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´´ Broken Windows Theory and Policing

In March 1982, George L. Kelling and James Q. Wilson, a political sci-
entist actively involved in crime policy research, coauthored a paper that 
woud contribute greatly to changes in American policing.13 The ideas they 
shared were both widely and well received, ultimately coming to be known 
as the broken windows theory.

In their article, Wilson and Kelling talked about how Newark, New 
Jersey, had started a foot patrol program in order to reduce crime, but 
although citizen satisfaction with the police increased, crime did not 
decrease. They argued that each neighborhood is different, but each neigh-
borhood faces two problems: crime itself and fear of crime. They stated that 
sometimes fear of crime is not necessarily derived from actual crime, but 
from the perceptions of crime, and that how people perceive crime can also 
vary. They also articulated that people’s fear of crime is often based on the 
level of disorder they see in their neighborhoods, based on so-called envi-
ronmental cues or social signaling (see the “Criminal Justice and College 
Students” box in this chapter). For instance, if a home has a broken window 
and that window is not fixed, not only does it send a signal to criminals 
that no one cares about the neighborhood, but also it tells the people who 
live there or visit that no one cares. If no one cares and the window does not 
get fixed, it creates a sense of fear in the community, and it may also invite 
criminal behavior. Thus was born the broken windows theory.

Recognizing how a community decays and generates both fear and 
crime also tells us how to reverse this downward spiral. The goal is to 
demonstrate that people care about their communities and that they will 
not tolerate the crime and disorder. Citizens who live in a neighborhood 
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Have you ever driven or walked into a neighborhood 
and said to yourself “I shouldn’t be here. This is not 
a safe neighborhood”? Assuming you have, as most 
of us have had this experience, what was it about the 
neighborhood that made you come to that realization? 
List as many reasons as you can.

Now, have you ever driven or walked into a 
neighborhood and said to yourself “Wow, this is a 
really nice neighborhood!”? Again, assuming you have, 
what was it about this neighborhood that made you 
think that? List as many reasons as you can.

Next, compare your answers for the two 
neighborhoods. Are there things in common that just 
had different states of being? For instance, say that 
you noticed the streets in both neighborhoods. In the 
not-so-nice neighborhood, you saw potholes and trash, 
whereas in the nicer neighborhood, there were no 
potholes and no trash.

Finally, in a small group or as a class, discuss your 
answers to both questions. Do others share your 
views on what makes an unsafe versus a safe 
neighborhood?
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