbors because of the racial heterogeneity and population 
turnover. They referred to the lack of community in these areas as “social 
disorganization.”

Interestingly, Shaw and McKay’s work had a practical and immediate 
impact on the criminal justice system: It led to the Chicago Area Project, 
a citywide violence prevention initiative that developed several programs 
and demonstrated the connections among theory, research, and practice. 
The theory’s impact on the discipline of criminal justice and criminology 
was relatively insignificant until the 1980s and 1990s, when criminologists 
revisited social disorganization extensively. The “Criminal Justice and the 
Media” box in this chapter describes one way in which the media have por-
trayed social disorganization theory.

As part of this rebirth of social disorganization theory, Robert Sampson 
and Byron Groves identified three dimensions of social disorganization that 

Baltimore Sun reporter David Simon gained national 
notoriety for creating the critically acclaimed HBO show 
The Wire. Depicting the lives of those working in the 
drug trade in the west end of Baltimore, as well as the 
sometimes-questionable efforts of law enforcement 
to respond to illicit drugs, the television show bore an 
uncanny resemblance to reality. In testimony before a 
congressional committee, Michael Steele, the lieutenant 
governor of Maryland, commented, “The HBO cable drama 
‘The Wire’ is tantamount to a reality television program in 
certain parts of our cities.” A Maryland congressman, Elijah 
Cummings, offered a similar observation, stating, “Witness 
intimidation in Baltimore City is not dreamt up by producers 

of HBO’s critically acclaimed drama ‘The Wire.’ The threat 
is real—and the reality is horrific.”

The Wire became a part of the political landscape 
and brought to light discussions about poverty, 
disorganization, and safety. In terms of concentric zone 
theory, the neighborhood featured in The Wire is most 
comparable to the zone of transition. Comparing the 
neighborhood in The Wire to more recent versions 
of social disorganization theory, one would note that 
the lack of informal social control efforts, the weak 
social ties, and the high degree of poverty found in the 
neighborhood contribute to offending.
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