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Editorial introduction to 'Opportunity makes the
thief. Really? And so what?'

Gloria Laycock

Crime Science is premised on the assumption that op-
portunities cause crime. For the reasons set out by
Clarke (2012) it is to some a contentious statement and
would almost certainly be seen as counter-intuitive by
many members of the general public. It is also a power-
ful statement and the editorial team felt it fitting that
the first substantive article in the new journal should
make this point clear. In blocking opportunities for
crime and terrorism we are not simply reducing the in-
cidence, we are also removing one of the causes. For
example, if it were easy to take a bomb on an aircraft
then many more aircraft would explode. Making it dif-
ficult, as we do, reduces the number of bombs on
aircraft and also reduces the number of motivated
offenders out there prepared to act as terrorists. They
do not all simply commit some other terrorist act in-
stead; in other words the terrorism is not just displaced
it is reduced. And the same effects are seen in relation
to most other crimes.

The article is unusual in being an amended version of
a talk by Professor Ronald V Clarke given to launch an
edited book published in his honor. Although as Ronald
Clarke says, much of the work described was done in
collaboration with colleagues or by colleagues them-
selves, he was the inspiration for it.

The importance of opportunity as a cause of crime is a
central issue in crime science. It opens the door to the
vast array of sciences playing a part in crime control and
the reduction of terrorism. Science can influence crime
control in at least four ways: First, it can help us to under-
stand the nature of crime, usually drawing on the social
sciences like criminology and psychology; secondly,
through the science inspired technologies, it can help to
prevent crimes from happening in the first place; thirdly,
it can assist the detection of offending through the foren-
sic sciences and finally it provides us with the methods
that help to test hypotheses about the opportunities that
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cause crime and the effective methods to block those
opportunities, leading to the establishment of a body of
knowledge and theory development. Many of these
approaches depend upon the need to affect the decisions
that offenders make and that is done in the context of the
immediate situation within which they find themselves.
Clarke expands more fully on the role of the immediate
situation in his article, which we hope you enjoy reading
as an informative backdrop, and for those already familiar
with these arguments, as an interesting historical record.
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