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According to Laub (2004), criminology has a developmental life course with specific
turning points that allow for innovations in how we understand and respond to crime.
I argue that criminology should take another turn in direction, focusing on microgeo-
graphic hot spots. By examining articles published in Criminology, I show that only
marginal attention has been paid to this area of study to date—often termed the crim-
inology of place. I illustrate the potential utility of a turning point by examining the
law of crime concentration at place, which states that for a defined measure of crime
at a specific microgeographic unit, the concentration of crime will fall within a narrow
bandwidth of percentages for a defined cumulative proportion of crime. By provid-
ing the first cross-city comparison of crime concentration using a common geographic
unit, the same crime type, and examining a general crime measure, I find strong sup-
port for a law of crime concentration. I also show that crime concentration stays within
a narrow bandwidth across time, despite strong volatility in crime incidents. By draw-
ing from these findings, I identify several key research questions for future study. In
conclusion, I argue that a focus on the criminology of place provides significant op-
portunity for young scholars and has great promise for advancing criminology as a
science.

In his presidential address to the American Society of Criminology in 2003, John Laub
(2004) observed that criminology as a discipline could be viewed as having a developmen-
tal life course. In turn, much like the offenders that he and Robert Sampson studied in
identifying life-course criminology (Laub and Sampson, 2003), this life course had impor-
tant turning points that fundamentally influenced the directions that the field would take.
In contrast to continuity in the intellectual trajectory of the discipline, a turning point
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refers to a radical new way of viewing criminology, which allows us to stake out new terri-
tory and to make significant new discoveries about crime and criminality. My argument in
this article is that it is time for criminology to take another turn in direction. The change
is embedded not in a particular theory but in the units of analysis that criminologists fo-
cus on. The first major turning point that Laub (2004) identified in American criminology
was also concerned with units of analysis. The fundamental changes in our understand-
ing of the crime problem that came from the Chicago School of Criminology were linked
strongly to their insights about the importance of communities in understanding crime
(e.g., Shaw and McKay, 1942). In this article, I suggest a new turning point, not about
communities but focused instead on microgeographic crime hot spots.

The study of crime at microgeographic units of analysis began to interest criminologists
in the late 1980s (Evans and Herbert, 1989; Felson, 1987; Pierce, Spaar, and Briggs, 1988;
Sherman, Gartin, and Buerger, 1989; Weisburd and Green, 1994; Weisburd, Maher, and
Sherman, 1992). In 1989 in Criminology, Lawrence Sherman, Patrick Gartin, and Michael
Buerger coined the term criminology of place to describe this new area of study. The
criminology of place (see also Weisburd, Groff, and Yang, 2012) or crime and place (see
Eck and Weisburd, 1995) pushes us to examine very small geographic areas within cities,
often as small as addresses or street segments (a street from intersection to intersection),
for their contribution to the crime problem. It pushes us to examine and understand why
crime occurs at specific places rather than focusing our interests on the more traditional
concern of criminologists with why specific types of people commit crime.

I begin by presenting data on the dominant units of analysis in criminology. By drawing
from an examination of the journal Criminology, I find that person-focused studies have
dominated the attention of criminologists and that studies of crime at place have played
a very minor role in criminological research to date. I then turn to what may be termed
the first law of the criminology of place—the law of crime concentration—to illustrate
the tremendous potential of this approach for enhancing our understanding of crime and
our ability to inform crime control policies. In conclusion, I argue that a turning point
focusing on microgeographic hot spots is warranted in criminology because it can enhance
criminology as a science—an enterprise very much in the spirit of Edwin Sutherland.

UNITS OF ANALYSIS IN EMPIRICAL CRIMINOLOGY

What have been the dominant units of analysis in research in criminology? My stu-
dents and I investigated this question by looking at units of analysis in empirical studies
published in Criminology between 1990 and 2014.1 We focus on Criminology because it
consistently is the highest impact journal in the field according to Thomson Reuter’s In-
stitute for Scientific Information Index, and it is the main journal of the largest and most
influential professional association in criminology. We identified a total of 719 empirical
articles in the journal over the last 25 years.2

Figure 1 reports on the percentage of empirical studies that were found to exam-
ine each unit of analysis. Because multiple units of analysis were reported in 121

1. I want to thank Breanne Cave, Matthew Nelson, and Alese Wooditch for their work on collecting
these data.

2. Approximately 7 percent of the articles had no empirical units and are not included in our count.
These were generally discussions of theory or nonempirical pieces, such as presidential addresses
to the society.
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Figure 1. Units of Analysis in Empirical Articles in Criminology
1990–2014 (N = 719)a

3.1% 4.3%
8.3% 11.1%

15.0%

66.1%

0.0%

10.0%

20.0%

30.0%

40.0%

50.0%

60.0%

70.0%

Institution Micro-place Meso-place Macro-place Situation Person

Unit of Analysis

Pe
rc

en
ta

ge
 o

f E
m

pi
ri

ca
l P

ap
er

s

aIn 15.5 percent of the articles, multiple units were identified. In such cases, we counted the article as including
each unit that was noted. Accordingly, the percentage estimates in the figure represent the percentage of the
total number of empirical articles that included that unit.

articles, the total proportion is greater than 100 percent. Not surprisingly, the domi-
nant unit of analysis in empirical studies in Criminology is people. Two-thirds of the
articles in Criminology focus on people. Mesogeographic units (such as census tracts,
census block groups, and neighborhoods) were examined in 8 percent of the articles,
and macro-units (including cities, counties, and states) were examined in 11 percent of
the articles. Perhaps reflecting another turning point in criminology at the turn of the
last century, situations are a focus of 15 percent of the articles in Criminology. But
only 4 percent of the articles examined micro-units, such as addresses, facilities (e.g.,
schools and bars), street segments, or small clusters of street segments. Clearly, the dis-
cipline of criminology has not focused significant attention on microgeographic units
of analysis.

Looking at the trend across time, there is indication of a growing interest in the crim-
inology of place (figure 2). Only 2.6 percent of the articles in Criminology in the early
1990s focused on microgeographic units of analysis. However, between 2010 and 2014,
more than 6 percent of articles examined microgeographic hot spots. Although this find-
ing suggests a growing trend of interest, it is still the case that the criminology of place
occupies a very small part of empirical study in criminology. The question remains: Why
should there be a turning point that would focus on microgeographic units of analysis?

LAW OF CRIME CONCENTRATION AT PLACE

Perhaps the first and most important empirical observation in the criminology of place
is that crime concentrates at very small units of geography (Weisburd and Amram, 2012;
Weisburd et al., 2012). This finding is the catalyst not only for the emerging interest in
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this area in the 1990s but also for the development of crime prevention programs at
places, such as hot spots policing (Sherman and Weisburd, 1995). Many studies since
the late 1980s have found that there is significant clustering of crime at microgeographic
units of analysis (see Andresen and Malleson, 2011; Braga, Papachristos, and Hureau,
2014; Brantingham and Brantingham, 1999; Crow and Bull, 1975; Curmen, Andresen,
and Brantingham, 2014; Pierce, Spaar, and Briggs, 1988; Roncek, 2000; Sherman, Gartin,
and Buerger, 1989; Weisburd and Amram, 2014; Weisburd et al., 2004; Weisburd and
Green, 1994; Weisburd, Lawton, and Ready, 2012; Weisburd, Maher, and Sherman, 1992;
Weisburd, Morris, and Groff, 2009). However, studies to date have varied widely in the
geographic units used, the type of crime data (e.g., calls for service and crime incidents),
and the types of crimes examined.

Two early studies examining street addresses and general measures of crime found
strikingly similar outcomes. Sherman, Gartin, and Buerger (1989; see also Sherman, 1987)
in an analysis of emergency calls to street addresses found that only 3.5 percent of the
addresses in Minneapolis produced 50 percent of all crime calls to the police in a single
year. Similarly, Pierce, Spaar, and Briggs (1988) found that 3.6 percent of street addresses
in Boston included 50 percent of emergency calls to the police. Eck, Gersh, and Taylor
(2000) also examined crime calls at addresses and found that the most active 10 percent
of places (in terms of crime) in the Bronx and Baltimore accounted for approximately
32 percent of a combination of robberies, assaults, burglaries, grand larcenies, and auto
thefts. Looking at public places, such as high schools, public housing projects, subway
stations, and parks, Spelman (1995) found that the worst 10 percent of locations produced
50 percent of crime calls.

Other scholars have looked at crime incidents at street segments or clusters of
street segments. A study conducted by Weisburd et al. (2004) confirms not only the
concentration of crime at place but also the stability of such concentration across a long
time span. Weisburd et al. examined street segments in the city of Seattle from 1989
through 2002. They found that 50 percent of crime incidents over the 14-year period oc-
curred at only 4.5 percent of the street segments. Curman, Andresen, and Brantingham
(2014) also examined crime incidents in Vancouver, BC, Canada, at the street segment
using incident data. They found that 7.8 percent of street segments produce 60 percent of
crime and that crime patterns at high rate places are relatively stable across time. Weis-
burd and Mazerolle (2000) studied drug markets, which often included clusters of street
segments. They found that approximately 20 percent of all disorder crimes and 14 percent
of crimes against persons were concentrated in just 56 drug hot spots in Jersey City, New
Jersey, an area that comprised only 4.4 percent of street segments and intersections in the
city (see also Weisburd and Green, 1995).

Some studies reported crime concentration for specific types of crime. In Sherman,
Gartin, and Buerger’s (1989) original work, they also documented crime concentrations
by specific crime types. All robbery calls came from only 2.2 percent of places in the city,
all motor vehicle thefts came from 2.7 percent of places, and all rape calls came from 1.2
percent of places. Even some crimes that would perhaps seem less likely to concentrate
so dramatically like burglaries, assaults, and domestic disturbances also were found to
show high levels of concentration at the microgeographic level. All burglaries came from
11 percent of places, all assaults came from 7 percent of places, and all domestic distur-
bances came from 9 percent of places. Whereas study of crime concentration for specific
crimes often has been hindered because of low base rates in microgeographic areas, more
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recent study of specific crime types also shows strong evidence of high levels of concen-
tration (Braga, Hureau, and Papachristos, 2010; Townsley, Homel, and Chaseling, 2003).
For example, in Boston, Braga, Hureau, and Papachristos (2010) examined incidents of
gun violence between 1980 and 2008. They found incidents of gun violence were stable
and concentrated at less than 5 percent of street segments and intersections. They also
reported (Braga, Hureau, and Papachristos, 2011) that between 1 percent and 8 percent
of street segments and intersections were responsible for nearly 50 percent of all commer-
cial robberies and 66 percent of all street robberies. In studying juvenile crime hot spots,
Weisburd, Morris, and Groff (2009) found that only 86 street segments of approximately
25,000 in Seattle accounted for one-third of all official juvenile crime over a 14-year
period.

These studies have established clearly that crime is concentrated at microgeographic
units. But it is difficult to draw strong conclusions regarding the extent to which there are
similarities in crime concentration across cities because of the varied nature of the units of
analysis, types of data, and types of crime examined. Is there a tight bandwidth of concen-
tration of crime suggesting a specific scientific principle that holds in similar magnitudes
across a variety of circumstances? If so, then it would be possible to develop a law to
this effect. The generally established criterion of a physical law as defined by the Oxford
English Dictionary (Physical law, 2010) is as follows: “A physical law is a principle de-
duced from particular facts, applicable to a defined group or class of phenomena, and
expressible by the statement that a particular phenomenon always occurs if certain con-
ditions be present.” In this context, I present data to suggest that there is a law of
crime concentration. This law states that for a defined measure of crime at a specific
microgeographic unit, the concentration of crime will fall within a narrow bandwidth of
percentages for a defined cumulative proportion of crime.3

A defined measure of crime is necessary because crime concentration may vary de-
pending on the types of crimes and nature of the crime data examined. For example, as
illustrated previously, earlier studies have looked at broad general measures of crime as
well as at specific types of crime, and they have examined emergency calls to the po-
lice, crime victimization, and crime incidents. In turn, crime concentration may fluctuate
according to the specific microgeographic unit of analysis examined, from addresses or fa-
cilities to clusters of street segments or defined geographic buffers. Scholars have argued
generally that crime concentrates at microgeographic units (Weisburd et al., 2012; Wilcox
and Eck, 2011). A law of crime concentration predicts that the range in percentage of
microgeographic units—what I term bandwidth of percentages—that is associated with a
specific cumulative proportion of crime (for example, 25 percent or 50 percent of crime
in the city) would be very narrow for a standard unit of crime and geography. The sub-
sequent analyses represent an initial attempt to define the bandwidth of the law of crime
concentration across cities and across time.

SAMPLE OF CITIES

I was able to gather crime data on eight cities coded at the same geographic unit (the
street segment), using the same type of data (crime incidents), and the same measure of

3. My colleagues and I have stated a more general proposition about crime concentrations in earlier
work (see Weisburd and Amram, 2014; Weisburd et al., 2012; see also Wilcox and Eck, 2011).
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crime (a broad general measure, as will be discussed). Data from some of these cities
were available because of my involvement in prior or ongoing studies. Data on three
cities (Cincinnati, Ohio; Redlands, California; and Ventura, California) were generously
provided by colleagues (table 1). Five cities are what we would ordinarily term “large”
cities (table 2) with populations ranging from approximately 300,000 people (Cincinnati)
to more than 8,000,000 (New York City). Three cities are small cities, less urbanized than
the larger cities, including populations ranging from approximately 70,000 (Redlands) to
108,000 (Ventura) people. The time range of the data available in the cities ranged from
1 year to 21 years.

This sample is not random but one of convenience. Nonetheless, this is not only the
first time that anyone has examined crime concentration across cities using similar meth-
ods and metrics, but also the cities vary greatly in character. The cities studied are very
different in the size of their populations and in many other characteristics (table 2). In
terms of scale, the larger cities vary in the number of street segments between 13,550
(Cincinnati) and 87,279 (New York). The average length of street segments varies be-
tween 183 feet (Tel Aviv-Yafo) and 445 feet (Cincinnati). The smaller cities vary less and
overall include many fewer street segments (2,937 to 4,674), which are in general much
longer (596 to 681 feet).

Crime rates also vary greatly across the cities, as do social characteristics. Among the
larger U.S. cities, violent crime rates vary between 6 per 1,000 population in Seattle and
9.7 per 1,000 in Cincinnati. Tel Aviv-Yafo’s serious crime index cannot be compared di-
rectly with those of the U.S. cities because of differences in crime classifications, but it
reflects an overall very low rate of violent crime. Among the smaller cities, the rates vary
between 2.9 and 3.4 per 1,000 population. In terms of racial composition, Seattle, Wash-
ington, is only 7.9 percent African American, whereas almost half of Cincinnati’s pop-
ulation is African American. Only 4.2 percent of Tel Aviv-Yafo’s population are Arab
minority citizens. In terms of percentage of the city below the poverty level, Seattle and
Tel Aviv-Yafo both have approximately 14.0 percent of the population below the poverty
level, whereas Cincinnati has more than 30 percent. Among the smaller cities, we also see
large variation in the percentage African American, ranging between 2.2 percent and
24.4 percent.

Accordingly, although the cities we look at are not representative of a specific popula-
tion of cities as described previously, they have a broad array of characteristics, including
being spread geographically across the United States and including one non-U.S. city,
Tel Aviv-Yafo. If we find strong consistency across such a diverse group of cities, then
it is reasonable to draw an inference regarding the general application of a law of crime
concentration at place.

TYPE OF CRIME DATA AND TYPES OF CRIME

I use computerized records of written reports, often referred to as crime incident re-
ports, to examine crime trends. Incident reports are generated by police officers or detec-
tives after an initial response to a request for police service. In this sense, they represent
only those events that were both reported to the police and deemed worthy of a crime re-
port by the responding officer. Incident reports are more inclusive than arrest reports but
less inclusive than emergency calls for service—which include all events reported to the
police whether they are confirmed or not. The number of crime incidents across the cities
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varies considerably. Among the larger cities, New York has by far the most crime inci-
dents occurring on street segments in an average year (N = 376,856; see table 1), whereas
Tel Aviv-Yafo has the least (N = 32,361). Among the three smaller cities, the average
number of yearly crime incidents on street segments varies from 14,327 in Brooklyn Park
to 5,841 in Redlands.

A general crime measure is applied across all cities. This measure includes a vari-
ety of incident types: property (e.g., burglary and property destruction), personal (e.g.,
homicide, assault, and robbery), disorder (e.g., graffiti and abandoned vehicles), drugs,
prostitution, and traffic-related crimes (e.g., drunk driving and hit and run). All data were
geocoded in ArcGIS. Geocoding rates were very high for seven of the eight cities stud-
ied (Ratcliffe, 2004): Cincinnati, Ohio (95 percent); Seattle, Washington (97 percent);
New York, New York (96 percent); Sacramento, California (99 percent); Brooklyn Park,
Minnesota (97 percent); Redlands, California (97 percent); and Ventura, California (96
percent). Overall, geocoding rates were much lower for Tel Aviv-Yafo, averaging ap-
proximately 77 percent.4 Nonetheless, the long series of data available in Tel Aviv-Yafo
and the fact that it is a city outside the United States adds an interesting contrast to our
review.

UNIT OF ANALYSIS

The geographic unit of study for these analyses of crime concentration is the street
segment, including both block faces between two intersections. The choice of street seg-
ments as a microgeographic unit of analysis reflects both theoretical and practical con-
cerns. Scholars have long recognized the relevance of the street segment in organizing
life in the city (Appleyard, 1981; Jacobs, 1961; Smith, Frazee, and Davison, 2000; Taylor,
1997; Weisburd and Amram, 2014; Weisburd et al., 2004, 2012). Taylor (1997), for ex-
ample, argued that the visual closeness of block residents, interrelated role obligations,
acceptance of certain common norms and behavior, common regularly recurring rhythms
of activity, the physical boundaries of the street, and the historical evolution of the street
segment make the street block or street segment a particularly useful unit of analysis
of place (see also Hunter and Baumer, 1982; Taylor, Gottfredson, and Bower, 1984;
Weisburd et al., 2004). Weisburd et al. (2012) and Weisburd, Groff, and Yang (2014)
argued that the street segment is a type of microcommunity, forming a first layer in
the complex arrangements of community life at varying levels of community in a city
(Sampson, 2012: 54–55). In this sense, the street segment is an important theoretical unit
for studying crime at place (Weisburd et al., 2012).

The choice of street segments over smaller units, such as addresses, also minimizes
the error likely to develop from miscoding of addresses in official data (see Klinger and
Bridges, 1997; Weisburd and Green, 1994; Weisburd et al., 2004, 2012). It is one thing to
get the specific address of a crime wrong, but it is another to miscode the fact that a crime
occurred on a street between two intersections. I exclude those incidents that occurred
at an intersection or could not be linked to a specific street segment (see also Curman,
Andresen, and Brantingham, 2014; Dario et al., 2015; Weisburd et al., 2004; Weisburd,

4. The geocoding rate generally improves across time, with a rate of 73 percent in 1990 and 84 percent
in 2010.
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Groff, and Yang, 2014). Intersections cannot be uniquely assigned to any specific street
segment because they are generally part of multiple distinct street segments. The propor-
tion of crime at intersections varies across the cities. In Tel Aviv-Yafo, there are no crime
incidents tied to intersections (all are linked to street segments), and in Cincinnati, only
7 percent of crime is tied to intersections. In New York City, approximately 20 percent
of crime is tied to intersections. Among the smaller cities, 6 percent of crimes are tied to
intersections in Brooklyn Park, 11 percent in Ventura, and 33 percent in Redlands. The
variability we observe in the data may relate in part to the policies for coding data in a
city, as well as to the physical layout of the cities examined. Nonetheless, Weisburd et al.
(2004) suggested that the nature of crimes at intersections varies in important ways from
those found on street segments. For example, traffic-related crime incidents accounted for
only 4.5 percent of reports at street segments in Seattle, but they account for 44 percent
of reports at intersections.

LAW OF CRIME CONCENTRATION ACROSS CITIES

Looking at the larger cities, it is clear that crime concentration occurs within a very
tight bandwidth despite the variability in characteristics of the cities studied (figure 3).
Fifty percent of crime at street segments is found to concentrate in just 4.2 percent
(Sacramento) to 6 percent (Cincinnati) of the streets. Twenty-five percent of the crime
is found at between .8 percent and 1.6 percent of the street segments. Accordingly, a
law of crime concentration operating in these cities seems to follow a very consistent
pattern.

Smaller cities follow a similar pattern with even higher levels of crime concentration
(figure 4). Between 2.1 percent (Brooklyn Park; Redlands) and 3.5 percent (Ventura)
of street segments produce 50 percent of crime at street segments. The percentage of
street segments responsible for 25 percent of crime is just .4 percent in Brooklyn Park and
Redlands and .7 percent in Ventura. Although caution is warranted in trying to explain
small absolute differences between the larger urban areas and more suburban cities ex-
amined, these data suggest that the law of crime concentration may operate differently in
small suburban cities than in large metropolises. The research I am conducting in Brook-
lyn Park suggests that such cities may include just a few specific high-density streets,
for example, those with public housing developments, that account for very large pro-
portions of crime. Crime concentration in smaller cities is just beginning to be studied
(e.g., Dario et al., 2015; Hibdon, 2013), which should shed more light on this question in
the future.

But whatever the variability we observe across smaller and larger cities, the overall
conclusion we can reach is that there is a tight bandwidth of crime concentration at places
suggesting a law of crime concentration across cities. For 50 percent concentration, that
bandwidth is about 4 percent (from 2.1 to 6 percent), and for 25 percent concentration,
that bandwidth is less than 1.5 percent (from .4 to 1.6 percent). This finding has strong
implications for public policies for crime control that have already been applied widely
(Braga and Weisburd, 2010; Lum, Koper, and Telep, 2011; Weisburd and Telep, 2010,
2014a, 2014b). If crime is so concentrated at specific places in the city, then policing
and other crime prevention resources also should be concentrated. Weisburd, Groff, and
Yang (2014) suggested that this should apply not just to criminal justice interventions but
also to social interventions that might ameliorate crime problems.



144 WEISBURD

Figure 3. The Law of Crime Concentration in Large Cities
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Figure 4. The Law of Crime Concentration in Small Cities
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DOES THE LAW OF CRIME CONCENTRATION APPLY
ACROSS TIME?

We have seen that on average there is a tight bandwidth of crime concentration across
cities. But does that consistency also apply across time? Does that consistency hold even
if there are strong trends or fluctuations in crime across time? For four cities studied
(Tel Aviv-Yafo, Seattle, Brooklyn Park, and New York), longitudinal data were available
that allowed examination of these questions. In figure 5, the crime concentration trends
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at 25 and 50 percent of crime are presented, as well as trends in crime incidents across the
time period examined for each of the four cities.5

As in our examination of crime concentration across cities, we find a relatively small
bandwidth of crime concentration within cities across time. In Seattle for 16 years, the
bandwidth for a cumulative proportion of 50 percent of crime varied between 4.6 and 5.8
percent, and that for 25 percent of crime between .9 and 1.2 percent of street segments.
Similarly in New York, the bandwidth varies between 4.7 and 6 percent for 50 percent of
crime and 1.1 and 1.5 percent for 25 percent of crime across a 9-year period. In Brook-
lyn Park, the concentration is greater, as noted earlier, but the bandwidth is again small
varying between 1.5 and 2.6 percent for 50 percent of crime and .3 and .5 percent for
25 percent of crime across a 14-year period. Tel Aviv-Yafo follows the general pattern
of stability, but the variation across time is somewhat greater. The bandwidth for the
50 percent cumulative proportion of crime varies between 3.9 (1990) and 6.5 percent
(2003), and the 25 percent cumulative proportion between .8 and 1.8 percent.

The number of crime incidents each year appears much more volatile both within and
between cities (figure 5). For example, in Tel Aviv-Yafo, there was a large crime wave be-
tween 1991 and 1998 (in contrast to American cities during this period; see Blumstein and
Wallman, 2000), and a smaller but still meaningful crime drop between 2004 and 2010.
In contrast, Brooklyn Park saw a crime drop between 2001 and 2004 of more than 2,500
incidents, then a crime wave increase of more than 3,000 crime incidents, and finally a
larger crime drop between 2007 and 2013 of almost 5,000 crime incidents. Seattle shows
a fairly consistent overall crime drop of 28,545 incidents between 1989 and 2004. Finally,
New York evidences a mixed trend between 2004 and 2006 and then a decline of al-
most 70,000 crimes between 2006 and 2012. Clearly, the crime patterns differ considerably
between the cities. Also, a significant degree of fluctuation of crime incidents occurs across
time within cities.

Some caution should be observed in comparing trends between crime incidents across
time and crime concentration levels across time. Changes in the concentration lines will
be less noticeable because of the relatively condensed scales used. A change from 1 to
1.5 percent for the 25 percent concentration line is a 50 percent relative increase, but it
reflects a very small absolute difference in the level of crime concentration at places. A
50 percent decline in crime in any of these cities would be a startling decrease and a very
large absolute difference.

But irrespective of the question of scale, it is clear from these data that crime concen-
tration stays within a relatively tight bandwidth across time within the cities studied. This
finding strengthens the evidence for a law of crime concentration at place as a specific sci-
entific principle. It also speaks to another general law in criminology proposed by Émile
Durkheim more than 100 years ago. Durkheim suggested that crime was not indicative of
pathology or illness in society, but at certain levels, it was simply evidence of the normal
functioning of communities (Durkheim, 1964 [1895]). For Durkheim, the idea of a normal
level of crime reinforced his theoretical position that crime helped to define and solidify
norms in society.

5. Crime trends are based only on geocoded data from the three American cities because the geocod-
ing rates are very high and this allows for isolating crime at street segments. In Tel Aviv-Yafo,
estimates are based on all crime data available both because all data are attributed to street seg-
ments in Tel Aviv-Yafo and, as noted earlier, geocoding rates average only 77 percent.
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Crime rates over the last few decades would seem to contradict strongly Durkheim’s
conception of normal levels of crime in society. Between 1973 and 1990, violent crime
doubled in the United States (Reiss and Roth, 1993), and in the 1990s, the United States
experienced a well-documented crime drop (Blumstein and Wallman, 2000). In the 1970s,
Alfred Blumstein and colleagues (Blumstein and Cohen, 1973; Blumstein, Cohen, and
Nagin, 1976; Blumstein and Moitra, 1979) hypothesized that Durkheim’s proposition
could be applied to punishment in America, where imprisonment rates had remained
static for a long period of time (see also Tremblay, 1986). But dramatic increases in U.S.
incarcerations in the 1980s and 1990s would seem inconsistent with the normal crime
or normal punishment hypothesis unless, of course, we were to postulate that these are
periods of dramatic social change where the normal crime hypothesis would not ap-
ply (Durkheim, 1964 [1895]). Our cities as well suggest that levels of crime vary widely
across time.

But despite the fluctuations in crime across time in the cities we observe, crime con-
centration stays within a relatively narrow range. In this sense, Durkheim’s proposition
of a normal level of crime in society can be reinterpreted. There does not seem to be
a normal level of crime in urban areas. But there does seem to be a normal level of
concentration of crime at place (see also Weisburd and Amram, 2014; Weisburd et al.,
2012).

KEY UNANSWERED QUESTIONS

An examination of crime concentration across cities and across time adds important
data to the study of the criminology of place. But these findings suggest as well that sev-
eral key questions are important for criminologists to address. These analyses illustrate
a startling phenomenon, which I described as a first law of the criminology of place. The
extent of crime concentration at place can be compared with another key scientific prin-
ciple that led to an important turning point in criminology (Laub, 2004: 12–13): that a
small group of offenders produce a large proportion of the crime. In the early 1970s,
Marvin Wolfgang, Robert M. Figlio, and Thorsten Sellin (1972) reported on their findings
from a cohort of almost 10,000 boys from Philadelphia selected in the 1940s and followed
through 1963. They found chronic offenders made up just 6 percent of their sample and
yet were responsible for 51.9 percent of offenses committed by the cohort. This finding
has spurred generations of studies to try to understand why crime concentrates among a
small group of offenders.

To date, we have only a handful of studies that examine why crime concentrates at a
small number of chronic crime places or crime hot spots (see Eck, Clarke, and Guerette,
2007; Smith, Frazee, and Davison, 2000; Weisburd et al., 2012; Wikstrom et al., 2012).
Although these studies have yielded insights into the factors that lead to places becom-
ing hot spots as opposed to cool spots of crime, our knowledge is very limited. Perhaps
thousands of articles have been written using different approaches and based on multi-
ple methods, including several well-designed prospective longitudinal studies of human
development (e.g., Elliott and Huizinga, 1983; Loeber et al., 1998; Mulvey, 2011; Ttofi
et al., 2011; Warr, 1998; West and Farrington, 1973) attempting to draw insights into
the underlying causes of criminality. My colleagues and I have just begun a long-term
prospective longitudinal study of crime hot spots (Weisburd, Lawton, and Ready, 2012;
Weisburd et al., 2012). But this study is the only one I am aware of taking this approach,



148 WEISBURD

suggesting that there is much to be done and many opportunities to contribute to knowl-
edge in this area.

It is not enough to have data about crime and place; there is need for rigorous theory
development if we are to know what data to collect and which models to test. Theo-
retical development in study of crime and place is still in early stages of development.
The main focus so far has been in the application of opportunity theories of crime (see
Cullen, 2010; Weisburd et al., 2012; Wilcox, Land, and Hunt, 2003). Routine activities the-
ory (Cohen and Felson, 1979), situational prevention (Clarke, 1995), and crime pattern
theory (Brantingham and Brantingham, 1993) all place great emphasis on the specific
opportunities offered by places and situations. Recently, my colleagues and I (Weisburd
et al., 2012; Weisburd, Groff, and Yang, 2014) have suggested that theory about micro-
geographic places should draw as well from community-based theories of crime that have
emphasized social factors and the importance of social disorganization (see Sampson and
Groves, 1989; Shaw and McKay, 1942). But only a handful of studies focus on theories of
crime at place (e.g., Brantingham and Brantingham, 1999; Eck and Eck, 2012; Eck and
Weisburd, 1995).

Would the law of crime concentration apply within the narrow bandwidth we observe
if we were able to sample large numbers of cities using the same data and measurement
metrics? Are there circumstances in which the law of crime concentration across cities
does not apply? The data presented here are based on a convenience sample. Although I
argued earlier that the cities examined vary a good deal in their characteristics, it is time to
examine a wide array of cities that are drawn using established sampling techniques from
which we can draw strong generalizations to larger populations. Such an approach would
allow us not only to develop further the generalizability of the law of crime concentration
but also to identify whether there are specific contexts in which the law does not apply or
applies at much different levels. It may be following Durkheim (1964 [1895]), for example,
that the law of crime concentration would not apply in times of social upheaval. Perhaps
the levels of concentrations we observe apply in a broad way to societies that are overall
healthy in their social conditions.

Also, it is important to explore the relationship between the law of crime concentra-
tion and concentrations of phenomena observed in other fields, such as the 80/20 rule
in economics (Juran, 1951; see also Pareto, 1909) or the 90/10 rule in computer science
(Lipovetsky, 2009). The concentration of crime follows patterns of concentration in many
other areas of scientific inquiry (e.g., Bak, 1994; Eck, Clarke, and Guerette, 2007; Hill,
Maucione, and Hood, 2007; Sherman, 2007). The concentration of human activity has
been noted for more than 100 years (among others, Allport, 1934; Dalton, 1920; Gini,
1912; Hirschman, 1945; Lorenz, 1905; Zipf, 1949). Does crime concentration reflect con-
centrated activity in other areas of social life? If so, then it suggests that we need to
broaden our lens and recognize that crime is only one of a series of phenomena that are
concentrated in the modern city. In turn, we also have to consider the possibility of gen-
eral statistical laws that apply not only across social life but also across such phenomena
as the concentration of computer processing. For example, is there a statistical princi-
ple analogous to regression to the mean (Bland and Altman, 1994) that predicts levels of
concentration regardless of the phenomena observed?

Why do we observe strong stability of crime concentration across time? Is it because
social characteristics of urban areas remain relatively stable across the periods of time
we observe? Or do we need to adjust our lens for assessing crime changes in under-
standing patterns of crime at microgeographic units? Several studies have illustrated that
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there is strong street-by-street variability in crime within cities and that there are crime
hot spots in neighborhoods that are generally termed good neighborhoods and that most
streets even in so-called bad neighborhoods have little or no crime (Curman, Andresen,
and Brantingham, 2014; Groff, Weisburd, and Yang, 2010; Weisburd and Amram, 2014;
Weisburd et al., 2012; Weisburd, Telep, and Lawton, 2014). Groff, Weisburd, and Yang
(2010: 7) noted, for example, in a study of juvenile crime at street segments that “[i]n a
surprising number of cases we find that individual street segments have [crime] trajec-
tories which are unrelated to their immediately adjacent streets.” This finding suggests
the need to expand our perspective on social change in understanding crime patterns at
street segments, and in cities more generally, to examine street characteristics rather than
the broad social patterns typically adopted by community theorists. For example, my col-
leagues and I have found that decreasing property values, increased housing assistance,
and declines in collective efficacy at street segments are all related to streets that expe-
rience crime waves over a 14-year period in Seattle, Washington (Weisburd et al., 2012).
Perhaps stability in crime concentration across time is a result of unusual levels of stabil-
ity of social conditions at microgeographic crime hot spots rather than of trends across
neighborhoods or cities as a whole (see Weisburd et al., 2004).

IT IS TIME FOR ANOTHER TURNING POINT IN THE
DEVELOPMENTAL CAREER OF CRIMINOLOGY

Edwin Sutherland argued in his seminal text, Principles of Criminology (1947: 23), that
“[c]riminology at present is clearly not a science, but it has hopes of becoming a science.”
Key to that effort was the development of “general propositions of universal validity.” He
noted that criminology had not yet developed such principles. Today, we can recognize a
few general propositions that meet this standard. We identified one earlier—that a small
number of high-rate offenders produce a large proportion of the crime—first noted by
Wolfgang, Figlio, and Sellin (1972) more than 40 years ago. Another is the commonly
cited age–crime curve, which recognizes that most criminals generally age out of crime
(Steffensmeier et al., 1989). But a small number of such universal laws remains, and as
criminology develops as a science, it is important to study and explore carefully each one
that is identified. The criminology of place, in a very early stage of its development, has
already generated such a general proposition: the law of crime concentration at place.
This proposition in itself speaks to the importance of greater focus on crime at place
in criminology.

But another reason for a turning point in the developmental career of criminology is
drawn from the current state of criminological knowledge. Continuing with business as
usual will likely not add dramatically to our generation of important insights for theory
or policy. This point was made strongly by Frank Cullen in his 2010 Sutherland Address
to the American Society of Criminology. He argued there:

For over a half century, criminology has been dominated by a paradigm—
adolescence-limited criminology (ALC)—that has privileged the use of self-report
surveys of adolescents to test sociological theories of criminal behavior and has em-
braced the view that “nothing works” to control crime. Although ALC has cre-
ated knowledge, opposed injustice, and advanced scholars’ careers, it has outlived its
utility. The time has come for criminologists to choose a different future. (Cullen,
2011: 287)
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Cullen (2011) suggested areas that provided promise for advancing criminology and
crime prevention. These areas included life-course criminology (e.g., Laub and Sampson,
2003), biological social theory (Moffitt, 1993), criminal decision making (e.g., Nagin and
Pogarsky, 2001), and the study of crime events (e.g., Clarke, 1980). The criminology of
place suggests a radical departure from current interests, and that is why I have argued
for a turning point in the life course of criminology. Its concern is with the units of analysis
of criminological study rather than with the measurement of crime or the theory used to
understand crime. In this sense, each innovation that Cullen described can be examined
or applied in the context of micro-crime places. In this context, the criminology of place
offers a promising new direction for criminology, which has tremendous possibilities for
advancing criminology as a science.

Earlier in the article, I provided evidence suggesting that the criminology of place has
received little attention in criminology. This fact presents a particular opportunity for
young scholars looking to advance criminology and their careers. In contrast to the tra-
ditional concerns that Cullen (2011) critiques, which have been the focus of thousands
of papers and studies, crime and place has occupied a marginal location in empirical
research in criminology. There is much room to make new discoveries and to examine
new problems. It is a field where we know little and the landscape of knowledge is wide
open to young scholars for exploration. I laid out some key research questions that need
to be answered. But these are simply a drop in the bucket relative to the vast array of
questions that need to be examined to advance this area of inquiry.

These questions are not only about understanding crime, but also they are about doing
something about crime. One of Cullen’s (2011) main objections to continuity in the life
course of criminology is that it has little promise for helping us to do something about
crime problems. He argued that “[w]e have contributed valuable work to knowledge
destruction—showing what does not work—but have not done much to show what does
work through knowledge construction” (Cullen, 2011: 318). In contrast, the criminology
of place from the start has focused on what we can do about the crime problem. In the
late 1980s, when descriptive empirical findings were just beginning to emerge, Lawrence
Sherman (1995) and I designed the Minneapolis Hot Spots Patrol Experiment to counter
widely stated claims that the police “could not do anything about crime” (Bayley, 1994;
Gottfredson and Hirschi, 1990). Since the results of that study were published, more than
20 field trials of hot spots policing have taken place, nearly all of them showing crime pre-
vention benefits for the interventions examined (Braga, Papachristos, and Hureu, 2014).
Studies also have documented that such programs are more likely to lead to a diffusion of
crime control benefits (Clarke and Weisburd, 1994) to nearby areas than to displacement
of crime (Braga, Papachristos, and Hureau, 2014; Guerette and Bowers, 2009; Weisburd
et al., 2006). Accordingly, study of the criminology of place not only offers tremendous
opportunities to advance criminology as a science but also has already yielded strong ev-
idence of practical and successful crime prevention applications.

CONCLUSIONS

It is time for another turning point in the life course of criminology. Study of the crim-
inology of place represents a distinct departure from the predominant perspectives in
criminology. But it offers a focus of empirical investigation that has tremendous poten-
tial to advance criminology as a discipline and to make criminology relevant as a policy
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science. I have focused on a first law of the criminology of place—the law of crime concen-
tration at places. I have presented new evidence showing that the law applies with startling
consistency both across cities and within cities across time. The data suggest that the law
of crime concentration is a “general proposition of universal validity” (Sutherland, 1947:
23), analogous to physical laws observed in the natural sciences. It is time for criminol-
ogists to focus their attention on place. This emphasis will enrich criminology and crime
prevention.
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