
The relationship between physical design and infor-
mal social control of crime is a new idea only in the
sense of its systematic application to the modern
urban scene. Prior to the development of the modern
city, most societies took some precautions to relate
security in the physical environment to a respon-
sibility for security actions by the inhabitants 
themselves.

In the rush of modern urban development,
however, economic and political priorities seem to
have far outweighed security priorities, with the
result that many urban settings now seem delib-
erately designed to discourage informal social
control. No colonial community would have done 
so, even when stockades were no longer needed 
for defense against Indians. New England towns 
continued to be constructed so that the homes and
stores formed a hollow square around a central
Common where social activities could take place and
where livestock could be kept in relative security. In
this kind of environment, everyone knew everyone
else’s business. While this meant less personal
privacy than the modern city dweller may enjoy,
it also meant a high degree of shared responsibility
for controlling undesirable behavior and unwanted
intrusion.

Only recently have students of modern urban
society begun again to take serious note of the rela-
tionship between physical design and informal social
control. Jane Jacobs first applied the concept to
modern cities in 1961. In her book, The Death and
Life of Great American Cities,1 she theorized that
multiple land uses along residential streets provided

an interaction between the physical design and the
users (pedestrians and residents), which promoted
natural and informal surveillance and, therefore,
increased the safety of the streets.

Lee Rainwater, in an evaluation of a public
housing project in St. Louis (1966), discussed the
effect of physical design on the attitudes of public
housing residents, pointing out that inappropriate
architectural design was directly related to antisocial
behavior.2

Elizabeth Wood, writing in 1961, suggested that
current design patterns in public housing projects
appeared to discourage informal social relationships
and gatherings, thereby preventing the development
of social interactions through which residents 
could create informal social controls and self-
policing.3

Schlomo Angel, in 1968, found that variations 
in the level of pedestrian and vehicular traffic 
could either encourage or discourage crimes.4 Too
few users provided enough potential victims, but not
enough potential witnesses.

Gerald Leudtke and E. Lystad found, as the result
of studies in Detroit, that

many of the features of urban form and structure . . .
could tend to facilitate or decrease the probability of
crime. Such physical features include the condition and
maintenance of buildings, streets, and alleys; evidence 
of recent construction; mixtures of land use; rates of
pedestrian traffic and pedestrian accumulation within
various land uses; location of structures on an urban 
grid pattern; and distance to adjacent structures. Other
examples are types of parking facilities; visibility into
structures from roads, sidewalks and adjoining build-
ings; concealment by trees, shrubs, parked automobiles,
fences, signs, and advertising; the visibility of entrance
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points; building setbacks; and, the number and arrange-
ment of entrance points in a building.5

In 1969, Oscar Newman and George Rand6 devel-
oped a theory of territoriality (now referred to as
defensible space), which held that proper physical
design of housing encourages residents to extend
their social control from their homes and apartments
out into the surrounding common areas. In this way,
they change what previously had been perceived as
semipublic or public territory into private territory.
Upgrading the common areas in this way results in
increased social control and an interaction between
physical environment and its users that reduces
crime.

As Newman himself defines it,

Defensible space is a surrogate term for the range of
mechanisms—real and symbolic barriers, strongly
defined areas of influence, improved opportunities for
surveillance—that combine to bring an environment
under the control of its residents. A defensible space is
a living residential environment that can be employed
by inhabitants for the enhancement of their lives, while
providing security for their families, neighbors, and
friends. The public areas of a multifamily residential
environment devoid of defensible space can make the
act of going from street to apartment equivalent to
running the gauntlet. The fear and uncertainty gener-
ated by living in such an environment can slowly eat
away and eventually destroy the security and sanctity of
the apartment unit itself. On the other hand, by group-
ing dwelling units to reinforce association of mutual
benefit, by delineating paths of movement, by defining
areas of activity for particular users through their juxta-
position with internal living areas, and by providing 
for natural opportunities for visual surveillance, archi-
tects can create a clear understanding of the function 
of a space, who its users are and ought to be. This, in 
turn, can lead residents of all income levels to adopt
extremely potent territorial attitudes and policing 
measures, which act as a strong deterrent to potential
criminals.7

A study by Reppetto,8 in Boston indicated the
need to expand the crime prevention through 
environmental design (CPTED) process to include
whole neighborhoods and provide for comprehen-
sive data collection efforts, which would both define
the nature of crime patterns and suggest appropriate
countermeasures.

Reppetto was also able to show that closely-knit
communities do tend to protect their members
through informal social controls. This finding was
further emphasized by John Conklin in The Impact
of Crime:

A tightly knit community can minimize the problem of
street crime. However, informal social control also poses

a threat to the diversity of behavior that exists in a plu-
ralistic society, even though it may curb violent crime.
Still, street crime would decline if interaction among the
residents of a community were more frequent, and if
social bonds were stronger. A sense of responsibility for
other citizens and for the community as a whole would
increase individuals’ willingness to report crime to the
police and the likelihood of their intervention in a crime
in progress. Greater willingness of community residents
to report crime to the police might also obviate the 
need for civilian police patrols. More interaction in
public places and human traffic on the sidewalks would
increase surveillance of the places where people now
fear to go. More intense social ties would reinforce 
surveillance with a willingness to take action against
offenders.9

C. Ray Jeffrey, in his classic theoretical work
Crime Prevention Through Environmental Design
(1971),10 written before Jeffrey became aware of the
works of Newman and others, proposed a three-fold
strategy involving not only physical design, but also
increased citizen participation and the more effec-
tive use of police forces. He contended that the way
to prevent crime is to design the total environment
in such a manner that the opportunity for crime is
reduced or eliminated.

Jeffrey contends that both the physical and social
characteristics of an urban area affect crime patterns.
Better physical planning is a key to unlocking the
potential for improved physical security and the
potential for development of informal social control.
He also argues for high levels of precision in the 
analytical stages that precede physical planning for
crime reduction.

One of the major methodological defects in ecological
studies of crime rates has been the use of large units 
and census tract data as a basis for analysis. The usual
units are rural–urban, intricacy, intercity, regional, and
national differences . . . Such an approach is much too
gross for finding the physical features associated with
different types of crimes.

We must look at the physical environment in terms
of each building, or each room of the building, or each
floor of the building. Fine-grain resolution is required in
place of the usual large-scale photographs . . . Whenever
crime rates are surveyed at a micro level of analysis, it
is revealed that a small area of the city is responsible for
a majority of the crimes.This fact is glossed over by gross
statistical correlation analysis of census tract data, which
ignore house-by-house or block-by-block variations in
crime rates. For purposes of crime prevention we need
data that will tell us what aspects of the urban environ-
ment are responsible for crime, such as the concentra-
tion of homicide or robbery in a very small section of
the city.11
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Defensible Space

Oscar Newman and others have explored and
further defined the defensible space concept in
recent years through design studies and experiments
involving existing and new public housing projects.
The following summary of defensible space tech-
niques will give the practitioner an initial under-
standing of this important application of physical
design to the urban residential environment.

Design for defensible space involves attempts to
strengthen two basic kinds of social behavior called
territoriality and natural surveillance.

Territoriality

The classic example of territoriality is “a man’s home
is his castle” tradition of the American single-family
home and its surroundings. In this tradition, the
family lays claim to its own territory and acts to
protect it. This image of the home as a castle rein-
forces itself “by the very act of its position on an inte-
gral piece of land buffered from neighbors and the
public street by intervening grounds.”12

As the urban setting has grown, the single family
home has become, to developers, an economic lia-
bility. Family housing has moved into the row house
(townhouse), apartment complex, high-rise apart-
ment structure, and massive public housing project.
Whatever the benefits of this transition, the idea 
of territoriality has been largely lost in the process.
The result is that “most families living in an apart-
ment building experience the space outside their
apartment unit as distinctly public; in effect, they 
relegate responsibility for all activity outside the
immediate confines of their apartment to the public
authorities.”13

As residents are forced by the physical design of
their surroundings to abandon claim to any part of
the outside world, the hallways, stairways, lobbies,
grounds, parking lots, and streets become a kind of
no-man’s land in which criminals can operate almost
at will. Public and private law enforcement agencies
(formal controls) attempt to take up the slack, but
without the essential informal social control that a
well-developed social sense of territoriality brings,
law enforcement can do little to reduce crime.

Natural Surveillance

The increased presence of human observers, which
territoriality brings, can lead to higher levels of

natural surveillance in all areas of residential space.
However, the simple presence of increased numbers
of potential observers is not enough, because natural
surveillance, to be effective, must include an action
component. The probability that an observer will 
act to report an observed crime or intervene in it
depends on:

� The degree to which the observer feels that his
personal or property rights are violated by the
observed act;

� The extent to which the observer is able to iden-
tify with the victim or property under attack; and

� The level of the observer’s belief that his action
can help, on the one hand, and not subject him to
reprisals on the other.

Obviously, the probability for both observation
and action is greatly improved by physical con-
ditions, which create the highest possible levels of
visibility.

Design Guidelines

Defensible space offers a series of architectural
guidelines, which can be used in the design of new
urban residential complexes to promote both the
residential group’s territorial claim to its surround-
ings and its ability to conduct natural surveillance.14

� Site design can stress the clustering of small
numbers of residential units around private hall-
ways, courtyards, and recreation areas. In these
restricted zones, children can play, adults can
relax, and strangers can easily be identified and
questioned. Such private spaces can be created by
internal and external building walls and access
arrangements, and by the use of perceptual barri-
ers such as low fences, shrubbery, and other
boundary markers.

� Site interrelationships design can be used to
create semiprivate connecting and common
spaces between and among the private family
clusters. Walkways, vehicle access ways, parking
areas, recreational facilities, lobbies, and laundry
and shopping areas can be designed so that each
cluster relates to them much like each resident of
a cluster relates to his common private space.
Physical design can be used to further extend the
sense of territoriality and the possibility for infor-
mal social control.

� Street design and design of other public spaces
can be engineered to make these spaces into
semipublic extensions of the residential clusters
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and their connectors. Closing streets to through
traffic, installing benches and play areas near the
streets, providing adequate lighting, and placing
perceptual barriers to indicate the semipublic
nature of the area can help to define these spaces
as part of the shared residential group territory.

� Surveillance-specific design can be used in each of
the above design areas to increase general visibil-
ity by providing adequate lighting, by reducing 
or eliminating physical barriers to visibility, and
by the visibility-promoting location of key areas
(for example, entrances, lobbies, elevator waiting
areas, recreational and parking areas) so as to be
directly visible from as many points of view as
possible.

Modifying Existing Physical Design

Cost limitations prevent substantial reconstruction
of most existing urban residential facilities. However,
a number of relatively low-cost techniques can be
used to modify existing facilities so as to promote
territoriality and natural surveillance. These include:

� Installing adequate security devices (locks, doors,
and windows) in each residential unit;

� Dividing common lawn areas (front or back) into
private yards and patios through the use of shrub-
bery, low fences, and other perceptual barriers;

� Improving the attractiveness and semiprivacy of
pathways and other common outside areas by 
use of decorative paving and lighting: installing
benches and other seating arrangements at strate-
gic intervals, careful landscaping, and tying play
areas, parking and vehicle access ways to the
overall design;

� Reducing the number of public access points and
providing the remaining points with good lighting,
visibility, and security; and

� Establishing audio and video surveillance (moni-
tored by residents or by security staff) in strategic
internal areas.

It should be emphasized, in summary, that creat-
ing defensible space is not the same as creating a
hardened security system (as might be found, for
example, in a high-rise luxury apartment). In fact, it
is almost the opposite, defensible space operates on
the premise that the living environment must be
opened up and used by residents and others, not
closed in. It is only in the open, used environment
that people can be stimulated to establish the self-
policing condition, which is informal social control.
In this open living environment, opportunities for

crime may continue to exist, but the probability for
criminal activity is reduced.

It should also be emphasized that the physical
design component of defensible space should always
be accompanied by efforts to develop and sustain
active citizen participation and by strategies for
improved interaction between citizens and law
enforcement agencies.

Crime Prevention through 
Environmental Design

Crime prevention through environmental design
(CPTED), is still a rapidly growing field of study and
experimentation. CPTED attempts to apply physical
design, citizen participation, and law enforcement
strategies in a comprehensive, planned way to entire
neighborhoods and major urban districts, as well as
to specific urban subsystems, such as, public schools
and transportation systems.

Cautions

Before summarizing the CPTED approach, we
would suggest that the practitioner view CPTED
developments with a healthy skepticism, at least for
the present. There are several reasons why a sense of
caution is in order:

� Although the effectiveness of some of the spe-
cific techniques used in CPTED experiments can
be verified, the overall effectiveness of the
CPTED approach has yet to be conclusively
demonstrated.

� There is some disagreement among crime pre-
vention theorists as to the correctness of the
assumptions on which current CPTED programs
are based.

� The magnitude of the typical CPTED project may
be well beyond the practitioner’s current ability to
plan, implement, and manage.

� The cost of a typical CPTED project can repre-
sent a major financial investment, and unless the
investment can be justified on a research and
demonstration basis, there is no guarantee that it
will be cost effective.

Despite these cautions, it is useful for the practi-
tioner to be aware of the principles and current
applications of the CPTED concept so that he or she
can watch its developments and make appropriate
use of the knowledge that it may produce.
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Recent Projects

In a project combining the best of current commu-
nity policing techniques with the principles of
CPTED the city of Manchester, New Hampshire,
proved the value of this integrated approach. In
Manchester, the police department formed partner-
ships with community organizations and provided
appropriate crime prevention training, including
CPTED to all of the officers assigned to the project
areas. By combining the concepts of community
policing with the application of CPTED, and other
related crime prevention strategies, the community
realized remarkable reductions in several crime cat-
egories. The area encompasses three areas of public
housing in which CPTED principles were applied.
The changes in community perceptions about crime
were measured through surveys and the crime sta-
tistics were updated frequently to give the police
department the best possible data. In this Enterprise
Community area drug activity was reduced 57%,
robbery fell 54%, burglary was reduced 52%, and
police calls for service dropped 20%. Additionally,
the perceptions of the citizens of the area were
markedly improved. This example demonstrates the
levels of success possible when sound policing, crime
prevention, and the concepts of CPTED are com-
bined in the correct proportions. As a result of these
levels of success the project was recognized by the
Department of Housing and Urban Development
(HUD) through the awarding of the John J. Gunther
Award. This award recognizes the best practices 
and was awarded in this instance in the category of
Suitable Living Environment.15

Territorial Defense Strategies

Territorial defense strategies emphasize prevention
of property-related crimes such as breaking and
entering, auto theft, and household larceny. Within
this group there are five related strategy areas: land
use planning, building grounds security, building
perimeter security, building interior security, and
construction standards.

� Land use planning strategies involve planning
activities aimed at avoiding land use mixtures that
have a negative impact on neighborhood security,
through zoning ordinances and development plan
reviews.

� Building grounds security strategies provide the
first line of defense against unauthorized entry 
of sites and offer social control mechanisms to
prevent dangerous and destructive behavior of

visitors. The emphasis is on the access control 
and surveillance aspects of architectural design.
The target environment might be a residential
street, the side of a housing complex, or alleyways
behind or between business establishments.

� Building perimeter security strategies provide a
second line of defense for protecting site occu-
pants and property by preventing unauthorized
entries of buildings. They involve physical barri-
ers, surveillance and intrusion detection systems,
and social control mechanisms.

� Building interior security strategies provide the
third line of defense for protecting site occupants
and property by preventing unauthorized access
to interior spaces and valuables through physical
barriers, surveillance and intrusion detection
systems, and social control mechanisms.

� Construction standards strategies involve build-
ing security codes that require construction tech-
niques and materials that tend to reduce crime
and safety hazards.These strategies deal both with
code adoption and code enforcement.

Personal Defense Strategies

The second basic strategic approach focuses on the
prevention of violent or street crimes such as
robbery, assault, and rape, and the reduction of fear
associated with these crimes. Specific strategies in-
cluded safe-streets-for-people, transportation, cash-
off-the-streets, and citizen intervention.

� Safe-streets-for-people strategies involve plan-
ning principles derived primarily from the
CPTED concepts of surveillance and activity
support. Surveillance operates to discourage
potential offenders because of the apparent risk
of being seen and can be improved through
various design modifications of physical elements
of the street environment (e.g., lighting, fencing,
and landscaping). Pedestrian traffic areas can be
channeled to increase their use and the number of
observers through such measures as creating
malls, eliminating onstreet parking, and providing
centralized parking areas.

� Transportation strategies are aimed at reducing
exposure to crime by improving public trans-
portation. For example, transit waiting stations
(bus, trolley) can be located near areas of safe
activity and good surveillance, or the distance
between stations can be reduced, which improves
accessibility to specific residences, business 
establishments, and other traffic generating
points.

The Influence of Physical Design 5



� Cash-off-the-streets strategies reduce incentives
for crime by urging people not to carry unneces-
sary cash and provide commercial services that
minimize the need to carry cash.

� Citizen intervention, unlike the three previous
activities, consists of strategies aimed at organiz-
ing and mobilizing residents to adopt proprietary
interests and assume responsibility for the main-
tenance of security.

Law Enforcement Strategies

The third general approach involves police func-
tions that support community-based prevention
activities. There are two activities: police patrol and
citizen/police support.

� Police patrol strategies focus on ways in which
police deployment procedures can improve their
efficiency and effectiveness in responding to calls
and apprehending offenders.

� Citizen/police support strategies consist of police
operational support activities that improve
citizen/police relations and encourage citizens 
to cooperate with the police in preventing and
reporting incidents.

Confidence Restoration Strategies

This fourth general strategy for commercial and 
residential environments involves activities that are
aimed primarily at mobilizing neighborhood interest
and support to implement needed CPTED changes.
Without such interest and support, it is unlikely that
programs of sufficient magnitude could possibly 
be successful, particularly in many high-crime-rate
neighborhoods where people have lost hope. There
are two specific strategy areas: investor confidence
and neighborhood identities.

� Investor confidence strategies promote economic
investment and, therefore, social and economic
vitality.

� Neighborhood identity strategies build commu-
nity pride and foster social cohesion.

Most of these specific strategies are discussed in
this and other chapters (some under different
names). As a whole, this list of strategies is well
organized and provides a good framework with
which to view the possible interaction of a variety of
crime prevention efforts.

Demonstrations

To see how these strategies were applied, let us 
look briefly at the major changes described in the 
American Architecture Foundation’s presentation,
Back from the Brink, Saving America’s Cities by
Design.16 This provides examples of CPTED applica-
tions, with very little mention of crime, as applied in
Portland, Oregon, and some other locales.The princi-
ples applied are sound, workable redesign strategies,
which accomplish the goals of CPTED, without over-
reliance on their direct crime prevention intent.
Indeed, they are not presented as crime prevention,
but redevelopment efforts, which consider the quality
of life above most other considerations.

The CPTED applications in the featured cities
achieve the following:

� Reduce opportunities for crime and fear of crime
by making streets and open areas more easily
observable, and by increasing activity in the
neighborhood;

� Provide ways in which neighborhood residents,
business people, and police can work together
more effectively to reduce opportunities and
incentives for crime;

� Increase neighborhood identity, investor confi-
dence, and social cohesion;

� Provide public information programs that help
business people and residents protect themselves
from crime;

� Make the area more accessible by improving
transportation services;

� Improve the effectiveness and efficiency of gov-
ernmental operations; and

� Encourage citizens to report crimes.

The steps taken to achieve these objectives
included:

� Outdoor lighting, sidewalk, and landscaping
improvements;

� Block watch, safe homes, and neighborhood
cleanups;

� A campaign to discourage people from carrying
cash;

� A major improvement and expansion of public
transportation;

� Improved street lighting; and
� Public transportation hubs that are purpose built.

These improvements have enhanced the quality
of life and provided an atmosphere of improvement
in each of the communities featured.
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The application of CPTED to school design has
been promoted in a number of locations through the
work of local practitioners, and in cooperation with
school district personnel.

Additional CPTED case studies and information
may be found in our text, written by Tim Crowe,
Crime Prevention through Environmental Design,
Applications of Architectural Design and Space 
Management Concepts.17 This text offers CPTED as
a specific topic and is widely used by students and
practitioners.

The Future of CPTED

The most consistent finding in evaluations of
CPTED and related projects is that the users of
space must be involved in design decisions. Their
involvement insures that the designs are realistic and
that the users will comply with the behavioral objec-
tives of the plans. Numerous applications of CPTED
concepts have been tried successfully on a spot basis,
which tends to support the idea that the more sim-
plistic approaches are the most viable. That is, it
seems reasonable to assume that the crime pre-
vention practitioner may confidently use CPTED
strategies in very specific, controlled environmental
settings.

There are many hundreds of examples of CPTED
strategies in practice today. It is unfortunate that
most of the successful applications have not been
publicized well, since they are usually part of
ongoing field activities that do not come to the atten-
tion of evaluators or government agencies. However,
it has been noted that most applications center on
some mixture or interaction between the three basic
CPTED processes of natural surveillance, natural
access control, and territoriality. The most basic
common thread is the primary emphasis on natural-
ness—simply doing things that you already have to
do, a little better.

The most productive uses of CPTED, in the 
foreseeable future, will center on the following 
simplistic strategies:

� Provide clear border definition of controlled
space;

� Provide clearly marked transitional zones, which
indicate movement from public to semipublic to
private space;

� Relocate gathering areas to locations with natural
surveillance and access control, or to locations
away from the view of would-be offenders;

� Place safe activities in unsafe locations to bring
along the natural surveillance of these activities
(to increase the perception of safety for normal
users and risk for offenders);

� Place unsafe activities in safe spots to overcome
the vulnerability of these activities with the
natural surveillance and access control of the safe
area;

� Redesignate the use of space to provide natural
barriers to conflicting activities;

� Improve scheduling of space to allow for effective
use, appropriate “critical intensity,” and the tem-
poral definition of accepted behaviors;

� Redesign or revamp space to increase the per-
ception or reality of natural surveillance; and

� Overcome distance and isolation through im-
proved communication and design efficiencies.

The future of CPTED rests with the persons who
shape public and private policy. Crime prevention
practitioners will have to communicate CPTED con-
cepts in terms that relate to the overall priorities 
of their organizations or communities. Productivity,
profitability,and quality of life are concerns that affect
policy makers—not specifically security or crime pre-
vention for its own sake.Accordingly,chief executives,
builders, architects, planners, engineers, and develop-
ers will have to embrace CPTED design objectives.
Elected officials and legislative bodies will have to be
held accountable for assuring that CPTED is consid-
ered in capital improvement and development plans.
Property owners and residents of neighborhoods and
commercial areas need the opportunity to question
planning, zoning, and traffic signalization decisions.
Finally, strategic plans that encompass 20-year com-
munity development periods require an assessment of
crime prevention needs and programs.

Conclusion

The application of environmental design concepts 
by the crime prevention practitioner can be as cost
effective as the design of crime risk management
systems for individual clients. Such application must
be based, however, on sound analysis of particular
crime patterns and the physical and social conditions
that are related to those patterns. It should stress
innovative solutions that are appropriate to the par-
ticular circumstances, that are cost effective and that
will not create more problems than they solve. It
should stress working with “things as they are” rather
than with “things as they ought to be.”
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The practitioner needs, above all, to become 
well acquainted with the people and organizations
responsible for physical development and redevel-
opment in his or her community. The best oppor-
tunities for applying crime prevention through
environmental design occur when buildings, street
layouts, street lighting programs, new subdivisions,
shopping centers, and housing projects are still in the
planning stages, and crime prevention principles can
be incorporated before construction starts.

In keeping with the theory that the quality of the
physical environment impacts human behavior,
we think that crime prevention and community
development go hand-in-hand. Physical design that
enhances the environment from a balanced eco-
nomic-social-political standpoint can also discourage
criminal activity, and the concept of crime preven-
tion through environmental design can be used in
any situation—high-density urban areas, small cities
and towns, and even rural areas. The essential role of
the practitioner is to see the “whole picture” and to
see to it that physical design, citizen participation,
and police activities fit together.

In terms of physical design itself, the major task
of the crime prevention practitioner is to analyze
existing and planned physical design, determine how
it relates to existing or potential crime patterns, and
recommend physical design countermeasures to the
proper person or organization.
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