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The Definition of the Theory of “Broken Windows” 

Broken windows theory, is an academic theory proposed by James Q. Wilson and George Kelling 

in 1982.  

The theory used broken windows as a metaphor for disorder within neighbourhoods.  

Their theory links disorder and incivility within a community to subsequent occurrences of serious 

crime, litter etc.  

In business, the theory has come to mean any relationship, process or system that is “broken” (not 

working) inside an organisation. In the same way that individuals living in an area which is dirty, 

untidy and unkept, will treat it with scorn or even disgust, so too will individuals inside a company. 

They will do a work-around for a procedure or business relationship that they find “faulty”, or they 

may even find ways to “break” it still further.  

In business, when individuals and teams can identify “broken windows” and take action to put 

them right, the outputs and outcomes are better relationships, improved working practices and a 

more positive, can-do sense of engagement and belonging.  

 

Henry Rose Lee  
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The Background to the Theory of “Broken Windows”  

In 1969, Philip Zimbardo, a psychologist from Stanford University, ran a field study. He abandoned 

two cars in two very different places: one in a mostly poor, crime-ridden section of New York City, 

and the other in a fairly affluent neighbourhood of Palo Alto, California. Both cars were left without 

license plates and they were parked with their hoods up. 

After just 10 minutes, the people passing by in New York City began vandalising the car. First they 

stripped it for parts. Then the random destruction began. Windows were smashed. The car was 

destroyed.  

But in Palo Alto, the other car remained untouched for more than a week. 

Finally, Zimbardo did something unusual: He took a sledgehammer and gave the California car a 

smash. After that, passers-by quickly ripped it apart, just as they'd done in New York. 

This field study was a simple demonstration of how something that is clearly neglected can quickly 

become a target for vandals. But it eventually morphed into something far more than that. It 

became the basis for one of the most influential theories of crime and policing in America: "broken 

windows."  

And it also leapt into the business world.  

Thirteen years after the Zimbardo study, criminologists George L. Kelling and James Q. 

Wilson wrote an article for The Atlantic. They were fascinated by what had happened to Zimbardo's 

abandoned cars and thought the findings could be applied on a larger scale, to entire 

communities. 

In the article, Kelling and Wilson suggested that a broken window or other visible signs of disorder 

or decay — think loitering, graffiti, prostitution or drug use — can send the signal that a 

neighbourhood is uncared for. So, they thought, if police departments addressed those problems, 

maybe the bigger crimes wouldn't happen. 

As Kelling said, they had the idea that “Once disorder begins, it doesn't matter what the 

neighbourhood is, things can begin to get out of control." 

  

http://www.theatlantic.com/magazine/archive/1982/03/broken-windows/304465/
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Kelling and Wilson proposed that police departments change their focus.  

Instead of channelling most resources into solving major crimes, they should instead try to clean 

up the streets and maintain order — such as keeping people from smoking pot in public and 

cracking down on subway fare beaters. 

"Once you begin to deal with the small problems in neighbourhoods, you begin to empower those 

neighbourhoods," said Kelling. "People claim their public spaces, and the store owners extend their 

concerns to what happened on the streets. Communities get strengthened once order is restored or 

maintained, and it is that dynamic that helps to prevent crime." 

The theory came at an opportune time, says Columbia University law professor Bernard Harcourt. 

"This was a period of high crime, and high incarceration, and it seemed there was no way out of that 

dynamic. It seemed as if there was no way out of just filling prisons to address the crime problem." 

 

As policymakers were scrambling for answers, a new mayor in New York City came to power 

offering a solution. 

Rudy Giuliani won election in 1993, promising to reduce crime and clean up the streets. Very 

quickly, he adopted broken windows as his mantra. 

It was one of those rare ideas that appealed to both sides of the aisle. 

Conservatives liked the policy because it meant restoring order. Liberals liked it, Harcourt says, 

because it seemed like an enlightened way to prevent crime: "It seemed like a magical solution. It 

allowed everybody to find a way in their own mind to get rid of the panhandler, the guy sleeping 

on the street, the prostitute, the drugs, the litter, and it allowed liberals to do that while still feeling 

self-righteous and good about themselves." 

Giuliani and his new police commissioner, William Bratton, focused first on cleaning up the subway 

system, where 250,000 people a day weren't paying their fares. They sent hundreds of police 

officers into the subways to crack down on turnstile jumpers and vandals. 
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Very quickly, they found confirmation for their theory. Going after petty crime led the police to 

violent criminals, says Kelling: "Not all fare beaters were criminals, but a lot of criminals were fare 

beaters. It turns out serious criminals are pretty busy. They commit minor offenses as well as major 

offenses." 

The policy was quickly scaled up from the subway to the entire city of New York. 

Police ramped up misdemeanour arrests for things like smoking marijuana in public, spraying 

graffiti and selling loose cigarettes. And almost instantly, they were able to trumpet their success. 

Crime was falling. The murder rate plummeted. It seemed like a miracle. And Zero-Tolerance 

policing – targeting “difficult areas” – was born. 

The media loved the story, and Giuliani cruised to re-election in 1997. 

George Kelling and a colleague did follow-up research on broken windows policing and found 

what they believed was clear evidence of its success. In neighbourhoods where there was a sharp 

increase in misdemeanour arrests — suggesting broken windows policing was in force — there was 

also a sharp decline in crime. 

 

By 2001, broken windows had become one of Giuliani's greatest accomplishments. In his farewell 

address, he emphasized the beautiful and simple idea behind the success. 

"The broken windows theory replaced the idea that we were too busy to pay attention to street-level 

prostitution, too busy to pay attention to panhandling, too busy to pay attention to graffiti," he said. 

"Well, you can't be too busy to pay attention to those things, because those are the things that 

underlie the problems of crime that you have in your society." 

 

 

  

 

 

  

http://www.manhattan-institute.org/pdf/cr_22.pdf
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How “Broken Windows” got into business  

Workplaces involve employees, whose behaviors determine organisational effectiveness and 

success. 

It is easy to see that – if something isn’t working in a company – it’s going to have a negative 

impact on the mindset of the employees. It can be manifested in a number of ways. It can be 

physical or psychological.  

 

Here are some examples: 

 The printer is always breaking down.  

 The sales process is outdated and a source of huge complaints from all the salespeople.  

 X manager is always late, but will not accept that anyone else can be late. 

 X manager is unhelpful, judgemental and crap at giving feedback. 

 The organisation doesn’t offer enough days of annual leave when compared with the sector 

or industry they are in. 

 The IT system is full of glitches. 

 The carpets are full of holes and the paint is peeling off the walls. 

 The furniture is disorganised and there are not enough desks when people have to come 

into the office.  

 

During lockdown, it became clear that the current IT Infrastructure could not deal with 40% of the 

staff working from home. 

 

Signs of neglect and disorder can lead to further neglect and disorder among workers.  

 

Therefore, if any process, system or relationship is considered to be faulty or broken, it sends a 

signal that the organisation is “neglecting” its people and their working conditions.  
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When leaders put these things right, they show the workforce that they are paying them attention 

and that they are a valuable resource that must be looked after within a “nice” community. 

 

And if leaders want to encourage innovation, they also need to look out for signs of broken 

windows in terms of obstacles or barriers that reduce, stall or kill off innovative ideas. Once sorted 

out, the results can be increases in creativity, new ideas and inventions that benefit the 

organisation and its employees.  

 

Leaders can get the best behaviours and performance out of the workforce by providing them with 

the right tools and equipment and a pleasant working environment. And they can also get these 

behaviours and contribution if they make sure that communications are good, the community is 

strong, the employees have a sense of belonging and purpose and they feel they know how to 

deliver value within their job roles.  

  



8 

 

Notes on Broken Windows Theory - Henry Rose Lee                       8  

 

When a Theory can be over-used or mis-used  

The Wilson and Kelling theory has weaknesses. When researchers check back over crime levels 

across the US, they found some anomalies: 

In the US, even in areas that did not follow the Broken Windows theory of zero tolerance policing, 

from1991, crime plummetted. 

It is thought that the drop in crime was due to better policing to stop drug-gangs and drug-

running. 

In addition, it is thought that growing economic prosperity brought better neighbourhoods with 

more money. This – in essence – was the pure theory that Wilson and Kelling had first propounded. 

When you live in a nice area and you feel safe and happy, you behave well.  

A graph in Kelling's 2001 paper is revealing. It shows the crime rate falling dramatically in the early 

1990s. But this small view gives us a selective picture. Right before this decline came a spike in 

crime. And if you go further back, you see a series of spikes and declines. And each time, the 

bigger a spike, the bigger the decline that follows, as crime reverts to the mean. 

Kelling acknowledges that broken windows may not have had a dramatic effect on crime. But he 

thinks it still has value. 

"Even if broken windows did not have a substantial impact on crime, order is an end in itself in a 

cosmopolitan, diverse world," he says. "Strangers have to feel comfortable moving through 

communities for those communities to thrive. Order is an end in itself, and it doesn't need the 

justification of serious crime." 

Order might be an end in itself, but it's worth noting that – with Bob Bratton and Mayor Giuliani - 

this was not the premise on which the broken windows theory was sold. It was advertised as an 

innovative way to control violent crime, not just a way to get panhandlers and prostitutes off the 

streets or to make the neighbourhood a nicer place to live.  

So successful was the New York experiment, that it was replicated in a number of large cities in the 

USA - from Boston to Philadelphia. The experiment then moved to London. In August 2011, 

William Bob Bratton confirmed he was in talks with the British Government to become an advisor 

on controlling the violence that had affected London the prior week. David Cameron offered him 

an advisor role to the British government, which he accepted in August 2011 and Zero-Tolerance 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/2011_England_riots
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policing began in London. It worked well in the West-End, where ticket touts, prostitutes and drug 

addicts were moved out of Shaftesbury Avenue, Pall Mall, Piccadilly, Leicester Square, and other 

areas where tourists and visitors were flocking. The results were the same as for New York. Crime 

plummeted  

But London also started to struggle with the same problem that New York had had in the 1990s.  

As Bernard Harcourt put it "We immediately saw a sharp increase in complaints of police 

misconduct. Starting in 1993, what you're going to see is a tremendous amount of disorder that 

erupts as a result of broken windows policing, with complaints skyrocketing, with settlements of 

police misconduct cases skyrocketing, and of course with incidents, brutal incidents, all of a sudden 

happening at a faster and faster clip." 

The problem intensified with a new practice that grew out of broken windows. It was called "stop 

and frisk," and was embraced in New York City after Mayor Michael Bloomberg won election in 

2001. 

If broken windows meant arresting people for misdemeanours in the hope of preventing more 

serious crimes, "stop and frisk" said, why even wait for the misdemeanour? Why not go ahead and 

stop, question and search anyone who looked suspicious? 

There were high-profile cases where misdemeanour arrests or stopping and questioning did lead 

to information that helped solve much more serious crimes, even homicides.  

But there were many more cases where police stops turned up nothing. In 2008, police made 

nearly 250,000 stops in New York for what they called furtive movements. Only one-fifteenth of 1 

percent of those turned up a gun. 

Even more problematic, in order to be able to go after disorder, you have to be able to define it. Is 

it a trash bag covering a broken window? Teenagers on a street corner playing music too loudly? 

Unfortunately, the stop and frisk policy also made its way to the UK.  

George Kelling is not an advocate of stop and frisk. In fact, all the way back in 1982, he foresaw the 

possibility that giving police wide discretion could lead to abuse. In his article, he and James Q. 

Wilson write: "How do we ensure ... that the police do not become the agents of neighbourhood 

bigotry? We can offer no wholly satisfactory answer to this important question." 


