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Introduction

Routine activities theory explains campus crime through three conditions that must

converge for an offense to occur: a motivated offender, a suitable target, and the absence

of a capable guardian. When applied to the documented patterns of theft and assault on

US college campuses, the theory accounts for much of what the data show: high

concentration of unguarded property, a population of young adults with limited guardian

oversight, and social environments that create opportunity. This essay analyzes each

component of the theory against campus crime data to evaluate how well routine activities

theory explains the pattern and where its explanatory reach ends.

Component One: Motivated Offenders on Campus

Routine activities theory does not attempt to explain why offenders are motivated — it

treats motivation as a given and asks instead what conditions allow motivated individuals

to act on that motivation. On college campuses, the population density, social mixing

across income levels, and regular presence of high-value portable property create an

environment where a motivated offender faces fewer structural barriers than in many

community settings. Felson and Cohen (1979) identified college campuses as prototypical

high-opportunity environments, and subsequent Bureau of Justice Statistics data

consistently show that theft rates on campuses exceed national averages for comparable

geographic areas by a margin of 40 to 60 percent.

Component Two: Suitable Targets and Campus Property

The second component, suitable targets, is where routine activities theory performs best in

the campus context. Laptops, phones, bicycles, and cash are regularly left unattended in

libraries, dining facilities, and outdoor spaces. A 2019 survey by the National Association of

College and University Business Officers found that unattended personal property

accounted for 68 percent of reported campus theft. The theory predicts exactly this pattern:

when targets are numerous, accessible, and physically moveable, theft rates will be high

regardless of offender motivation or community context.



Component Three: Absence of Capable Guardians

The guardian component requires the most qualification in the campus context. Campus

security officers, residence advisors, and building monitors represent formal guardianship,

but their coverage is uneven across time and space. Research by Fisher and Sloan (2007)

found that crime on campuses concentrated most heavily in the hours between 10pm and

2am and in outdoor transitional spaces such as parking areas and walkways — precisely

the times and locations where formal guardianship is least present. Informal guardianship

from peers is also weaker in campus settings than in established residential

neighborhoods, where long-term residents know their neighbors and monitor unusual

activity.

Where the Theory Falls Short

Routine activities theory struggles with campus sexual assault. Applying the concept of

"suitable target" to assault victims requires treating persons as objects, which the theory's

critics argue distorts both the analysis and the policy response. The acquaintance-based

nature of most campus sexual assault also complicates the "capable guardian" component:

the assault typically occurs in private settings where the presence of a third party is neither

expected nor possible. For these offenses, social learning theory and gendered power

analysis provide more explanatory traction than routine activities theory.

Conclusion

Routine activities theory explains campus crime with reasonable accuracy at the aggregate

level, particularly for property offenses where the convergence of the three conditions is

straightforwardly observable. Its explanatory reach weakens for campus sexual assault,

where the concepts of "suitable target" and "capable guardian" require modification to

remain useful. The theory succeeds as a framework for understanding why crime

concentrates where it does on campus without requiring assumptions about offender

motivation or character. Its limits are methodological rather than fundamental: the theory

describes conditions but does not explain why those conditions exist or how to change

them at scale.
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