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Risk Factors of Urban Residential Burglary

Summary of Key Factors: Social disorganization, Proximity to public housing units, Proximity to pawn shops, Proximity
to bus stops, Time of day, Day of week, Proximity to police stations, fire stations and hospitals.

Aim: To assist analysts with the identification of risk factors for the production of risk terrain maps. Specifically, this brief
provides an annotated review of the factors related to urban residential burglary and the settings and times for which
some factors may be most relevant. This information should be especially useful to help choose a time period for creating
risk terrain maps (i.e., Step! 3), to identify aggravating and mitigating risk factors to include in your risk terrain model

(i.e., Steps 5 and 6), and to inform the operationalization of your risk factors to risk map layers (i.e., Step 7).

By: William D. Moreto

Operational Definition

Burglary can be broadly defined as the illegal and unlawful
entry into a home or structure to commit a felony or theft?.
Burglary is manifested in several ways and can occur in
several distinct settings and contexts. Both residences and
commercial/retail establishments can be burgled. Moreover,
the broad categories of residences and commercial/retail
establishments can further be disaggregated into discrete sub-
categories. For instance, residential burglary can be broken
down into occupancy (single-family and multi-family); design

(attached, separated or semi-separated residences); and
structure (houses, apartments, condominiums and public
housing).

Any residence, business or establishment can conceivably
fall victim to an act of burglary; however, in reality, there are
certain areas and places that are more conducive for offenses
For instance, four distinct factors have been
identified that affect the variation in risk of a location being
victimized:
characteristics; (iii) immediate design and planning features
and; (iv) other aspects of lifestyle affecting the location*. For
the purposes of investigating urban residential burglary, the
surrounding area should be the main focus since the
household/premise characteristics and immediate design and
planning features of a location are at a micro-level that only
explain one particular location’s risk.

The general purpose of risk terrain modeling (RTM) is to
identify risky areas and not individual locations. Furthermore,
prior research has acknowledged that burglars search for an

to occurs.

(i) surrounding area; (ii) household/premise

appropriate offending area first and then search for a specific
target within that area®. Utilizing an RTM approach results in
the which
environment that promotes, stimulates,
enables acts of residential burglary to occur.

contribute to
and/or

identification of factors an

sustains

Setting Effects

It is vital at the onset of any study to not only identify the
specified issue that is being addressed, in this case residential
burglary, but also the setting in which the study will occur.
Distinguishing between urban and suburban neighborhoods
will also affect the eventual framework, both theoretical and
practical, during any analysis. Further, an appropriate area of
study must be determined. This is especially true in any form
of geographic analysis as the different levels of spatial
aggregation will require different data and techniques and will
provide different outcomes®. While a more specific level of
analysis could be conducted (i.e. at a neighborhood level), an
analysis at the city-level will be sufficient in order to prove the
utility of RTM.

At a more specific level, an entire neighborhood could be
assessed to determine which individual residences are at more
risk based on certain factors; however, such a subjective
analysis may be more suited after a general risk terrain is
modeled and specific locations can be addressed. For example,
a high risk area of a city may be identified based on the
amalgamation of crime correlates creating an environmental
setting conducive for residential burglary. Based on this
information, it may be possible to identify residences within
such an area that may be at even more risk solely based on
individual characteristics of that home (i.e. security measures,
points of entry, proximity to alleyways etc). Furthermore, such
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neighborhood-level analyses could utilize specific risk terrains
based on prior empirical evidence that acknowledges issues
related to repeat victimization (including, near-repeats, early
repeats, delayed repeats)’.

Conversely, a broad application of RTM at a state-level
could also be conducted, but may not yield any meaningful
information due to the fact that the area of study is simply too
large. Further, it may be difficult to identify crime correlates at
a state level that produce meaningful information regarding a
criminogenic environment. Indeed, it can be argued that
assessing a local-level problem like residential burglary
through a state-level lens potentially results in the neglect of
interactions and relationships that may be of importance®.
Additionally, state-level analysis may not necessarily yield
useful intelligence that authorities and policy-strategists can
utilize for appropriate responses.

It is recommended that the most efficient and useful way to
make use of RTM in investigating the risk of urban residential
burglary based on the surrounding environmental context is
by conducting an analysis at a city-level. It is believed that at
this level of spatial analysis, the identification of crime
correlates and temporal features will produce information that
is not only insightful but also practical.

Aggravating/Mitigating Risk Factors Based on a

Review of the Empirical Literature
By focusing on a city-level unit of spatial analysis, an analyst
will be able to explicitly identify contextual factors that
contribute to the risk of an area to residential burglary. This
forward-looking approach results in the ability to forecast
locations of future events based on the characteristics of places
and not on prior events like conventional hot-spot mapping. It
is important to note that crime correlates can be weighted.
However, if such a method is used, it is up to the analyst to
determine the level of significance and the subsequent risk
value for each correlate in relation to one another in a
meaningful and empirical manner.

Based on prior empirical research, five crime risk correlates
have been identified to be associated with urban residential
burglary:

Social Disorganization (proximity to public housing)

that socially
disadvantaged and disorganized areas have high levels of
crime due to low levels of collective efficacy and informal
surveillance, low levels of socioeconomic status, high levels of
ethnic heterogeneity and high levels of residential mobility®.
Further, residents in such areas may not have the resources to
safeguard their homes with adequate security measures'. In
addition,
offenders living within or in near proximity of the area; thus,
increasing the overall levels of risk of an area*. Importantly,

Research has indicated residences in

socially disadvantaged areas may have more

research has also found that offenders do not travel far in

order to offend and do so based on a crime template derived
from their daily routines,
awareness space'l. Lastly, the residents of such areas may lack
the appropriate security measures needed in order to deter

traveling paths and overall

and/or prevent being victimized resulting in multiple
victimizations.

While there are several ways to operationalize social
disorganization'?, the risk correlate that seems to encompass
several aspects of social disorganization is public housing
units and certain other private complexes. This can be
attributed to the fact that many such housing units are located
in areas of social disadvantage and disorganization. Therefore,
public housing and other similar housing units and the
surrounding locations should be considered at higher levels of

risk.

Proximity to Pawn Shops

Burglars not only want to burgle a residence in a relatively
quick fashion in order to avoid detection, but they also want to
discard of any stolen property as quickly as possible. While
most burglars may initially seek out cash, since it can be
immediately used, they may also find objects that can be easily
taken and sold in exchange for money. This may be especially
true in impoverished areas, where objects that are of higher
value or “hot products” may be at greater risk of being stolen
due to their perceived value®. Pawn shops, especially ones
that have lax policies, are avenues for burglars to dispose of
stolen goods in a swift and immediate manner'. As such, it is
generally understood that proximity to a pawn shop will

increase the risk of an area.

Proximity to Bus Stops

Public transit stations may place certain locations at more risk
since such connectors provide a way for offenders to access
neighborhoods more readily, while also providing a means for
exit’®. Offenders may be able to expand their crime template by
using public transportation as a means to move in and out of
nearby (or possibly at even greater distances) neighborhoods.
Unlike suburban residential burglary, urban burglars may not
need to secure and use their own means of transportation to
move larger products (i.e. televisions); and hence, are able to
use public transportation as a means to move about.

Time of Day/ Day of Week

Burglars are more likely to burgle a home when it is not
occupied’s. While the occupation of a specific household is
dependent on the individual lifestyles of the occupants?, it is
argued that specific time-periods can be aggregated to identify
risky times due to the general routine activities of most
communities’®. For instance, an average work day could range
from 8AM to 6PM (accounting for possible travel-time);
therefore, the risk levels of an area as an aggregate would be
higher during this time period. Additionally, since the average
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work week in the U.S. is Monday to Friday, it can be argued
that households are more likely to be victimized during these
time periods due to lack of guardianship.

Proximity to Police Stations, Fire Stations and Hospitals

These have been shown to mitigate risks of urban residential
burglary. Findings indicate that burglars take into account the
patterns of police activity when offending!; thus, it can be
argued that the increased presence of authorities, the increased
likelihood of authorities being present and the increased
ability of authorities to respond quickly can be considered
mitigating factors resulting in a decrease of risk in an area.

Temporal Differences

Twelve-month or smaller time periods should be selected
carefully to account for seasonal fluctuations (i.e. winter
months v. summer months); commercial-retail times of the
year (i.e. winter holidays) and work/school-related changes
(i.e. summer holidays). Time periods can inherently change the
dynamics of an environment. For example, summer months
will result in increased guardianship in the form of children
(possibly even a parent) staying home. Individuals” also go on
vacations at different times of the year, namely during the
summer and winter months leaving their homes unattended.
Lastly, commercial-retail seasons results in an influx of “hot
products” being purchased for gifts (i.e. “Black Friday”,
“Cyber Monday”, and Christmas). As can be seen, the mere
concept of season can vary and is dependent on the way it is
defined.
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