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A B S T R A C T

This paper will highlight the evolution of defensible space theory – from
Newman’s original theoretical model to some of the subsequent theoretical and
empirical developments that have been made in the past 35 years. By charting
these developments in our understanding of the underlying mechanisms of
defensible space, the aim of this paper is to illuminate the aspects of the theory
that remain ambiguous and those that have been clarified to some extent by
developments in criminological research. This paper will suggest that the most
ambiguous of Newman’s concepts is that of ‘milieu’. It will be argued that this
key defensible space concept draws on situational aspects of spatial layout and
accessibility, land-use patterns and routine activities of place. With this in mind,
this paper will attempt to re-conceptualize defensible space within the context
of situational crime prevention theory by elucidating the effect that routine
activities of place have on territoriality and the creation of defensible space.
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Introduction

The creation of urban environments that are defensible against crime has
been a focal point of criminological discourse from as far back as the 1960s,
when sociologists discovered that certain places, like people, possess a
higher risk of being victimized than others. ‘How is it’, Stark (1987: 893)
asked, ‘that neighbourhoods can remain the site of high crime and deviance
rates despite a complete turnover of their populations?’ With the view that
neighbourhood population characteristics provide inadequate explanations
of variations in crime rates, Stark (1987: 893) asserted that ‘there must be
something about places as such that sustain crime’. Although much attention
in criminology has rested on sociological explanations of the concentration
of crime at place – such as social disorganization and control theories –
many researchers have subsequently changed focus, looking to the built
environment rather than the sociological context for causal explanations of
crime (e.g. Jacobs 1961; Newman 1972; Jeffrey 1999). The central tenet of
this school of thought is that the physical design and layout of urban living
environments are a principal factor that determines why some places are
more vulnerable to crime than others. With this principle, the crime–design
thesis offered an exclusive selling-point, because it emphasized the fact that
the built environment is more easily manipulable than the sociological con-
text, making it a potentially more fruitful angle from which to tackle crime
prevention at place.

The dominant theoretical framework put forward to explain the
unique contribution that environmental design and layout play in creating
opportunities for crime is Oscar Newman’s (1972) defensible space theory.
In fact, all contemporary approaches and discussions of the crime–design
relationship use Newman’s defensible space theory as a critical point of 
reference (e.g. Clarke 1992; Beavon et al. 1994; Taylor and Harrell 1996;
Felson 1998; Jeffrey 1999; Mawby 2001; Feeley 2004; Baran et al. 2006).
Newman’s defensible space concept refers to the systematic way in which
the physical design of urban residential environments can be manipulated
in order to create spaces or places that are less vulnerable to crime by pro-
viding residents with more opportunities to control their space and defend
it if necessary.

In spite of its durable contribution and continuing influence in the
field of criminology, Newman’s theory has been criticized as extensively as
it has been influential. Since its birth, defensible space theory has come
under severe attack by academics who have criticized Newman’s method-
ology and his concepts on the grounds that they are too vague and ill
defined to be empirically tested (e.g. Hillier 1973; Mawby 1977; Mayhew
1979; Taylor et al. 1980; Merry 1981). Although these criticisms have been
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addressed, to some extent, by a few minor conceptual amendments to the
original theory (e.g. Newman and Franck 1980), much of the conceptual
ambiguity still remains, thus overshadowing any successful application of
the theory. This perspective is best illustrated by Hillier and Shu’s (2000)
conclusion that Newman’s defensible space is merely a ‘fashionable 
consensus’ rather than a set of empirically robust concepts that effectively
prevent crime.

In spite of these criticisms from academics, Newman’s 1972 theory
became a huge sensation on the political front, as policy-makers in the US
and the UK popularized the theory and used its principles as quality control
standards for designing safe housing (Cozens et al. 2001). The populariza-
tion of the theory spawned the development of ‘Crime Prevention Through
Environmental Design’ (Jeffrey 1999), ‘Secured By Design’ (Cozens et al.
2004) and the Dutch equivalent, ‘Politiekeurmerk Veilig Wonen’ (PKVW),
all of which cite defensible space as a theoretical cornerstone of their prac-
tical guidelines for crime prevention. These initiatives have enjoyed great
success because empirical research and evaluations have demonstrated
many cases where physical re-design seems to have contributed to signifi-
cantly lowering the incidence of crime and crime-related problems (Taylor
and Harrell 1996; Brown 1999; Armitage 2000; Clarke and Eck 2005).
However, these apparent successes have been eclipsed by the fact that little
is understood about what processes actually enable the success of these ini-
tiatives, and what specific mechanisms underlie the creation of defensible
space. It is for this reason that many critical evaluations of defensible space-
based initiatives have called for clarification of the theoretical structure
offered by defensible space theory (e.g. Brown 2001; Cozens et al. 2001,
2004; Ekblom 2006).

In light of this, the aim of this paper is to go back to the drawing
board with Newman’s defensible space theory in order to clarify its origin,
how it has developed since its inception, and what aspects of the theory are
most in need of clarification in order to move towards a more comprehen-
sible theoretical framework for understanding the processes that enable the
creation of defensible versus vulnerable places. Thus, this paper will focus
on the major conceptual issues that have plagued Newman’s theory. The
main conceptual voids in the theory will be discussed, and those that have
been filled in by subsequent theoretical developments and empirical
research will be highlighted in order to illuminate the pieces of the puzzle
that have yet to be disambiguated. Finally, this paper will attempt to fuse
existing information regarding defensible space and its key underlying
processes with concepts from situational crime prevention and routine
activities theory. The paper will illustrate the points of correspondence
between classic defensible space theory and the more contemporary routine
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activity theory, with a view to merging the perspectives in order to usher
defensible space theory into its next phase of development.

Newman’s ‘defensible space’ theoretical framework

Newman’s notion of defensible space can best be described as a system
through which crime can be prevented by increasing the opportunities for
residents to control and defend their space against crime, while simultane-
ously eliminating physical characteristics that attract offenders. Newman’s
theoretical framework implies that defensible space is activated through
three critical components – territoriality, natural surveillance and
image/milieu – all of which rely heavily on environmental design in order to
function effectively as crime prevention tools. He reported that housing
projects in New York City with defensible space characteristics suffered less
criminal victimization than those without it (Newman 1972).

Territoriality

According to Newman (1972, 1996) the main effect of creating ‘defensible
space’ is that it provides residents with a system that allows them to con-
trol areas surrounding their homes, including streets and grounds outside
their premises, as well as common areas within shared premises such as
apartment buildings. Newman defines territoriality as ‘the capacity of the
physical environment to create perceived zones of territorial influences’
(Newman 1972: 51). Territoriality, therefore, is the cornerstone of
Newman’s theory, upon which all the mechanisms of defensible space rest.

Newman (1972) explains that the sub-division of space into zones of
influence and control should result in a clear delineation between public,
private and semi-private space. These zones of control are created through
the use of barriers – both real and symbolic – that disrupt movement
between public and private spaces. Newman (1972, 1973) suggested the use
of fencing, gateways, burglar-proofing, locks and walls as examples of real,
physical barriers that would reduce both crime and fear of crime in resi-
dential areas. These types of physical barriers work in conjunction with 
symbolic barriers, which do not physically restrict entry to an area but,
rather, psychologically convey the message of private or restricted access.
Symbolic barriers can be created through the use of plantings or landscap-
ing around houses, territorial markings and signage (Newman 1972, 1973).

The creation of these boundaries results in the emergence of spheres of
control, within which the behaviour of users of the space is limited by what
residents (or controllers of the space) define as the norm (Newman 1972). 
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In this way, Newman argues that any behaviour (criminal activity, for
example) that is outside the norms established by residents is easily
detected. This type of control is exercised as a result of feelings of commu-
nity as well as residents’ perception of areas and spaces around them as
their personal space, which can and should be defended (Newman 1972).
Together, physical and symbolic barriers communicate a clear message to
outsiders to ‘keep out’, according to defensible space theory. For Newman,
therefore, territoriality is a critical mechanism for creating the impermeable
residential environment that defensible space advocates, with the fewest
possible entry/exit points, making it well contained and easier to monitor
and control.

Natural surveillance

Embedded within Newman’s concept of territoriality is the idea that nat-
ural surveillance is one of the keys to maintaining resident controls over their
space. Newman (1972: 78) defines ‘natural surveillance’ as the ‘capacity of
physical design to provide surveillance opportunities for residents and their
agents’. Newman suggests that windows and doors that are designed to face
each other along a street have better visibility of the private and public
space around residences. Thus, he argues that ‘defensible space’ can be 
created when houses or buildings are oriented to face each other and over-
look public spaces. This increases the observability of an area, thereby
increasing the probability that potential offenders would be spotted more
easily or caught in the act. Newman goes on to add that lines of sight from
residences should be clear and unobstructed in order to enable a good view
of their surrounding area.

In theory, Newman’s natural surveillance mechanism serves to rein-
force territoriality, because it reduces fear among residents by generating
the feeling that they are under constant observation by other residents
(Newman 1972). The increased sense of security that is generated by 
fostering natural surveillance results in the more frequent use of space by
residents, which in turn increases surveillance and improves the desire to
defend that space.

Image and milieu

Newman argues that image and milieu are also a central component of
defensible space, defining this as ‘the capacity of design to influence the per-
ception of a project’s uniqueness, isolation, and stigma’ (1972: 102). This
element of Newman’s defensible space concept suggests that the appearance
of residential space creates an image of the area that symbolizes the lifestyle
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of inhabitants. When the image of an area is a negative one – i.e. when an
area is perceived as being isolated, dilapidated and neglected – it becomes
negatively differentiated from surrounding areas, making it vulnerable to
criminal activity (Newman 1972). If, from its outward appearance, an area
appears to be well maintained, Newman suggests that a message is 
communicated to offenders that an area is well cared for and controlled by
residents, and this serves as a symbolic deterrent to potential offenders.

The image of an area is also reinforced by the territorial attitudes of
its inhabitants. When the design of an area creates a positive image, this
bolsters inhabitants’ sense of pride and their desire to maintain their envir-
onment (Newman 1972). On the other hand, when the image of an area is
negative, it increases fear and discourages inhabitants from spending time
in their space and managing it as their own. This breaks down the territor-
ial mechanisms of control and influence, and also results in the deteriora-
tion of the effectiveness of natural surveillance. According to Newman, the
aesthetic image of residential areas is also generated, in part, by the types of
areas and facilities that adjoin it. Newman argues that, ‘if urban areas,
streets or paths are recognized as being safe, adjoining areas benefit from
the safety in a real sense and also by association’ (1972: 108).

Although Newman does not state this explicitly in his conceptual 
definitions, it is clear from his description that natural surveillance, image
and milieu function as components of territoriality. The relationship among
them, therefore, appears to be one where the central concept is territoriality
and natural surveillance, image and milieu are all mechanisms that facilitate
territoriality, because they all function as tools that are vitally important in
bringing an environment under the control of its residents (see Hunter and
Jeffrey 1997). Thus, the relationship between territoriality and its three core
mechanisms seems interactive in Newman’s description, where feedback
from each of them results in either the strengthening or the weakening of 
territoriality and, in turn, ultimately determines whether the outcome is the
creation of defensible space or indefensible space.

Conceptual ambiguities and conflicting empirical findings

Conceptual critiques

Newman’s theory came under heavy criticism from academics following its
publication, with arguments that the architect’s method of investigation was
flawed and that his unscientific concepts were rooted in conjecture and
deprived of any rigorous empirical testing (e.g. Hillier 1973; Mawby 1977;
Taylor et al. 1980). Much of the criticism was levelled at Newman’s concep-
tualization of defensible space and was directed predominantly at his neglect

30 European Journal of Criminology 6(1)

 by mohammad farajiha on October 14, 2009 http://euc.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://euc.sagepub.com


of basic social, psychological and behavioural processes as critical underlying
mechanisms in the creation of defensible space. Mayhew (1979) challenged
the simplistic behavioural assumptions of Newman’s defensible space theory,
which take for granted the universality of perception. She argued that
although some potential offenders might be deterred by natural surveillance
and the increased risk of detection, others – who may be under the influence
of drugs or alcohol – might not be deterred by such features at all and might,
in fact, perceive environmental cues in an entirely different way from that 
presupposed in Newman’s theory.

Mawby (1977) criticized Newman’s conceptualization of his defens-
ible space categories on the grounds that they each contained contradictions
in themselves, because they consist of dimensions that can both encourage
and jeopardize security. He argued, for example, that territoriality could
reduce the possibility of crime committed by ‘outsiders’ but could also
increase the risk of crime at the hands of fellow residents or ‘insiders’.

The most dominant conceptual critique aimed at Newman’s defens-
ible space, however, was stimulated by the apparent physical determinism
implied by his model and its failure  to account adequately for the social
processes that underlie his concepts – particularly that of territoriality.
Merry (1981) argued that the physical defensibility of an area does not
ensure that it will be defended, since a space can be made unsafe as a result
of an unstable social climate, even though it is designed to be architecturally
secure. As such, she claimed that environmental design can translate into
‘defensible space’ only when the social conditions are optimal (Merry 1981;
see also Atlas 1991). Newman himself acknowledged the importance of
social factors in later supplements to his theory (Newman and Franck
1980).

Conflicting empirical findings

The most compelling evidence of the conceptual vagueness at the heart of
the theory is the mass of conflicting empirical findings that tests of the the-
ory have yielded. Taylor et al. (1984) assessed the relative effects of defens-
ible space, territorial functioning and local social ties on block crime and
fear of crime. They reported that both crime and fear were lower on blocks
with defensible space features, although not as low as expected. They
defined and measured defensible space features in terms of physical barriers,
symbolic barriers and surveillance opportunities, completely omitting meas-
ures of image and milieu. Perkins et al. (1992) also measured the relative
effects of defensible space features (e.g. visibility, property barriers, street
lights), symbols of territoriality (private plantings, decorations) and symbols
of physical incivilities (vandalism/graffiti, abandoned buildings). In doing
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so, they drew a conceptual distinction between symbols of defensible space,
symbols of territoriality and symbols of incivilities, when in fact, according
to Newman’s defensible space theory, symbols of territoriality and disorder
are explicitly described as defensible space variables directly associated with
his concepts of territoriality and image. As such, Perkins et al. (1992) con-
ceptualized defensible space in terms of physical design variables separate
and distinct from image and territoriality.

Booth (1981) conceptualized defensible space in yet another radically
different way, measuring natural surveillance in terms of ‘opportunities to
observe’ and measuring territoriality, image and milieu together to construct
the variable ‘accessibility’. Territoriality was measured by the presence of
physical barriers and landscaping, image by signs of ‘debris, defacement and
wear’, and milieu as the extent to which an area is ‘bounded by public facil-
ities’. These variables were compared using a sample of burglarized/vandal-
ized households and a sample of non-victimized households. Results showed
no support for defensible space, indicating no difference between the samples
with respect to these defensible space measures.

It is clear that part of the reason for these inconsistencies in the defi-
nition of defensible space is that Newman’s theory leaves a great deal of
room for various subjective interpretations of what defensible space and its
various components actually are. As a result, we are left with a mass of 
conflicting empirical results and broad conclusions about the viability and
effectiveness of Newman’s defensible space theory, when what has actually
been measured in these empirical studies is different fragments of the 
theory that have been operationalized in very different ways. The end result
is a chaotic body of findings that misleadingly purport to measure the 
same ‘defensible space’ concept. To date, there have been very few tests of
Newman’s defensible space theory in its entirety. Rather, mostly partial tests
of the theory have been conducted with only one or an incomplete combi-
nation of defensible space elements being investigated. It will be argued that
these fractional tests of the theory have led to only limited and unbalanced
conclusions about its validity.

The unit of analysis in ‘defensible space’

Some of the conceptual ambiguities of ‘defensible space’ also seem to be a
direct consequence of a failure to identify, define and measure the territori-
ality concept and its mechanisms at consistent spatial units. One of the
obvious issues related to this problem is that Newman’s original theoretical
framework was based primarily on observations of high-rise apartment
complexes, whereas the theory was put forward as one that explains the
mechanisms that are effective in bringing any residential environment under

32 European Journal of Criminology 6(1)

 by mohammad farajiha on October 14, 2009 http://euc.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://euc.sagepub.com


the control of its residents (Newman 1973). What Newman means by
‘space’ or ‘residential environment’ is open to interpretation – it could be an
apartment complex, a residential street or a neighbourhood representing a
collection of streets – and, very often, these very different units of analysis
are used interchangeably within his theory, contributing to the confusion
around the defensible space concept and measurement. Newman claims
that his ‘defensible space can be made to operate in an evolving hierarchy
from level to level in a collective human habitat – to extend from apartment
to street’ (1972: 9), but how the concepts operate differently at these 
different spatial units remains unclear.

The problem seems to be that Newman’s overall concept of territori-
ality refers to an unspecified level of ‘space’, which seems mysteriously born
out of some unexplained combination of territoriality at the level of indi-
vidual residential premises, shared semi-public grounds and public streets.
How the territorial definition of individual premises, for example, affects
that of the semi-public and public spaces in a residential area remains
obscure within Newman’s theoretical framework. Ratcliffe (2003) eluci-
dated this issue in his explanation of the way territoriality can be perceived
at different units of analysis. He concurred with Newman on the point that
‘collective’ territoriality reflects the care and control of the residential street
as a whole, but he hastened to add that ‘individual’ territoriality does not
translate automatically into ‘collective’ territoriality. In this case, Ratcliffe
suggested that offenders assess each property on a site-by-site basis because
of the impression that there is little ‘collective’ territoriality. Exactly how
territorial definition at these varying levels of space translates into the
‘defensible space’ mechanism of territoriality remains unclear and requires
further investigation.

The social processes in territoriality

One of the most durable criticisms of Newman’s defensible space concept is
its neglect of the complex underlying social processes that determine 
territorial functioning. Newman subsequently addressed this issue by focus-
ing on the social variables necessary for encouraging territoriality, and he
highlighted the importance of homogeneity of residents and maintaining a
manageable number of people who share usage of space along with other
socio-demographic variables such as the percentage of families on welfare.
He concluded that the social characteristics of residents in projects are
stronger predictors of crime than design (Newman 1976).

Nevertheless, this attention to the combined effect of socioeconomic
and design variables on crime was not sufficient to elucidate the role social
factors play either in Newman’s conceptual definitions or in the 
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mech-anisms underlying his concepts. Within Newman’s theoretical frame-
work, residents’ territorial attitudes and behaviours represent a determining 
factor in the creation of ‘defensible space’. In fact, Newman’s defensible
space cannot be created without residents who have the desire or the abil-
ity to exercise control and influence over their surroundings. His model has
been criticized, therefore, for blindly assuming fully engaged and willing
residents (Hillier 1973; Taylor et al. 1980) and not shedding much light on
the social and psychological processes that shape territorial functioning.

In order to improve the definition of the defensible space concepts and
clarify their dimensions and the many levels at which they interrelate to 
create defensible or non-defensible space, it seems necessary first to fuse the
existing, relevant knowledge to take stock of what contributions have been
made to our understanding over the past 35 years of the processes that enable
and hinder defensible space. Owing to the various social, psychological,
sociological and spatial processes that spatial defensibility involves, it seems
prudent to draw on theoretical developments in these various fields in order
to flesh out these diverse processes involved in the defensible space
framework.

Defensible space theory development

Since the publication of defensible space theory, there have been many the-
oretical advancements in the fields of psychology, sociology and environ-
mental criminology that can help fill in some of the missing pieces of
Newman’s defensible space puzzle. It will be argued that much of the infor-
mation that has been accumulated in these fields over the years can be
applied to illuminate various underlying processes that are relevant to our
understanding of the mechanisms that buttress Newman’s defensible space
framework. This paper will first focus on attempts that have been made to
develop Newman’s defensible space theory, with particular focus on the 
re-conceptualization of territoriality. The two most significant models put
forward as developments of territoriality and defensible space came from
Brown and Altman (1981) and Taylor et al. (1981). Both models addressed
some of the major criticisms of Newman’s original formulation by incor-
porating the social functioning of residents as a vital building block in the
creation of defensible residential environments.

Re-conceptualizing territoriality

The inclusion of social factors in a model of territoriality has been justified
by findings from community and social psychology that depict human 
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territoriality as a social-behavioural construct (Altman 1975; Brower 1980;
Brown and Altman 1983; Taylor et al. 1984), dependent on a series of
underlying social mechanisms – the most vital of which are a strong sense
of community or strong social bonds with other residents. This is created
when residents are able to reinforce each other’s self-concepts, thereby
creating a unit with shared trusts, needs and commitment to meeting those
needs (McMillan and Chavis 1986). These unified attitudes and desires are
believed to sustain optimal levels of human territorial functioning, which
Taylor et al. (1984: 308) described as ‘an interrelated set of attitudes and
behaviors’ concerned with (1) who has access to particular bounded spaces,
(2) what activities are permissible in those spaces, and (3) who has respon-
sibility for the people, conditions and activities in those spaces. A strong
sense of community, therefore, can strengthen both the desire and the abil-
ity of residents to work collectively to exercise control and influence over
their space (Chavis and Wandersman 1990); without it, territoriality breaks
down. A weak sense of community can have the opposite effect, resulting
in neglect of the residential environment and the deterioration of social
cohesion (Wilson and Kelling 1982; Chavis and Wandersman 1990;
Schweitzer et al. 1999).

Informal residential control model

These social aspects of territoriality were incorporated into Taylor et al.’s
(1981) re-conceptualization of territoriality. Their model illustrates how
informal control over the residential environment can be generated only
when the physical and social potential for control are maximized by resi-
dents. Aside from their inclusion of social elements, their conceptualization
of the physical potential for control resembled Newman’s very closely.
According to Taylor et al. (1981), the physical potential for control
increases when signs of ownership, civility and defensible space features
increase. The social potential for informal control is maximized as homo-
geneity and the strength of social ties increase. Their model suggested that
physical and social potential have both a direct effect on crime-related
outcomes and a mediating effect through their influence over territorial
attitudes and behaviours.

Based on Newman’s perspective, we are led to believe that design
alone can generate the perception of highly territorial space (even though
Newman acknowledges the interaction between design and socioeconomic
factors in influencing crime). The critical conceptual question that the
preceding arguments raise is: Are strong social ties necessary in the gener-
ation of highly territorial residential areas, or are physical design measures
alone sufficient to create the perception of high territoriality and control in
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residential environments? Taylor et al. (1984) put the tenets of this debate
to the test, using their reformulated model to test the relative effects of
defensible space features, local social climate and territorial functioning on
crime and related outcomes. The results showed that the territorial vari-
ables had the strongest direct effects in predicting crime and related
outcomes. Social ties also had a strong effect, as they were shown to boost
territorial functioning and diminish fear of crime. Physical defensible space
features, on the other hand, had substantial but insignificant direct effects
on crime and related outcomes compared with the territorial and social
variables. They did, however, significantly enhance residents’ neighbour-
hood identification.

Crime site selection model

Brown and Altman (1981) also built on Newman’s theory, using an
improved conceptual framework for understanding territoriality by fusing
Newman’s territoriality concept with Altman’s (1975) theory of territorial
behaviour and privacy. Although Brown and Altman (1981) did give atten-
tion to the social factors involved in creating territoriality, they focused more
on the boundary-regulation aspect of territoriality – the motivations for the
use of territorial boundaries in residential environments and the conditions
that give rise to the violation of these boundaries. They extended Altman’s
(1975) concept of privacy (as the critical motivating force behind territorial-
ity) to explain the role that territoriality plays in a burglar’s decision to
offend at a particular location. They argued that, ‘implicitly or explicitly, a
burglar makes successive decisions about the likelihood of successfully tra-
versing various boundaries to enter a given residence’ (1981: 65). Therefore,
the assumption is that burglars assess territoriality at different units of space
– at the neighbourhood, street and individual level. If a high level of territo-
riality is perceived at the neighbourhood level, it is unlikely that burglars will
proceed to the street level, making it unlikely that houses in that neighbour-
hood would be selected as targets (Brown and Altman 1981). Consistent
with Newman’s conceptualization, Brown and Altman argued that this
assessment involves an examination of both environmental and behavioural
cues that communicate the extent to which residential communities and
homes are accessible to outsiders.

It remains clear, therefore, that researchers have picked up where
Newman left off, providing us with a better picture of the social processes
underlying informal resident control, as well as the psychological processes
involving the perception of environmental cues that affect residents’ feelings
of safety and their territorial behaviour. Additionally, we have ascertained
some of the ways in which these expressions of territoriality by residents
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may affect the perceptions of offenders, thus influencing their evaluation of
crime opportunities and their ultimate selection of a suitable target. It has
been demonstrated that all of these processes have an effect on an area’s
defensibility/vulnerability and, therefore, must be located in any theory of
spatial defensibility.

Although the advancement of defensible space theory over the years
remains incontrovertible, charting these developments has served to illumin-
ate the many conceptual issues that have yet to be addressed. Among the
most critical that have been elucidated are: (1) the ways in which the social
and physical contexts interact to produce defensible spaces, and (2) the
mechanics behind the perception of defensible space by outsiders, specifically
the role that the unit of analysis plays in the perception of territoriality.
Before these issues are tackled, however, we must first resolve the most
fundamental of the conceptual issues at hand – that of the relationship
between Newman’s defensible space components. In the following section,
therefore, we will discuss the relationship among the key concepts of image,
milieu and natural surveillance in order to clarify their effect on territoriality.
We will argue that the relationship between the concepts can best be under-
stood and explained in terms of spatial accessibility and the routine activities
of place. This line of reasoning will be presented from the perspective of ter-
ritoriality as a manifestation of the level of guardianship in residential areas.

The future of defensible space theory

Accessibility and territorial control

One critical void that requires further examination is the effect that an
area’s accessibility has on residents’ ability to exercise territorial control
over their space. Newman explains how natural surveillance is one of the
mechanisms used by residents to keep their environments under their
control. The main focus is on internal residents as the only source of nat-
ural surveillance of a residential area, but he also acknowledges the potential
for external sources of natural surveillance. This brings us to the current
criminological debate about the role of strangers or outsiders in crime pre-
vention. This contentious issue revolves around whether outsiders weaken
an area’s defensibility or whether they act as a protective surveillance mech-
anism against crime by functioning as extra ‘eyes on the street’. Newman’s
defensible space concepts treat outsiders as potential offenders, whereas
Jacobs (1961) and Hillier (2004) conceived of strangers as potential
guardians. From the defensible space perspective, the issue is accessibility.
The more accessible an area is, the greater the opportunity for outsiders to
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utilize the space; the more outsiders who use the space, the more ripe the
opportunity for victimization. The premise behind this theory is that higher
activity levels make it more difficult for residents to distinguish those
who belong from those who do not, making it more difficult to identify
offenders and provide effective surveillance of the area (Roncek 1981).
Based on the standpoint of defensible space, therefore, street accessibil-
ity may have a negative effect on the natural surveillance provided by
residents and, by extension, on their ability to exercise control over their
environment.

This view stands in direct opposition to that of Jacobs (1961), who
argued that natural surveillance is provided not only internally by residents
but also externally by all users of space. For this reason, Jacobs argued
against the segregation of spaces into uni-functional areas. Instead, she
called for diverse land usage, with a mix of residential, commercial, enter-
tainment and institutional uses as a means of attracting a continuous flow
of people at different times of the day. According to Jacobs, this constant
flow of people provides consistent surveillance of space. Thus, Jacobs
focused on the presence of ‘strangers’ as the critical source of surveillance,
rather than residents. With this perspective, Jacobs denounced the creation
of segregated residential areas because she theorized that their isolation
would encourage potential offenders and increase the likelihood of 
criminal activity in those areas. This view has been supported by Hillier
(2004), who argued that street accessibility actually reinforces natural
surveillance since the mere presence of strangers acts as a natural ‘police’
mechanism.

The debate between these fundamentally differing perspectives has
recently been fuelled by empirical evidence that provides support for the
view of outsiders as potential guardians. Jacobs’ (1961) theory and Hillier’s
(2004) conclusions are supported by results from space syntax analyses of
burglary events. These studies were based on Hillier and Hanson’s (1984)
space syntax methodology.1 The space syntax approach sets out to classify
the accessibility of streets and street segments in terms of their geometrical
and geographical configuration, for which various characteristics are pro-
posed and analysed. One of these is the local integration value, a measure
that indicates how easily accessible a street is from various others in the
same area. This technique has been applied to study the relationship
between spatial configuration and the occurrence of crime (Hillier 1998),
with most interesting results. In direct opposition to Newman’s defensible
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space theory, several space syntax studies have shown that crime incidents,
particularly residential burglary, tend to be clustered in the less accessible,
hence less busy, spaces that Newman’s theory advocates (see Jones and
Fanek 1997; Hillier and Shu 2000; Shu 2000; Shu and Huang 2003).

These findings that support Jacobs’ theory, however, are not without
their own setbacks. One of the main causes for speculation over the space
syntax results is its definition and measurement of accessibility. Within
space syntax, integration is essentially a measure of how reachable a street
is in comparison with all other streets within a network structure. The local
integration measure is said to correlate highly with the estimated number of
users of the street (Hillier 1998). There is a growing body of empirical evi-
dence that crime is higher in more accessible and highly utilized areas of a
street network (Beavon et al. 1994; Popkin et al. 1995; Newman 1996).
These conflicting findings are a clear indication that further research needs
to be done in this area for clarity regarding the effect of accessibility on the
defensibility of residential areas.

The routine activities of place

The kernel of this debate that emerges clearly is that the accessibility
of an area has an effect on the competency of the area’s guardians.
What has yet to be established is what specific factors mediate the
effect of accessibility on guardianship and under what conditions the
effect is positive and negative. In its original formulation, routine
activity theory explains that a crime event occurs when a motivated
offender and a suitable target converge in time and space in the
absence of a capable guardian (Cohen and Felson 1979). Although the
theory has typically been applied to explain how the routine activities
of individuals determine their risk of becoming victims of crime (e.g.
Miethe et al. 1987; Wittebrood and Nieuwbeerta 2000), Sherman et
al. (1989: 32) explained that places, just like people, have routine
activities that also determine their risk of becoming crime targets. The
routine activities of a place can therefore be viewed as ‘the social
organization of behaviour at a particular place’, which is affected by
the accessibility of the place and, in turn, affects the efficacy of
guardianship therein. In order to provide some clarification of these
processes, therefore, we suggest a fusion of the concept of defensible
space with that of routine activities.

Newman’s defensible space framework reflects the idea that the
routine activities of a place and its adjacent areas have a direct effect on the
creation of secure environments. Newman’s image/milieu mechanism
suggests that the control residents have over their environment is reflected
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in the image of their space. Within defensible space theory, the functional
commercial, industrial, entertainment and institutional facilities that adjoin
residential spaces, and the street networks that border and pass through
them, are presented as elements of milieu that affect the defensibility of an
area (Newman 1972), because they can be either risky facilities that encour-
age crime or safe facilities that discourage crime opportunities (Clarke and
Eck 2005). This parallel between Newman’s defensible space theory and
routine activity theory is further elucidated by Newman (1972: 108–9) as
he explains that ‘certain sections and arteries of a city have come to be rec-
ognized as being safe – by the nature of the activities located there; by the
quality of formal patrolling; by the number of users and extent of their felt
responsibility; and by the responsibility assumed by employees of bordering
institutions and establishments’.

In this way, both defensible space theory and routine activities theory
are unified in the shared principle that opportunities for crime are depend-
ent as much on the types of activities that occur in an area as on the
environmental characteristics of a place. Roncek (1981) provided further
clarification of this link between defensible space and routine activities
theory by explaining that the types of activities and the physical and social
characteristics of a place not only determine the types of crime opportuni-
ties that are available there but also influence the probability of detection,
intervention and/or apprehension. Although we have developed our under-
standing of the physical and social characteristics necessary to create defen-
sible space, we have yet to elucidate how the types of routine activities
specific to a place interact with these physical and social characteristics to
affect the vulnerability/defensibility of place.

The fusion of the defensible space theory with the routine activity
perspective reveals that the physical design and layout of an area, along
with its accessibility and the extent of the local social ties there, all have an
effect on the nature and type of routine activities that occur. The nature of
these routine activities determines the type of image of the area that is
reflected. These routine activities and the image they generate affect resi-
dents’ attitudes towards their territory and their territorial behaviour in the
form of guardianship. Residents’ ability to create defensible space by acting
as capable guardians who discourage crime is, therefore, directly influenced
by these routine activities. If an area is highly accessible to outsiders, for
example, and highly attractive because of the types of facilities located
within it, this makes it much more difficult for residents to exert control
over the semi-public and public spaces because of the high number of exter-
nal users of the space that now become part of the equation. Crime attractor
facilities and high numbers of outsiders diminish residents’ informal control
by making it difficult to distinguish outsiders from residents, thus affecting
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the effectiveness of natural surveillance as a crime prevention tool (Roncek
1981; Felson 1987; Roncek and Maier 1991). In their model of the rela-
tionship between the degree of urbanization and criminality, Wikström and
Dolmen (1990) reinforced this perspective, explaining that weaker social
control generates more motivated offenders and greater opportunities for
crime.

With the merging of the defensible space and routine activities
perspectives we see the emergence of many interesting relationships within
the defensible space framework that have yet to be explored. This refor-
mulation suggests that the effect of all physical, social and spatial factors on
territoriality is mediated by the routine activities of a place. It is hypothe-
sized that the routine activities of a place will have a direct effect on the
physical defensible space features in an area and vice versa. If a place is
highly accessible and attracts high volumes of outsiders, it is likely that the
presence of physical barriers, such as walls, fences or gates, would be
greater in these areas. We see evidence of this on through streets, as houses
on these streets tend to be characterized by high walls and landscaping to
create privacy and resist penetration by intruders. But what of the effect of
physical defensible space features on the routine activities of a place? Do
physical defensible space features have an effect on the type and nature of
the routine activities that occur in an area? This type of interaction has yet
to be explored theoretically or empirically. Perhaps an even more interest-
ing manifestation of this fusion of defensible space and routine activity
theories is the interaction between the social structure and its routine
activities. How does the social structure of a place interact with its routine
activities to affect territoriality and guardianship? Further development of
a dynamic model of defensible space requires extensive analysis of this
relationship.

Conclusion

The development of defensible space theory has major implications, not
only for our understanding of the processes that facilitate the interaction
between crime and the environment, but also as the theoretical cornerstone
of crime prevention initiatives. In order to ensure that these defensible
space-based initiatives are more effectively and uniformly implemented and
evaluated, we have gone back to the drawing board with Newman’s ‘defens-
ible space’ theory to examine the ways in which some of the missing links
have been filled in and to highlight those that remain problematic. It is not
sufficient to be pleased with the successful interventions of ‘Secured By
Design’ and ‘Crime Prevention Through Environmental Design’ without a
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systematic understanding of what mechanisms and processes are respon-
sible for the positive effect on crime. Too many questions and uncertainties
surround the creation of defensible space, some of which have been high-
lighted in this paper. In addition to the core concept of territoriality, the
other conceptual pillar that emerges from Newman’s defensible space is the
concept of spatial accessibility and attractiveness, which unifies the con-
cepts of image, milieu and natural surveillance by outsiders or strangers,
and also feeds back into the concept of territoriality. With this view, what
remains to be examined is the extent to which area accessibility and attrac-
tiveness affect the level of guardianship as it is reflected through territorial-
ity, natural surveillance, image and milieu.

The paper has highlighted the parallels between defensible space the-
ory and concepts from the situational crime prevention approach – specifi-
cally, that of routine activities – the fusion of which reveals key
relationships within the defensible space framework that have yet to be
explained. At the heart of these relationships is the contribution made by
spatial accessibility and the way in which it interacts with social and phys-
ical defensible space features. This paper suggests that the mediating factor
in the relationship between spatial accessibility and crime is the routine
activities of place. It is recommended, therefore, that the next stage in the
development of defensible space theory lies in illumination of the ways in
which spatial accessibility and the routine activities of place can determine
an area’s potential for defensibility.

References

Altman, I. (1975). The environment and social behavior. Monterey, CA: Brooks/Cole.
Armitage, R. (2000). An evaluation of Secured By Design within West Yorkshire.

Home Office Briefing Note 7/00. London: Crown Copyright.
Atlas, R. (1991). The other side of defensible space. Security Management, March, 63–6.
Baran, P. K., Smith, W. R. and Toker, U. (2006). Conflict between space and crime:

Exploring the relationship between spatial configuration and crime location.
Paper presented at Annual Conference of the Environmental Design Research
Association (EDRA), Atlanta, 3–7 May.

Beavon, D. J. K., Brantingham, P. L. and Brantingham, P. J. (1994). The influence
of street networks on the patterning of property offences. In R.V. Clarke (ed.)
Crime prevention studies, vol. 2. New York: Criminal Justice Press.

Booth, A. (1981). The built environment as a crime deterrent: A reexamination of
defensible space. Criminology 18, 557–70.

Brower, S. N. (1980). Territory in urban settings. In I. Altman, A. Rapoport and 
J. Wohiwill (eds) Human behavior in the environment: Advances in theory
and research, Vol. 4. New York: Plenum.

Brown, B. B. and Altman, I. (1981). Territoriality and residential crime: A concep-
tual framework. In P. J. Brantingham and P. L. Brantingham (eds)
Environmental criminology. Beverly Hills, CA: SAGE Publications.

42 European Journal of Criminology 6(1)

 by mohammad farajiha on October 14, 2009 http://euc.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://euc.sagepub.com


Brown, B. B. and Altman, I. (1983). Territoriality, defensible space and residential
burglary: An environmental analysis. Journal of Environmental Psychology,
3, 203–220.

Brown, J. (1999). An evaluation of the Secured By Design initiative in Gwent, South
Wales. MSc, Scarman Centre for the Study of Public Order, University of
Leicester.

Brown, J. (2001). Secured By Design in Gwent. Paper presented at the Architectural
Liaison Officers Conference (ACPO), Blackpool, 2–4 May.

Chavis, D. M. and Wandersman, A. (1990). Sense of community in the urban envi-
ronment: A catalyst for participation and community development. American
Journal of Community Psychology 18, 55–81.

Clarke, R. V. (1992). Situational crime prevention: Successful case studies. Albany,
NY: Harrow and Heston.

Clarke, R. V. and Eck, J. (2005). Become a problem-solving crime analyst: In 55
small steps. London: Jill Dando Institute of Crime Science, University College
London.

Cohen, L. E. and Felson, M. (1979). Social change and crime rate trends: A routine
activity approach. American Sociological Review 44, 588–608.

Cozens, P., Hillier, D. and Prescott, G. (2001). Crime and the design of residential
property – Exploring the theoretical background. Part 1. Property
Management 19, 136–64.

Cozens, P. M., Pascoe, T. and Hillier, D. (2004). Critically reviewing the theory and
practice of Secured By Design (SBD) for residential new-build in Britain.
Crime Prevention and Community Safety: An International Journal 6, 13–29.

Ekblom, P. (2006). Crime prevention through environmental design: Time for an
upgrade? Paper presented at the International Environmental Criminology
and Crime Analysis Symposium (ECCA), Chilliwack, BC, 26–29 July 2006.

Feeley, M. M. (2004). Actuarial justice and the modern state. In G. Bruinsma,
H. Elffers and J. de Keijser (eds) Punishment, places and perpetrators:
Developments in criminology and criminal justice research. Portland,
OR: Willan Publishing.

Felson, M. (1987). Routine activities and crime prevention in the developing
metropolis. Criminology 25, 911–31.

Felson, M. (1998). Crime and everyday life, Second edition. Thousand Oaks,
CA: Pine Forge Press.

Hillier, B. (1973). In defence of space. RIBA Journal 11, 539–44.
Hillier, B. (1998). The common language of space: A way of looking at the social,

economic and environmental functioning of cities on a common basis. URL
(accessed 5 September 2008): http://www.spacesyntax.org/publications/
commonlang.html.

Hillier, B. (2004). Can streets be made safe? Urban Design International 9, 31–45.
Hillier, B. and Hanson, J. (1984). The social logic of space. Cambridge: Cambridge

University Press.
Hillier, B. and Shu, S. (2000). Crime and urban layout: The need for evidence. In 

S. Ballintyne, K. Pease and V. McLaren (eds) Secure foundations: Key issues
in crime prevention, crime reduction and community safety. London: 
IPPR.

Hunter, R. D. and Jeffry, C. R. (1997). Preventing convenience store robbery
through environmental design. In R. V. Clarke (ed.) Situational crime preven-
tion: Successful case studies. New York: Harrow and Heston.

Reynald and Elffers The future of Newman’s defensible space theory 43

 by mohammad farajiha on October 14, 2009 http://euc.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://euc.sagepub.com


Jacobs, J. (1961). The death and life of great American cities. New York: Random
House.

Jeffrey, C. R. (1999). CPTED: Past, present and future. Position Paper prepared for
the International CPTED Association at the 4th International CPTED
Association Conference, Mississauga Ontario, Canada, 20–22 September.

Jones, M. A. and Fanek, M. J. (1997). Crime in the urban environment. Space
syntax – First international symposium proceedings, 2, 25.

McMillan, D. W. and Chavis, D. M. (1986). Sense of community: A definition and
theory. Journal of Community Psychology 14, 6–23.

Mawby, R. I. (1977). Defensible space: A theoretical and empirical appraisal. Urban
Studies 14, 169–79.

Mawby, R. I. (2001). Burglary. Devon, UK: Willan Publishing.
Mayhew, P. (1979). Defensible space: The current status of a crime prevention

theory. The Howard Journal 18, 150–9.
Merry, S. E. (1981). Defensible space undefended: Social factors in crime control

through environmental design. Urban Affairs Quarterly 16, 397–422.
Miethe, T. D., Stafford, M. C. and Long, J. S. (1987). Social differentiation in crim-

inal victimization: A test of routine activities/lifestyles theories. American
Sociological Review 52, 184–94.

Newman, O. (1972). Defensible space: Crime prevention through urban design.
New York: Macmillan.

Newman, O. (1973). A design guide for improving residential security. National
Institute of Law Enforcement and Criminal Justice. Washington, DC: US
Government Printing Office.

Newman, O. (1976). Design guidelines for improving defensible space. National
Institute of Law Enforcement and Criminal Justice. Washington, DC: US
Government Printing Office.

Newman, O. (1996). Creating defensible space. Washington, DC: US Department
of Housing and Urban Development, Office of Policy Development and
Research.

Newman, O. and Franck, K. A. (1980). Influencing crime and stability in urban
housing development. National Institute of Justice, US Department of Justice.

Perkins, D. D., Meeks, J. W. and Taylor, R. B. (1992). The physical environment of
street blocks and resident perceptions of crime and disorder: Implications for
theory and measurement. Journal of Environmental Psychology 12, 21–34.

Popkin, S. J., Olson, L. M., Lurigio, A. J., Gwiasda, V. E. and Carter, R. G. (1995).
Sweeping out drugs and crime: Residents’ views of the Chicago Housing
Authority’s public housing drug elimination program. Crime and
Delinquency 41, 73–99.

Ratcliffe, J. H. (2003). Suburb boundaries and residential burglars. Trends and
Issues in Crime and Criminal Justice, Australian Institute of Criminology
246, 1–6.

Roncek, D. W. (1981). Dangerous places: Crime and residential environment. Social
Forces 60, 74–96.

Roncek, D. W. and Maier, P. A. (1991). Bars, blocks and crimes revisited: Linking
the theory of routine activities to the empiricism of ‘hotspots’. Criminology
29, 725–53.

44 European Journal of Criminology 6(1)

 by mohammad farajiha on October 14, 2009 http://euc.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://euc.sagepub.com


Schweitzer, J. H., Woo Kim, J. and Mackin, J. R. (1999). The impact of the built
environment on crime and fear of crime in urban neighborhoods. Journal of
Urban Technology 6, 59–73.

Sherman, L. W., Gartin, P. R. and Buerger, M. E. (1989). Hot spots of predatory
crime: Routine activities and the criminology of place. Criminology 27,
27–55.

Shu, S. (2000). Housing layout and crime vulnerability. Urban Design International
5, 177–88.

Shu, S. and Huang, J. (2003). Spatial configuration and vulnerability of residential
burglary: A case study of a city in Taiwan. Proceedings of the 4th
International Space Syntax Symposium, London.

Stark, R. (1987). Deviant places: A theory of the ecology of crime. Criminology 25,
893–909.

Taylor, R. B. and Harrell, A. V. (1996). Physical environment and crime.
Washington, DC: National Institute of Justice, US Department of Justice.

Taylor, R. B., Gottfredson, S. D. and Brower, S. (1980). The defensibility of defens-
ible space: A critical review. In T. Hirschi and M. Gottfredson (eds)
Understanding crime. Beverly Hills, CA: SAGE Publications.

Taylor, R. B., Gottfredson, S. D. and Brower, S. N. (1981). Informal control in the
urban residential environment (final report). Washington, DC: Community
Crime Prevention Division, National Institute of Justice, US Department of
Justice.

Taylor, R. B., Gottfredson, S. D. and Brower, S. (1984). Block crime and fear:
Defensible space, local social ties, and territorial functioning. Journal of
Research in Crime and Delinquency 21, 303–31.

Wikström P-O and Dolmen L. (1990). Crime and Crime Trends in Different Urban
Environments. Journal of Quantitative Criminology 6, 7–29.

Wilson, J. Q. and Kelling, G. (1982). Broken windows: The police and neighbor-
hood safety. Atlantic Monthly 249, 29–38.

Wittebrood, K. and Nieuwbeerta, P. (2000). Criminal victimization during one’s life
course: The effects of previous victimization and patterns of routine activities.
Journal of Research in Crime and Delinquency 37, 91–122.

Danielle M. Reynald

Danielle M. Reynald graduated with a BSc in Psychology from the University
of Surrey and an MSc in Crime Science from the Jill Dando Institute of Crime
Science, University College London (UCL). She worked as a newspaper and
television crime reporter for the Caribbean Communications Network. She
is currently a PhD student at the Netherlands Institute for the Study
of Crime and Law Enforcement, investigating the dynamics behind the
creation of defensible/vulnerable residential environments.
DReynald@nscr.nl

Reynald and Elffers The future of Newman’s defensible space theory 45

 by mohammad farajiha on October 14, 2009 http://euc.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://euc.sagepub.com


Henk Elffers

Henk Elffers graduated in Mathematical Statistics from the University of
Amsterdam and got his PhD in Psychology of Law at Erasmus University
Rotterdam. He is presently Senior Researcher at the Netherlands Institute for
the Study of Crime and Law Enforcement, and Professor of Empirical
Research into Criminal Law Enforcement at Vrije Universiteit Amsterdam. His
research interests comprise spatial aspects of crime, rational choice theory
of rule compliance, statistics in the courtroom, the relationship between
judges and the general public, and measurement in criminology.
HElffers@nscr.nl

46 European Journal of Criminology 6(1)

 by mohammad farajiha on October 14, 2009 http://euc.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://euc.sagepub.com

