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Abstract

The broken windows effect refers to the
hypothesis that there is a positive effect of
urban disorder on the incidence of more seri-
ous crimes, where the term “broken windows”
represents a range of disorders within commu-
nities. The hypothesis has been the subject of
an intensive academic debate and has had an
important effect on law enforcement in the
USA, where it increased the focus on commu-
nity policing and zero tolerance. This essay
reviews the evidence for the existence of the
broken windows effect and the effectiveness of
the associated policing strategies.

Introduction

James Wilson and George Kelling coined the term
“broken windows effect” (BWE) in a magazine
article in 1982. They argued that broken windows,
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a catch-all term for disorder and incivility within a
community like graffiti, vandalism, littering, etc.,
can lead to further disorder and increases in crim-
inal behaviour. Their argument originated in expe-
riences with Newark police practices and also
referenced an “experiment” by Stanford psychol-
ogist Zimbardo (1973), who abandoned cars in
different neighborhoods and in various states of
disrepair to study their subsequent vandalization.

Kelling and Wilson (1982) asserted that broken
windows send a signal of indifference and lack of
enforcement, leading to increased fear of crime
and weakening of social controls, thus paving the
way for bigger transgressions. To prevent such
processes, the authors argued that it is crucial for
the police to engage in the prevention and policing
of disorder and minor crimes like panhandling.

The BWE had a substantial influence on the
practice of law enforcement in several major US
cities, inducing a shift to disorder policing and
“zero tolerance”. Specifically, in 1993, under the
guidance of Police Commissioner William
Bratton and Mayor Rudolph W. Giuliani,
New York City (NYC) implemented an enforce-
ment strategy designed to “reclaim the public
spaces of New York” (Bratton and Knobler
1998, p. 228). This led to a more than 50%
increase in arrests for misdemeanors, without a
substantial increase in reporting of misdemeanors
(Harcourt 1998).

These police initiatives coincided with a large
drop in crime in NYC, sparking a vigorous debate
involving both academics and practitioners (Eck
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and Maguire 2000). Proponents of the BWE argue
that the initiatives like those in NYC described
above were at least partly responsible for drop in
crime (Kelling and Bratton 1998). Critics, how-
ever, emphasize rival explanations like the decline
in the crack epidemic and argue that crime was
decreasing in NYC prior to the implementation of
novel policing strategies and decreased in other
large cities without aggressive policing strategies
(Harcourt 1998; Fagan et al. 1998).

Evidence

The existence of a BWE is an empirical question.
In what follows, we will discuss some of the most
influential contributions to the empirical debate
and provide some thoughts about directions for
future research.

To test the broken windows hypothesis, a num-
ber of studies have tried to establish a correlation
between disorder, possibly as a consequence of
variation in police strategy, and more severe
crimes like robberies or violent crimes. Many
studies focus on the New York 1993 crime initia-
tive and use variations in misdemeanor arrests
across precincts or boroughs as a measure of dis-
order. Different studies vary in the length of those
time-series and the control variables used.

For instance, Kelling and Sousa (2001) use
variations across NYC precincts over time with
regard to both misdemeanor arrests and crime
rates and demonstrate a statistically significant
and substantial negative relationship between
both. This result is echoed by Corman and
Mocan (2005), who analyze a dataset of monthly
time series citywide and control for policing vari-
ables such as felony arrests and the size of the
police force.

Other studies have found smaller or no corre-
lations between disorder and crime. For instance,
Sampson and Raudenbush (1999) employed
trained observers to drive through all streets
throughout 196 census tracts in Chicago. They
selected 15,141 street sides, which were then
videotaped and coded for neighborhood disorder.
The authors found that the correlations between
the documented disorder and most predatory
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crime rates disappeared when controlling for
structural neighborhood conditions like poverty.

Apart from yielding conflicting results, the
correlational studies cited above (and similar
ones like it) are susceptible to confounding expla-
nations. For example, Harcourt and Ludwig
(2006) attempt to replicate the findings by Kelling
and Sousa (2001) and Corman and Mocan (2005)
and find that the patterns are also consistent with
mean reversion. That is, high spikes in crime are
followed by crime drops regardless of disorder
policing. Alternatively, like Sampson and
Raudenbush (1999) point out, both disorder and
crime may depend on unobserved neighborhood
characteristics, resulting in spurious correlations.

To overcome such problems, an increasing
number of studies investigate the impact of exper-
imental or random variation in disorder policing
strategies. This makes it possible to exclude the
confounds mentioned above and make causal
statements about the effect of policing disorder
on crime. For instance, Braga et al. (1999)
conducted a randomized control trial, focussing
on problem-oriented policing strategy to control
physical and social disorder. The strategy resulted
in a significant reduction in crime incidents in
hotspots for violent crime, without much evidence
for displacement to nearby locations.

Harcourt and Ludwig (2006) used data from an
experiment carried out by the US Department of
Housing and Urban Development known as Mov-
ing to Opportunity (MTO). Officials assigned
around 4,600 low-income families from commu-
nities largely consisting of public housing and
characterized by high rates of crime and social
disorder to housing in more reputable and high-
status neighborhoods (Orr et al. 2003). Assign-
ment to the program was random, allowing iden-
tification of the impact of disorder in the new
neighborhood on the relocated individuals’ crim-
inal activity, without confounding effects of indi-
viduals’ background. Harcourt and Ludwig
(2006) compared the crime rates of those that
moved and those that stayed in their lesser neigh-
borhood and found that the rate of neighborhood
order or disorder has no noticeable effect on crim-
inal behavior.
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Braga et al. (2015) provide a meta-analysis of
30 (quasi) experimental studies for a range of
different disorder policing strategies. The authors
conclude that aggressive zero-tolerance strategies
against individuals do not produce significant
effects on crime; however, approaches that
involve the community to solve problems at par-
ticular locations tend to be quite effective. This is
in line with the conclusions of an earlier review by
Weisburd and Eck (2004). It also reinforces the
findings of Taylor (2001), who used longitudinal
data from 66 neighborhoods in Baltimore to deter-
mine the relationship between disorder and crime.
On the basis of those results, Taylor argues that
different types of disorder might require different
policies and cautions against simple-minded
crackdowns that undermine the social fabric of
communities.

The differential effect of various policing strat-
egies point to another empirical concern, namely,
the identification of the different channels through
which disorder can affect crime. Kelling and Wil-
son (1982) maintained that the effects of disorder
manifest themselves through an increased fear of
crime associated with neighborhood disorder. In
turn, this leads to reduced social controls as peo-
ple move away and are less inclined to engage in
crime prevention or intervention. This sequence
of events contrasts with more traditional explana-
tions of incapacitation and deterrence associated
with increased police arrests, presence contact,
and surveillance.

Following this logic, Weisburd et al. (2015)
argue that to test the BWE, it is not enough to
look at the effect of disorder policing on crime
rates without taking into account the effects on
fear or crime perceptions. To do so, the authors
identify six studies which allow the identification
of such effects. In a meta-analysis of these studies,
they do not find consistent evidence that disorder
policing reduces fear of crime. Moreover, the
effect sizes differ starkly across studies, and con-
fidence intervals around the estimated effects are
large, implying a need for more evidence.

Conclusion

The original formulation of the BWE by Kelling
and Wilson has resulted in several decades of
lively debate on the proper role of police in society
and has provided a big stimulus for empirical
research on community policing. Although the
evidence for the BWE seems underwhelming at
present, it is hard to draw firm conclusions, as
much of the available research is not well suited
for the identification of causal patterns, or to dis-
tinguish between the BWE and more traditional
theories.

To move the discussion forward, research
designs should focus on the use of random varia-
tion in policing strategies. Moreover, a better
understanding of the links between disorder and
crime requires investigation of the specific social
mechanisms under consideration. This implies a
need to formulate detailed theories from which
one can derive testable hypotheses. The set of
outcome variables will have to go beyond crime
reports and arrest rates to include perceptions of
safety, trust, willingness to intervene, and other
variables related to community enforcement
(Sampson et al. 1997). These studies will require
careful coordination between academics and
police forces. Whether the BWE turns out to be
real or not, this approach will allow the evidence-
based policing that makes society safer.
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