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Burgess, Clifford R. Shaw and Henry D. McKay, Ruth R. Kornhauser, Robert J. Bursik Jr., and Harold G. Grasmick, and
Robert J. Sampson. The paper examines how the theory has expanded beyond its original focus on poverty, residential
instability, and ethnic heterogeneity to incorporate concepts such as social capital, collective efficacy, social networks,
and spatial processes. In addition, recent empirical developments and theoretical refinements are discussed to assess
the theory's continuing relevance in explaining crime and deviance. The paper concludes by highlighting future directions
for research and the importance of integrating contemporary methodological approaches with traditional ecological
perspectives. By synthesizing classical and contemporary perspectives, this review highlights the enduring relevance
and adaptability of social disorganization theory in modern criminological research. In addition, the paper proposes an
integrative framework that links structural conditions, social networks, social capital, collective efficacy, and spatial
processes within a unified perspective on social disorganization.
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INTRODUCTION

Understanding why crime and deviance are
concentrated in certain neighborhoods has long been a
central concern in criminology. Among the major
macro-level explanations of crime, social
disorganization theory remains one of the most
influential frameworks for understanding how
neighborhood structural characteristics shape patterns
of crime and deviance. Originating from the ecological
research tradition of the Chicago School, the theory
argues that crime is not distributed randomly across
communities but is associated with structural conditions
such as poverty, residential instability, ethnic
heterogeneity, and weakened informal social control
(Shaw & McKay, [1942] 1969; Sampson & Groves,
1989). Over the past century, social disorganization
theory has evolved considerably, incorporating
concepts such as social capital, collective efficacy,
social networks, and spatial processes to explain
variations in crime across neighborhoods.

Despite its enduring influence, important theoretical
and conceptual questions remain. While early
formulations emphasized neighborhood structural
characteristics, contemporary research suggests that
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broader contextual forces—including institutional
networks, extraneighborhood influences, and spatially
connected social processes—may also shape crime
and community dynamics (Kubrin & Weitzer, 2003;
Hipp et al., 2025). In addition, debates concerning the
role of culture, informal social control, and community
cohesion continue to generate new theoretical
developments and empirical investigations. These
advances suggest that social disorganization theory
has become more complex and multifaceted than its
original formulation, warranting a comprehensive
reassessment of its historical development and
contemporary relevance.

The purpose of this paper is to provide a critical
theoretical review of social disorganization theory from
its origins to the present day. The review examines the
theory’s intellectual foundations, major theoretical
developments  and refinements,  contemporary
extensions, and emerging directions for future
research. Particular attention is given to the transition
from structural explanations of neighborhood crime
toward more dynamic perspectives emphasizing social
networks, social capital, collective efficacy, institutional
resources, and spatially embedded social processes.

Although previous scholarship has reviewed and
extended particular components of social
disorganization theory, including neighborhood social
control, collective efficacy, social networks, and spatial
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processes, these strands have often been developed
as distinct theoretical contributions rather than as
elements of a single conceptual model (Bursik &
Grasmick, 1993; Kubrin & Weitzer, 2003; Sampson,
2012; Sampson et al., 1997). This review contributes to
the literature by tracing the theory’s development from
its early ecological foundations through contemporary
extensions while critically evaluating its strengths,
limitations, competing perspectives, and boundary
conditions. It also proposes an integrative framework
that links structural disadvantage, residential instability,
family disruption, social networks, social capital,
collective efficacy, institutional resources, and spatial or
extra-neighborhood influences within a single multilevel
model.

The paper first examines the core assumptions and
historical foundations of social disorganization theory,
followed by a review of major theoretical developments,
including cultural perspectives, social capital, systemic
control theory, and collective efficacy. It then evaluates
contemporary extensions, debates, and limitations;
presents the proposed integrative framework; and
concludes by discussing future directions for research
and the continuing relevance of social disorganization
theory for understanding neighborhood-level crime and
deviance.

Literature Review Methodology

This article presents a narrative and integrative
review of social disorganization theory and its
contemporary developments. The review draws on
foundational theoretical works and selected empirical
research addressing social disorganization theory,
collective efficacy, social capital, social networks,
systemic control, neighborhood crime, informal social
control, spatial processes, and neighborhood
disadvantage.

The review prioritized foundational theoretical
contributions, influential empirical studies, major
theoretical extensions, and scholarship addressing
contemporary developments and critiques. Sources
were selected based on their relevance to the historical
development, central concepts, empirical applications,
limitations, and ongoing debates surrounding social
disorganization theory. Since the purpose of the article
is theoretical synthesis rather than a systematic
evidence review, the review was not intended to be
exhaustive or to produce pooled effect estimates.
Instead, it provides a historically grounded, critical, and

integrative account of the theory’s development and
contemporary relevance.

Social Disorganization Theory and Its Main

Assumptions

Theories in the field of crime and deviance are
considered from two perspectives, roughly macro and
micro. The analysis points of micro-level theories on
crime and deviance focus on individual characteristics.
Deterrence and rational choice, biological and
psychological, social learning, or social bonding and
control theories can be classified as micro-level
theories (Akers et al., 2021, p. 173) because each of
them deals with crime and deviant behavior on an
individual level. Undoubtedly, there was a need for
macro-level theories that assume that crime and
deviant behaviors do not depend only on individual
characteristics and that structural parameters may be
related to crime and deviance (Akers, 1968; Braga &
Clarke, 2014; Weisburd et al., 2012, 2014). One of
these theories is the social disorganization theory.

Social disorganization theory is a crime theory that
reveals the relationship between neighborhood
characteristics and crime rates, that is, the spatial
distribution of crime and deviance from a macro
perspective. ~The main  purpose of social
disorganization theory is to provide a structural
explanation for why crime rates are higher or lower in
some neighborhoods. In other words, the theory of
social disorganization assumes that there is a close
relationship between crime rates and different
neighborhood characteristics, which include low
income, ethnic heterogeneity, residential mobility, or
family disruption (Shaw & McKay, [1942] 1969;
Sampson & Groves, 1989). Therefore, the emphasis of
the social disorganization theory is that crime is
determined by structural, that is, environmental factors,
rather than personal choices.

In addition, it is assumed that social control cannot
be ensured because there will be problems in social
ties (such as neighborly relations) in neighborhood
structures where there is no order, and this situation
will cause an increase in crime rates. Furthermore, the
researchers, who constitute the cultural pillar of the
social disorganization theory, assumed that the
weakness in informal ties due to cultural disorder would
cause crime and deviance rates to increase (Anderson,
1994; Kornhauser, 1978).
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Foundations of Social Disorganization Theory

Significant Developments in the 19th Century

The interest in the structural parameters of crime
and deviance started with the recording of statistical
information about crime (such as the number of
offenders, types of crimes, time and place of crime),
especially in France in the early 19th Century (Morris,
1957, as cited in Akers et al., 2021, p. 173). Adolphe
Quetelet ([1831] 1984) argued that crime is not
committed as subjective choices based on individual
characteristics by means of these statistical data.
According to him ([1831] 1984), if crime were based
only on individual choices, crime and deviant behaviors
would not be seen as more or less intense in certain
areas, and crime rates would not change according to
structural features such as education, poverty, or
climate.

Another thinker who assumed that crime was due to
social structural causes in those years is André-Michel
Guerry. Guerry ([1833] 2002) added some different
data (such as crime regions, education, illegitimate
births, etc.) to the French crime statistics. As a result of
the data analysis of Quetelet ([1831] 1984) and Guerry
([1833] 2002), what stood out was this: delinquency
rates were higher in highly educated and wealthy
areas. In addition, while analyzing the relationship
between wealth, education, and crime, a field of
discussion was opened that this situation may create
an opportunity for crime. Therefore, the studies of both
names in the 1800s are important in terms of their
investigations by considering social structural
parameters regarding crime for the first time.

Towards the end of the 19th Century, the analysis
of crime based on biological debates attracted attention
in the field, and explanations about crime were
generally based on physical features. For example,
Lombroso (2006) analyzed criminal and deviant
behaviors according to facial shapes and skulls. The
re-explaining of the crime with structural parameters
took place especially at the beginning of the 20th
Century, thanks to the Chicago school academics.

Social Disorganization Theory and Significant
Developments in the 20th Century

Social disorganization theory witnessed important
developments in the 1900s. The possible reason for
this is the rapid population change caused by the
intense immigration movements of the city of Chicago,
a heterogeneous social structure (heterogeneity is

meant in terms of ethnicity), or a unique social change
by entering a rapid change process, such as
industrialization. In this case, as will be discussed
below, a unique research sample in Chicago has
prepared the ground for scholars to analyze this
population and contributed to the development of social
disorganization theory, which focuses on the spatial
analysis of crime.

Chicago School: Robert E. Park (1864-1944) and
Ernest W. Burgess (1886-1966)

Robert E. Park and Ernest W. Burgess are among
the pioneers of the social disorganization theory.
During their years at the University of Chicago, Park
and Burgess ([1925] 2019) developed an ecological
framework and focused on the dynamics of crime and
deviant behavior in urban areas. The ecological
approach was based on McKenzie's ([1925] 2019)
basic concepts of plant and animal sociology (like
extension, competition, succession, and invasion) and
was developed by Park ([1925] 2019), who saw the city
as a natural ecological structure just like in plant and
animal nature.

According to McKenzie ([1925] 2019), just as a
plant or animal invades a certain area in their natural
habitat and competition among species increases due
to lack of resources, then the invasive species either
establishes dominance in that area and drives the
others away from the area or destroys those species.
For Park ([1925] 2019), a similar picture is seen in
urban areas. According to him, a situation of
competition arises between the settlement areas that
develop and transform due to trade or industry, and
some sectors occupy the settlements and displace the
residents living in that region.

According to Park and Burgess ([1925] 2019),
residents living in certain points of the city (called
transit zones) are much more likely to be involved in
crime and deviance. Therefore, in the ecological
approach, criminal and deviant behaviors are not
based on individual, psychological, or biological
characteristics, and it is assumed that there is a
relationship between the ecological environment in
which the residents of the neighborhood live and their
criminal behavior. Park ([1925] 2019) sees the reason
for the increase in immorality and crime rates in big
cites in some structural features of the urban
environment (such as fragmentation in local ties) and
adds: "Delinquency is, in fact, in some sense the
measure of the failure of our community organizations
to function." (Park, [1925] 2019, p. 106).
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Burgess's Concentric Zone Theory

Park's ecological approach to cities also contributed
to Burgess' ([1925] 2019) development of concentric
zone theory. Burgess ([1925] 2019) designed the city in
the form of more than one ring in his concentric region
theory and defined each ring, namely the area,
according to different properties. In Burgess's ([1925]
2019) theory, urban areas consist of five interlocking
parts, and each part or ring has a different function
from the others. Zone 1 (innermost zone) constitutes
the centrally located business zone, which is located in
the innermost region and where offices are located. In
Zone |l, which is located just outside of Zone I, there
are ruined houses damaged by industrial activities, and
the immigrant and poor classes live in this area. Zone
lIl is the area with individuals working in industrial
areas and often moving from Zone Il. Zone IV, which is
called the 'residential area," has more luxurious
apartments, and finally, Zone V ("commuters' zone") is
depicted as the region where the families of white-
collar workers live (Burgess, [1925] 2019, p. 148).

According to Burgess ([1925] 2019, p. 62), cities do
not only expand from the outer regions but also in a
radial manner, that is, from the center to the periphery.
In Burgess's model, the growth of the city causes each
ring in the center, that is, in the inner area, to occupy
the other outward. In summary, the reason why
Burgess's theory of social disorder is one of the classic
theories is that he examines social disorder in terms of
regions and maps the deteriorated areas in the city.
Burgess also associates the deteriorated areas in the
city with the variables "poverty, vice, crime, juvenile
delinquency, divorce, desertion, abandoned infants,
murder, and suicide" (Burgess, [1925] 2019, p. 62).

Clifford Shaw and Henry McKay's Social

Disorganization Model

Shaw and McKay ([1942] 1969) started a study on
delinquent boys in the 1900s. In this study, Shaw and
McKay ([1942] 1969) adapted Burgess's theory to their
research and analyzed the spatial distribution of
delinquent boys (aged 17 and under) in the Chicago
region between different years (1900-1906, 1917-1923,
and 1927-1933). Shaw and McKay ([1942] 1969), who
obtained their data from police, juvenile court, or
juvenile correctional records, not only mapped the
locations of male juvenile delinquents in Chicago, but
also different data such as economic status, racial
differences, infant mortality, mental health, or truancy,
they were also recorded.

The striking point in Shaw and McKay's data
analysis ([1942] 1969) is that a similar result was
observed in crime rates in all three timelines (1900-
1906, 1917-1923, and 1927-1933). It is also concluded
that crime rates are higher in inner districts or inner
parts of the city and lower in outer districts/regions
(where residents are richer). Similarly, crime rates were
found to be high in areas conceptualized as a zone in
transition (the area close to industrial zones) by Shaw
and McKay. This region with high crime rates is an
area where physical deterioration, ruined houses,
poverty, broken families, infant deaths, an ethnically
and racially heterogeneous population, and housing
instability are high.

Some of the remarkable results are the low
employment, low education rates, and low-income
levels of the individuals residing in these areas, as well
as the high incidence of alcohol and substance use,
truancy from school, prostitution cases, and mental
illnesses (Shaw & McKay, [1942] 1969). Thus, Shaw
and McKay's important contributions to the theory of
social disorder were their development of the theory
that neighborhoods with low income, racial/ethnic
heterogeneity, and residential instability tend to be
more prone to crime and deviance (Shaw & McKay,
[1942] 1969). Testing Shaw and McKay's theory based
on variables such as "low economic status, ethnic
heterogeneity, residential mobility, and family
disruption," Sampson and Groves (1989) assumed that
crime and deviance rates would be higher in
neighborhoods with these variables. Using their data
from a national survey in Great Britain, the researchers
analyzed data from both 1982 and 1984, and they
found that both tests supported the theory.

Culture and Social Disorganization

Based on the assumption that -culture-based
debates are both scarce and incomplete for the social
disorganization theory, Kornhauser (1978) has included
her criticisms of the theories of cultural deviance in her
study called Social Sources of Delinquency.
Kornhauser's critiques can be broadly classified on two
bases: loose use of culture (the lack of distinction
between social structure and culture) and cultural
relativism (the idea that each culture is equally
valuable). The problem with the loose use of culture is
the idea of forcing the criminal behavior of culture. For
example, according to her, the slum subculture does
not push the residents of the neighborhood to criminal
behavior.
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Culture refers only to what is ideal or what is not.
Culture is a collection of "values" shared by a group. At
this point, the importance of Kornhauser's theory of
social disorder emerges. According to her, if social
disorder is experienced in a society, that society has
not been able to realize its values; that is, it has not
been able to integrate under a common value
(Kornhauser, 1978, p. 218). Therefore, the emergence
of criminal behavior will be inevitable unless social
behavior is inhibited through informal social control.
Because the fragmentation or weakening of cultural
values will cause cultural irregularity, in this case, it will
cause the weakening of cultural values. Thus,
community control, which is of great importance in
preventing criminal behavior, will not be achieved
(Kornhauser, 1978, pp. 77-78).

Another study emphasizing the importance of
culture in terms of social disorganization theory
belongs to Anderson (1994). Anderson (1994)
concluded in his study in Philadelphia that the streets
have a "code." According to Anderson (1994), the
tendency to violence and, thus, crime is due to the poor
conditions in the ghetto areas. These regions are areas
where poverty, unemployment, racism, substance use,
and smuggling are common, and as a result, feelings of
alienation and hopelessness about the future arise.
Living in such an environment equipped with social
disorder reveals the aggressive behavior of young
people in particular and creates a street culture. The
code of the streets means the whole of informal rules
that determine social behavior and acts (Anderson,
1994). Rules can include both appropriate and
inappropriate behavior and violence. Therefore, the
rules are determined according to the pulse of the
street.

Another important contribution of Anderson to
literature is his separation from decent and street
families. Anderson used this distinction to reveal two
different polar orientations within street culture.
According to Anderson (1994, pp. 82-86), decent
families adopt values accepted by society and try to
raise their children according to social and moral
values. Parents often have jobs but are poor, self-
sacrificing for their children, and hopeful for their future.
In addition to being polite, these families are also
cooperative in the social environments they enter (such
as churchs). Street families, on the other hand, are
much more committed to the rules of the street than to
social rules and values. Moreover, they find it difficult to
meet their children's demands and raise them
aggressively, and therefore, these families' children are

more prone to violence. In this family type, physical and
verbal violence, the feeling of revenge, and
hopelessness are experienced more. These families
are often the population that creates disorder. Some
may harm both themselves and those around them,
may be addicted to alcohol and drugs, and have a high
probability of having grudges, hatred, and anger due to
low wages, unemployment, or racism.

Social Capital Concept in Social Disorganization
Theory

Discussions on social capital gained momentum as
a result of the studies of Bourdieu (1996), Coleman
(1988), and Putnam (1993; 1995); especially after the
1980s and 90s, these debates have brought new
directions for social disorganization theory and urban
sociology. In Bourdieu's sociology, the concept of
capital corresponds to the patterns that social actors
derive from subjective and social practices. In the
words of Coleman (1988, p. S98), social capital
"consists of some aspect of social structures." Putnam,
on the other hand, stated that the concept of social
capital corresponds to three basic concepts of social
organization, namely "networks, norms, and social
trust" (Putnam, 1995, p. 67).

The importance of the concept of social capital in
terms of social disorganization theory is that it
contributes to the development of social networks,
interaction, and reputation among social actors, or
contributes to the collective action of social actors
(Putnam, 1995, p. 67). For example, Rosenfeld,
Messner, and Baumer (2001) approached the concept
of social capital in a similar way to Putnam's concept of
social capital (especially in terms of the trust variable)
while analyzing the relationship between social capital
and homicide rates. Rosenfeld et al. (2001) analyzed
the concept of social capital over two basic
components, "trust" and "civil/citizen participation,”
regardless of distant or close relationship, and
hypothesized that these two elements are related to
social organization. They also evaluated the
geographical location (South regional location). The
findings of the study show that murder rates are low in
regions where trust and civil participation are high.

Systemic Control Theory: Robert J. Bursik and
Harold G. Grasmick

According to Bursik and Grasmick (1993), social
disorganization theory ignored the indispensable
elements of neighborhood life. According to the
authors, these elements are the formal and informal
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networks of association, such as schools, churches, or
social activities organized by the residents of the
neighborhood. According to Bursik and Grasmick
(1993), these networks, which ensure the participation
of the residents, are the factors that play a role in the
high or low crime and victimization rates in some
neighborhoods. Therefore, Bursik and Grasmick both
included the residents in the analysis unit and extended
the traditional social disorder theory by emphasizing
the role of association networks and putting forward the
systemic control theory.

The basic assumption of Bursik and Grasmick's
(1993) systemic control theory, which
reformulates/expands Shaw and McKay's ([1942]
1969) classical understanding of social disorder, is as
follows: communication or interaction among residents
in a neighborhood, or membership in a social network
group, can reveal the "regulatory" capacity of a
neighborhood. According to Bursik and Grasmick
(1993), three networks will reveal this capacity. The
first of these is the private networks. Private networks
are a type of network in which close kinship or
friendship relations are experienced. The second is the
parochial networks. This type of network, on the other
hand, includes much less intimate relationships when
compared to the private network, where secondary
group relationships are experienced.

The last type of network is a public network. The
public network refers to relations with groups or
institutions outside of a neighborhood. Therefore, in
Bursik and Grasmick's theory of systemic control,
criminal and deviant behavior can be controlled through
local structural relationships or networks in a region or
neighborhood. The important point at this stage is that
each network is equally important, and social control is
not mandatory for residents. Social control is not a
relationship that should be "forced" by the residents.
Rather, these networks and relationships are based on
volunteerism. As Park stated, social control "is the
result of a personal accommodation, rather than the
formulation of a rational and abstract principle" (Park,
[1925] 2019, p. 24).

Robert J. Sampson and the Collective Efficacy
Concept

Robert J. Sampson's theory of collective efficacy is
another important concept that extends the traditional
social disorganization theory. The theory of collective
efficacy, which builds upon earlier discussions of social
capital and community social networks (Coleman,
1988; Putnam, 1995), is based on the idea that

informal social control emerges through trust, cohesion,
and shared expectations among neighborhood
residents. At this point, the power that drives the
residents to do this is the neighbors' desire to fight
crime based on "common benefit" or "common interest"
through "social cohesion" (Sampson ef al., 1997, p.
918). As Sampson stated, intervention against crime
depends "on the conditions of mutual trust and
solidarity between neighbors" (Sampson, 2002, p.
103). Therefore, collective efficacy is not an obligation
but emphasizes volunteering and willingness among
the residents of the neighborhood.

Sampson et al. (1997) generally consider collective
efficacy in two planes. The first is individual efficacy,
and the other is neighborhood efficacy. As stated
above, neighborhood efficacy corresponds to a request
for an intervention against crime by considering the
common good. Individual efficacy, on the other hand,
corresponds to people's self-confidence and belief in
themselves in the face of crime rather than social trust.
According to Sampson, "both are activated processes
that seek to achieve an intended effect" (Sampson,
2002, p. 103). According to Sampson (2002, p. 103),
mutual trust and solidarity are very important for
collective efficacy to be effective. Otherwise, it is not
possible for residents to interfere with criminal
behavior. Therefore, the basic assumption of the theory
is neighborhoods with collective efficacy will have lower
crime, victimization, or violence rates than those
without collective efficacy (Sampson et al., 1997).

Finally, it should not be thought that institutions are
overlooked in Sampson's understanding of collective
efficacy because, according to him, "collective efficacy
may be seen as a private-public venture" (Sampson,
2002, p. 104). This situation is similar for most
researchers working on social disorganization theory in
the 20th Century. For example, while analyzing the
structural aspects of social disorganization, Kornhauser
(1978, p. 78) stated, "Institutional instability is another
cause of structural disorganization."

In addition, Bursik and Grasmick (1993) mentioned
the importance of local community organizations in
order to ensure social stability at the neighborhood
level. Furthermore, Hunter (1985) suggested that
formal and informal social control mechanisms should
work cooperatively in order to maintain social order.
For this reason, although the concept of collective
efficacy focuses more on the residents of the
neighborhood, the concept should not be understood
only at the individual level for the prevention of crime.
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Recent research has continued to support and
extend the collective efficacy perspective by examining
how neighborhood social processes operate across
spatially connected communities and changing social
environments. Contemporary studies increasingly
emphasize the importance of social networks that
extend beyond neighborhood boundaries, the role of
institutional resources, and the influence of spatially
adjacent areas on local crime patterns. These
developments suggest that informal social control is not
solely a product of conditions within a single
neighborhood but may also be shaped by broader
social and spatial contexts. As a result, recent
scholarship has expanded the explanatory scope of
social disorganization theory while maintaining its core
focus on community-level mechanisms of social
control.

Critical Evaluation of Social Disorganization
Theory: Strengths, Limitations, and Competing
Perspectives

Social disorganization theory has several important
strengths. First, it shifts attention away from
explanations that locate crime primarily in individual

traits and instead emphasizes how structural
inequalities, residential instability, institutional
disadvantage, and weakened social ties shape

opportunities for crime and informal social control. This
perspective has been influential because it connects
neighborhood conditions to social processes,
particularly social networks, social capital, and
collective efficacy, rather than treating poverty or ethnic
heterogeneity as direct and inevitable causes of crime.

The theory has also demonstrated substantial
empirical utility across diverse settings and crime
outcomes, and research has consistently shown that
neighborhood structural conditions are associated with
variations in crime and violence through their effects on
informal social control (Pratt & Cullen, 2005; Sampson
etal., 1997).

At the same time, several limitations and unresolved
debates should be acknowledged. One concern is that
early formulations sometimes treated ethnic
heterogeneity and residential mobility primarily as
indicators of disorganization, which may risk portraying
diverse or mobile communities as inherently less
capable of social organization. Contemporary
scholarship has challenged this assumption by showing
that diversity does not necessarily weaken cohesion or
informal social control; rather, its consequences

depend on broader structural conditions, patterns of
inequality, and the nature of social relationships within
communities (Sampson, 2012). Similarly, although
residential mobility may undermine local social ties and
collective efficacy in some contexts, its consequences
are not uniform and may vary according to
neighborhood conditions and broader social processes.
These considerations suggest that structural
characteristics should be understood as context-
dependent conditions rather than automatic causes of
crime.

A second limitation concerns the theory's traditional
emphasis on geographically bounded neighborhoods.
Social disorganization theory was developed primarily
to explain crime in urban communities, yet
contemporary  social relationships, institutional
resources, and crime opportunities often extend across
neighborhood boundaries. Workplaces, schools,
transportation networks, and spatially connected areas
may shape crime and informal social control in ways
that cannot be fully captured by treating neighborhoods
as isolated units (Kubrin & Weitzer, 2003; Sampson,
2012). This limitation is particularly important for
explaining contemporary forms of crime that are not
tied to a single geographic location.

A related limitation is that much of the foundational
and contemporary evidence supporting social
disorganization theory has been developed in North
American and other Western urban contexts. Although
its core propositions concerning structural
disadvantage, residential instability, social ties, and
informal social control may be relevant across settings,
the operation of these processes may vary across
social, cultural, and institutional contexts. For example,
research from Mexico City identified spatial hotspots of
marijuana and cocaine possession arrests and found
that the socioeconomic correlates of these hotspots
differed by drug type, illustrating that neighborhood
structural conditions may operate differently across
local contexts (Vilalta, 2010). Future research should
continue to evaluate the theory across diverse cultural,
institutional, and geographic settings to determine the
conditions under which its core propositions are most
applicable.

In South Africa, the applicability of social
disorganization theory should be considered in light of
persistent inequality, apartheid-era spatial segregation,
and locally grounded forms of social relations.
Research on property crime shows that crime rates
exhibit spatial clustering across municipalities and that
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internal migration, the proportion of young people, and
educational attainment are important predictors of
property crime rates (Mulamba, 2021). In addition,
scholarship on ubuntu—an African philosophy
emphasizing relational personhood, mutual obligation,
and shared humanity—argues that locally grounded
forms of social cohesion may offer a more contextually
relevant framework for understanding community
relations and violence prevention than models imported
directly from Western settings (Dixon, 2024).

Research from China similarly shows that
household burglary risk is shaped by neighborhood
context, but the effects of neighborhood structure and
social control differ from those commonly observed in
Western settings. In Tianjin, collective efficacy and
public control were associated with lower burglary risk,
whereas poverty and rural migrant concentration were
not significant predictors, and residential stability was
positively associated with burglary risk (Zhang et al.,
2007). These examples indicate that social
disorganization theory should not assume that the
same indicators or mechanisms operate uniformly
across contexts. Rather, comparative research should
examine how locally grounded forms of social
cohesion, institutional trust, community leadership, and
informal regulation interact with structural disadvantage
to shape crime and safety. Such work would strengthen
the theory’s global applicability while avoiding the

imposition of Western assumptions about what
constitutes an organized or cohesive community.
Competing perspectives also offer important

insights. Place-based perspectives argue that crime is
often concentrated at specific micro-places, such as
street segments, and that substantial variation in crime
may exist even within the same neighborhood
(Weisburd et al, 2012). From this perspective,
neighborhood-level structural characteristics alone may
not adequately explain why certain locations
consistently experience higher levels of crime than
nearby places. Instead, micro-place characteristics,
land use, environmental features, and localized social
and situational processes may shape opportunities for
crime and contribute to the persistence of crime hot
spots. These perspectives, therefore, complement
social disorganization theory by suggesting that
neighborhood conditions and place-specific
characteristics operate together rather than as
competing explanations of crime.

Cultural perspectives, including Anderson’s (1994)
code of the street, further suggest that local norms,

identity, and adaptations to structural disadvantage
may shape violence and behavior in ways not fully
captured by structural measures or collective efficacy
alone. Finally, political economy and racial inequality
perspectives emphasize how segregation,
disinvestment, discriminatory housing policies, and
unequal state investment can produce neighborhood
disadvantage and shape crime patterns. Integrating
these perspectives can strengthen social
disorganization theory by situating neighborhood
processes within broader systems of inequality and
governance.

An important question concerns whether social
disorganization theory can adequately explain
contemporary forms of crime that operate beyond
geographically bounded neighborhoods. The theory
can help explain how local structural disadvantage,
weak institutional capacity, and limited informal social
control may shape vulnerability to cyber-enabled
victimization, recruitment into organized criminal
networks, or participation in illicit markets. For example,
local social ties and neighborhood opportunities may
influence who may be exposed to criminal recruitment
or fraud. However, cybercrime, organized crime, and
transnational criminal activity are also shaped by
mechanisms that extend beyond neighborhood social
organization, including digital infrastructure, online
networks, financial systems, organizational
coordination, corruption, cross-border mobility, and
international illicit markets (Morselli, 2009; Wall, 2024).
Social disorganization theory should therefore be
understood as a partial explanation of these offenses: it
can clarify how local social conditions shape exposure,
recruitment, and informal control, but it should be
integrated with network, opportunity, organizational,
and political-economy perspectives to explain the
broader processes through which contemporary crime
operates.

Debates and Boundaries of Social Disorganization
Theory

Although  social disorganization theory has
generated substantial empirical support, several
debates and boundary conditions remain regarding its
central mechanisms and scope. One debate concerns
whether structural disadvantage affects crime primarily
through weakened social ties and informal social
control or whether its effects also reflect broader
political and institutional processes (Kubrin & Weitzer,
2003). Classical and systemic formulations emphasize
that poverty, residential instability, and ethnic



The Evolution of Social Disorganization Theory

International Journal of Criminology and Sociology, 2026, Vol. 15 123

heterogeneity may weaken local networks and reduce
residents' capacity for informal control (Sampson &
Groves, 1989; Bursik & Grasmick, 1993). In contrast,
political economy and racial inequality perspectives
argue that neighborhood disadvantage is shaped by
broader patterns of residential segregation, institutional
inequality, and unequal access to social and economic
resources (Peterson & Krivo, 2010). From this
perspective, informal social control may be constrained
not only by weak social ties but also by structural
barriers that limit communities' access to resources
and political influence.

A second issue concerns the relationship between
social capital and collective efficacy. Some scholarship
treats trust, cohesion, social ties, and informal control
as closely related dimensions of neighborhood
organization (Bursik & Grasmick, 1993; Sampson ef al.,
1997). However, these concepts are not
interchangeable. Social capital refers broadly to
resources embedded in social relationships, whereas
collective efficacy refers more specifically to shared
expectations and willingness to intervene for the
common good (Coleman, 1988; Sampson et al., 1997).
Strong social ties may provide support and information,
but they do not necessarily produce collective action; in
some contexts, dense networks may reinforce
exclusion, tolerate harmful behavior, or facilitate
criminal opportunities (Coleman, 1988; Portes, 1998).
This distinction suggests that future research should
examine not only whether residents are connected, but
also the quality, inclusiveness, and consequences of
those connections.

A third debate concerns the appropriate spatial
scale for studying neighborhood processes. Much
research treats census tracts or administratively
defined neighborhoods as the relevant unit of analysis
(Kubrin & Weitzer, 2003; Sampson, 2012), yet crime
and social control may operate at smaller micro-places,
such as blocks, street segments, housing complexes,
schools, and commercial corridors (Weisburd et al.,
2012). At the same time, residents' daily activities,
institutional connections, and social networks often
extend beyond neighborhood boundaries (Sampson,
2012; Hipp et al., 2025). These competing perspectives
suggest that neither a single neighborhood unit nor a
strictly bounded geographic approach may fully capture
the mechanisms through which social organization
influences crime. Multilevel and spatial research can
help determine when neighborhood-level conditions,
micro-place  dynamics, and extra-neighborhood
connections matter most.

Finally, the theory continues to face questions about
its cultural and cross-national applicability. Core
measures such as collective efficacy and informal
social control were largely developed in Western urban
settings, and their applicability across different cultural
and institutional contexts warrants further examination.
The theory may therefore require adaptation rather
than simple application across diverse cultural and
non-Western contexts. Future research should also
examine its applicability in rural, suburban, and digital
settings. Addressing these issues would strengthen
social disorganization theory by clarifying its
mechanisms, specifying its boundary conditions, and
identifying the contexts in which its propositions are
most applicable.

Overall, social disorganization theory remains a
valuable framework whose explanatory power is
enhanced when structural disadvantage, social
processes, culture, crime opportunities, and broader
political and spatial contexts are considered together.
Although the theory has evolved considerably, different
strands of the literature have emphasized structural
disadvantage, social networks, social capital, collective
efficacy, institutional resources, and spatial processes
as separate or loosely connected explanations of
neighborhood crime (Bursik & Grasmick, 1993; Kubrin
& Weitzer, 2003; Sampson, 2012). The integrative
model proposed in this review addresses this limitation
by linking these complementary mechanisms within a
single conceptual framework.

Future Directions for Social Disorganization Theory

Although social disorganization theory has received
substantial empirical support over the past century,
several opportunities remain for further theoretical and
methodological development. One promising direction
involves greater attention to extra-neighborhood
influences. Traditional formulations of the theory
primarily focused on neighborhood-level structural
characteristics; however, contemporary research
suggests that crime patterns may also be shaped by
regional labor markets, political institutions, economic
policies, and connections between neighboring
communities (Kubrin & Weitzer, 2003; Sampson,
2012).

Future research should also empirically test the
integrative framework proposed in this review by
combining longitudinal, multilevel, spatial, and social
network analytic approaches. Longitudinal panel
studies that follow neighborhoods and residents over
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time could examine whether changes in structural
disadvantage, residential instability, and institutional
resources precede changes in social networks, social
capital, collective efficacy, and crime (Kubrin & Weitzer,
2003; Sampson, 2012). Multilevel modeling can
distinguish individual-level perceptions and behaviors
from neighborhood-level structural conditions and
collective processes, while structural equation
modeling could further evaluate the indirect pathways
through which structural disadvantage influences crime
via weakened social networks, reduced social capital,
and lower collective efficacy (Sampson et al., 1997;
Sampson, 2012).

GlS-based analyses could further identify
geographic clustering and micro-place concentrations
of crime, thereby complementing spatial regression
models that assess spatial dependence and spillover
effects (Anselin, 1988; Weisburd et al., 2012). Social
network analysis, which examines the structure and
strength of relationships among individuals and
organizations, offers a promising methodological
approach for investigating the network processes
underlying informal social control and neighborhood
organization (Morselli, 2009; Wasserman & Faust,
1994). In addition, mixed-methods research that
integrates surveys, administrative crime data, and
systematic social observation could further clarify how
residents interpret neighborhood problems and how
formal and informal institutions collaborate to maintain
social order (Sampson & Raudenbush, 1999;
Sampson, 2012). Together, these approaches would
permit more rigorous tests of the temporal ordering,
mediating mechanisms, and spatial interdependence
proposed in the integrative framework.

Another important direction concerns the growing
role of digital communities and online social networks.
Traditional formulations of social disorganization theory
emphasize geographically bounded communities;
however, advances in communication technologies
have created new forms of social interaction that may

transcend neighborhood boundaries and reshape
community processes. Examining how online
interactions influence social cohesion, collective

efficacy, and informal social control may further refine
the theory and enhance its relevance in contemporary
society (Hipp et al., 2025).

Finally, future research should extend social
disorganization theory beyond its traditional focus on
urban environments. Rural communities have long
been underrepresented in criminological theory, and

future research should also examine whether social
disorganization processes operate differently in rural,
suburban, and rapidly growing exurban communities.
Such work would improve the generalizability of the
theory and provide a more comprehensive
understanding of crime and community dynamics
(Weisheit & Donnermeyer, 2000; Donnermeyer, 2016).

Toward an
Framework

Integrative Social Disorganization

Although social disorganization theory has evolved
substantially over the past century, many contemporary
extensions have developed somewhat independently
from one another. Concepts such as social capital,
collective efficacy, systemic control, social networks,
and spatial processes are often examined separately
despite their shared theoretical foundations. Building
upon these developments, this review proposes an
integrative framework that conceptualizes social
disorganization as a multilevel process linking
structural  conditions, social relationships, and
community action. Figure 1 visually summarizes the
proposed framework and illustrates the relationships
among its major components.

At the structural level, neighborhood characteristics
such as poverty, residential instability, ethnic
heterogeneity, family disruption, and institutional
disadvantage create conditions that may weaken
community organization. These structural factors may
influence the development and maintenance of social
networks among residents. At the relational level, the
strength of private, parochial, and public networks may
facilitate the accumulation of social capital, trust, and
social cohesion. These relational resources
subsequently can contribute to collective efficacy,
defined as the shared willingness of residents to
intervene for the common good and maintain social
order.

The framework  further recognizes that
neighborhood processes do not operate in isolation.
Contemporary research increasingly demonstrates that
crime patterns are influenced by spatially connected
communities, regional institutions, and broader social
environments. Therefore, collective efficacy should be
understood not only as a product of internal
neighborhood dynamics but also as a process shaped
by external social and institutional connections. In
addition, emerging forms of digital communication and
online social networks may create new mechanisms
through which informal social control and community
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Figure 1: An Integrative Framework of Social Disorganization Theory.

cohesion are established beyond geographically
bounded neighborhoods.

The proposed framework advances existing
conceptual models by specifying how neighborhood
structure, social relationships, institutional resources,
and spatial context operate as connected rather than
separate processes. Classical social disorganization
theory emphasized that concentrated disadvantage,
residential instability, and ethnic heterogeneity can
weaken local organization and informal social control,
thereby increasing crime and delinquency (Shaw &
McKay, [1942] 1969; Sampson & Groves, 1989).
However, these early formulations did not fully specify
the intervening processes through which structural
conditions become translated into everyday patterns of
social interaction and collective action. Systemic
control theory addressed part of this gap by
distinguishing private, parochial, and public networks
and arguing that these networks provide the
organizational capacity through which communities
regulate behavior (Bursik & Grasmick, 1993). Collective
efficacy theory further demonstrated that social
cohesion and shared expectations for informal social
control are associated with lower violence, even after

accounting for neighborhood structural characteristics
(Sampson et al., 1997).

Drawing on these theoretical developments, the
proposed framework contributes to the literature by
explicitly integrating mechanisms that have often been
examined separately within social disorganization
research. Rather than treating neighborhood structure,
social networks, institutional resources, social capital,
and collective efficacy as parallel explanations of crime,
the framework conceptualizes them as sequential and
interconnected processes through which structural
disadvantage may indirectly influence crime.

Although each of these mechanisms has been
incorporated into previous theoretical extensions, they
have rarely been conceptualized as components of a
single sequential and multilevel process linking
neighborhood structural conditions to crime. Within this
framework, structural disadvantage operates as an
upstream condition that shapes residents' opportunities
to establish and sustain social ties, participate in local
organizations, and access institutional resources.
Consequently,  structural conditions such as
concentrated poverty and residential instability may
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weaken private and parochial networks, limit
opportunities for the development of social capital, and
ultimately diminish collective efficacy (Sampson &
Groves, 1989; Bursik & Grasmick, 1993).

In contrast, neighborhoods characterized by
stronger horizontal ties among residents and stronger
vertical connections with  schools, community
organizations, police, and other public institutions may
be better positioned to mobilize around shared
problems, supervise public spaces, support youth, and
communicate concerns to local authorities. This
perspective emphasizes that neighborhood social
organization depends not only on the presence of
social relationships but also on the extent to which
those relationships provide access to resources and
facilitate collective action.

The framework also clarifies the distinction between
social capital and collective efficacy by positioning
them as related but conceptually distinct constructs.
Social capital refers to the resources embedded within
social relationships that facilitate cooperation and
access to support (Coleman, 1988), whereas collective
efficacy reflects the shared willingness and capacity of
residents to mobilize those resources to achieve
common goals through informal social control
(Sampson et al., 1997; Sampson, 2012). By explicitly
positioning social capital as a precursor to collective
efficacy within a broader sequence linking structural
disadvantage, neighborhood networks, institutional
resources, and crime, the proposed framework
integrates concepts that have often been examined
independently in previous formulations of social
disorganization theory.

The framework also extends earlier models by
incorporating institutional and spatial processes that
operate beyond neighborhood boundaries. Bursik and
Grasmick’s (1993) public-network dimension
recognized the importance of connections between
neighborhoods and external institutions, but the
present framework places these connections alongside
spatial interdependence as central components of
neighborhood social organization. For instance, access
to responsive schools, community organizations,
social-service providers, and local government
agencies may strengthen residents’ capacity to
address disorder, whereas institutional disinvestment
may weaken collective problem solving. Likewise,
crime and social control may spill across adjacent
neighborhoods through shared schools, transportation
corridors, commercial areas, and social networks;

therefore, a neighborhood’s crime level may be shaped
partly by conditions in nearby communities rather than
only by its own internal characteristics (Kubrin &
Weitzer, 2003; Sampson, 2012; Weisburd et al., 2012).

Accordingly, the proposed integrative framework
gives rise to several theoretically grounded and
empirically testable propositions. First, the framework
suggests that the association between structural
disadvantage and crime is likely to be mediated by
neighborhood networks, social capital, and collective
efficacy (Sampson & Groves, 1989; Sampson et al.,
1997; Sampson, 2012). Second, the framework
proposes that institutional resources may moderate
these relationships, such that structural disadvantage
may have weaker consequences in neighborhoods
where residents maintain stronger connections with
schools, community organizations, service providers,
and local government institutions (Bursik & Grasmick,
1993; Sampson, 2012).

Third, the framework suggests that spatially
adjacent neighborhoods may influence local crime and
collective efficacy through spillover effects and shared
institutional and social connections (Kubrin & Weitzer,
2003; Sampson, 2012; Weisburd ef al., 2012).
Together, these propositions illustrate how integrating
neighborhood structure, neighborhood networks, social
capital, collective efficacy, institutional resources, and
spatial interdependence into a single sequential and
multilevel framework offers a more comprehensive
explanation of how structural conditions are translated
into crime and disorder while providing a coherent
conceptual foundation for future empirical research.

CONCLUSION

This paper reviewed the historical development and
contemporary evolution of social disorganization
theory, one of the most influential perspectives in
criminology. From the early ecological insights of the
Chicago School to contemporary discussions of
collective efficacy, social capital, social networks, and
spatial processes, the theory has demonstrated
remarkable adaptability across changing social
contexts. While the foundational concepts of poverty,
residential instability, and ethnic heterogeneity remain
important, contemporary scholarship has expanded the
theory’s  explanatory scope by incorporating
neighborhood networks, institutional resources, and
broader spatial processes.
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One of the most significant developments in the
evolution of social disorganization theory has been the
shift from a narrow focus on neighborhood structural
characteristics toward a broader understanding of
social networks, collective efficacy, institutional
resources, and spatially connected processes. In
particular, the concept of collective efficacy
transformed the theory by emphasizing the importance
of shared expectations, mutual trust, and residents’
willingness to intervene for the common good. These
developments have strengthened the theory’s ability to
explain why some communities maintain social order
despite  structural disadvantage while others
experience persistent crime and disorder.

These theoretical insights also have important
practical implications for crime prevention, community
policing, and neighborhood development. Social
disorganization theory suggests that effective crime
prevention should extend beyond enforcement-focused
responses and address the structural and social
conditions that weaken informal social control.
Investments in affordable and stable housing,
employment opportunities, schools, youth programs,
and accessible community services may help reduce
residential instability and strengthen the local
institutions and social ties that support collective
efficacy (Sampson, 2012; Sharkey, 2018).

Evidence suggests that policing strategies are most
effective when they combine collaborative partnerships
between police and residents with problem-oriented
approaches that emphasize trust, legitimacy, and
tailored responses to local problems, rather than
relying primarily on reactive enforcement (Gill et al.,
2014; Weisburd & Eck, 2004). Within the proposed
framework, police are conceptualized as one
institutional partner among residents, schools, service
providers, and community organizations that can
facilitate collaborative problem solving and support
collective responses to crime and disorder (Bursik &
Grasmick, 1993; Sampson, 2012). Similarly,
neighborhood development strategies should prioritize
resident participation, strengthen local organizations,
and minimize displacement that may disrupt existing
social networks and community cohesion (Sampson,
2012; Sharkey, 2018).

The proposed integrative framework extends
existing theoretical perspectives by conceptualizing
structural disadvantage, residential instability, social

networks, social capital, collective efficacy, institutional
resources, and spatial processes as interconnected
components of a multilevel process rather than as
separate explanations of crime and disorder.
Theoretically, it clarifies how structural conditions may
influence crime indirectly through residents' social ties,
access to institutional resources, and capacity for
collective action. By distinguishing social capital from
collective efficacy and incorporating institutional and
extra-neighborhood influences, the framework offers a
more comprehensive and empirically testable account
of how communities maintain social order or
experience crime and disorder.

Practically, the framework provides a context-
sensitive guide for crime prevention by directing
policymakers and practitioners to identify the structural,
relational, institutional, and spatial conditions that
shape safety within individual communities. It
emphasizes that effective responses may require
coordinated efforts among residents, schools,
community organizations, service providers, public
agencies, and neighboring communities rather than
reliance on a single, uniform intervention. By linking
structural investment with community-based informal
social control and  collaborative institutional
partnerships, the framework offers a foundation for
developing more equitable, sustainable, and context-
responsive approaches to crime prevention.

The continued empirical support for the theory
demonstrates its relevance for understanding
neighborhood-level variations in crime. Future research
should continue to integrate advances in spatial
analysis, longitudinal research designs, digital
communities, and neighborhood-centered approaches
to further refine the theory and enhance its applicability
across diverse social contexts.

The enduring influence of social disorganization
theory stems from its ability to adapt to changing social
realities while retaining its central focus on the
relationship between community structure and crime.
As criminological research continues to incorporate
advances in spatial analysis, social network research,
and digital forms of community interaction, social
disorganization theory remains well positioned to guide
future scholarship. Its continued evolution
demonstrates both its theoretical resilience and its
enduring value for understanding crime, informal social
control, and collective action in contemporary
communities.
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