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How Victimization Theories Relate to John
Gotti’s Victims?
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Introduction
Victimization theories examine why criminal harm occurs in particular settings, why some people or
organizations face repeated exposure, and how offenders encounter targets under conditions of weak
protection. Applying these theories to crimes associated with John Gotti and the Gambino crime family
requires unusual care. The original essay correctly identifies victim precipitation, lifestyle-exposure,
deviant-place, and routine-activities theories, but it inaccurately describes Gotti as a serial killer and
repeatedly implies that victims caused their own victimization. Gotti was an organized-crime boss
convicted in 1992 of racketeering, murder, obstruction of justice, tax evasion, and related offenses.
Organized crime differs from serial murder because violence is commonly used to preserve authority,
silence witnesses, punish disobedience, collect debts, or protect illegal markets. This essay therefore
applies victimization theory without transferring moral responsibility from offenders to victims. It
distinguishes verified cases from allegations, treats John Favara’s disappearance cautiously, and
explains how organizational power, proximity, guardianship, and coercive networks shaped victim risk
(Federal Bureau of Investigation, 2026; Siegel, 2018).

Establishing the Historical Case
John Gotti became boss of New York’s Gambino crime family after the 1985 murder of Paul Castellano
and Thomas Bilotti outside Sparks Steak House. Federal investigators later built a case using
surveillance, intercepted conversations, documentary evidence, and testimony from underboss
Salvatore Gravano. Gotti’s 1992 convictions demonstrated that violence was embedded within a
racketeering enterprise rather than occurring as a series of unrelated personal attacks. The FBI
describes the Gambino organization as participating in gambling, loan-sharking, extortion, narcotics
activity, and murder. Such enterprises create several categories of victims: rivals, subordinate
members, suspected informants, debtors, business owners, witnesses, public institutions, and
communities exposed to corruption. A theory that explains one category may not explain another
(Federal Bureau of Investigation, 2026).

Why “Victim” Must Be Defined Broadly
Organized crime produces direct and indirect victims. A person assaulted or killed is a direct victim,
but businesses forced to pay extortion, workers displaced by corrupt contracting, consumers charged
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inflated prices, and communities deprived of legitimate governance also suffer harm. The state is
victimized when juries are tampered with, witnesses intimidated, or public officials corrupted. Family
members experience grief and economic loss. Broadening the category prevents analysis from
focusing only on dramatic homicides while ignoring the routine extraction through which criminal
organizations maintain profit and influence. It also reveals why guardianship must include institutions,
labor organizations, financial controls, investigators, courts, and community trust—not only a nearby
individual capable of intervening physically (Office of Justice Programs, 1993; Siegel, 2018).

Victim Precipitation Theory
Victim precipitation theory asks whether interaction between victim and offender contributed to the
timing or form of an incident. Some versions distinguish active precipitation, in which a confrontation
is alleged to provoke violence, from passive precipitation, in which a characteristic or status becomes
threatening to an offender. The theory can be analytically useful when reconstructing interaction, but
it carries a serious risk of victim-blaming. A person’s argument, debt, testimony, occupation,
residence, or relationship may help explain why an offender selected that person, yet it does not
justify the crime. The causal decision to threaten, assault, kidnap, or murder remains the offender’s
responsibility (Mendelsohn, 1976; Office of Justice Programs, 1993).

Victim Precipitation and Organized-Crime
Discipline
Within a criminal enterprise, suspected cooperation with law enforcement, refusal to follow orders, or
competition for income can trigger retaliation. From the organization’s perspective, such conduct may
be treated as “provocation,” but that language reflects the offender’s illegitimate rules. A witness
does not precipitate murder by obeying a subpoena. A subordinate does not deserve violence for
refusing to participate in crime. The theory is more accurate when reframed as offender
interpretation: Gotti and associates may have perceived disloyalty or defiance as threats to authority.
This helps explain selection while preserving the moral distinction between a lawful act and a violent
response (Mendelsohn, 1976; Siegel, 2018).

The John Favara Case and Evidentiary Limits
John Favara was a neighbor of the Gotti family whose vehicle struck and killed Gotti’s twelve-year-old
son Frank in 1980. The collision was reported as an accident. Favara disappeared several months
later and was never found. Media accounts and later allegations have connected the disappearance
with Gambino associates, but Gotti was not convicted of Favara’s murder. The original essay states
the matter as a proven Gotti killing and uses the accident as victim precipitation. A responsible
analysis must separate fact from inference. Favara’s accidental involvement created a personal
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relationship to the Gotti family and may have increased exposure, but an accident cannot be treated
as culpable provocation. The case illustrates how proximity to a powerful offender can create danger
even when the supposed “trigger” is unintentional and lawful (Federal Bureau of Investigation, 2026).

Lifestyle-Exposure Theory
Lifestyle-exposure theory proposes that social roles and routine patterns affect the frequency with
which people encounter motivated offenders, attractive targets, and unguarded situations. It does not
mean that drinking alcohol, going outside at night, or living in a neighborhood automatically causes
victimization. Lifestyle is shaped by work, income, gender, age, transportation, housing, and
institutional inequality. In organized-crime cases, exposure may arise through employment in a
controlled industry, participation in illegal markets, association with enterprise members, operation of
a vulnerable business, or service as a witness. The theory is strongest when it identifies opportunity
structures rather than judging personal character (Hindelang, Gottfredson, & Garofalo, 1978; Office of
Justice Programs, 1993).

Illegal Markets and Elevated Exposure
People participating in gambling, loan-sharking, drug distribution, stolen-property markets, or corrupt
contracting face repeated contact with offenders and limited access to lawful dispute resolution.
Debts cannot be enforced through ordinary courts without revealing illegal activity, so violence and
reputation become substitutes. Participants may simultaneously be offenders and victims. Their illegal
conduct is relevant to opportunity but does not make assault or murder acceptable. Lifestyle theory
explains why risk increases when transactions occur in secret, records are informal, weapons are
present, and parties expect retaliation. It also explains why organized-crime violence can remain
underreported: victims fear prosecution, revenge, or loss of income (Hindelang, Gottfredson, &
Garofalo, 1978; Siegel, 2018).

Witnesses, Informants, and Changed Routines
Cooperating witnesses face heightened risk because their routines may become predictable through
court appearances, meetings, communication, or continued contact with former associates. Effective
witness protection changes location, identity, travel, and social contact to reduce exposure. Salvatore
Gravano’s cooperation was decisive in Gotti’s prosecution, showing how institutional guardianship can
overcome an organization’s intimidation capacity. The need for such protection does not imply that
witnesses invite danger. It shows that criminal enterprises deliberately target people whose
information threatens their survival (Federal Bureau of Investigation, 2026; Cohen & Felson, 1979).
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Deviant-Place Theory
Deviant-place theory emphasizes environments where crime is concentrated because motivated
offenders are numerous, informal control is weak, legitimate institutions are compromised, or
attractive targets are accessible. Individuals can face risk despite cautious behavior simply because
they live, work, or travel through such locations. The original essay applies the theory to neighbors of
Gotti, but a residential neighborhood is not automatically a deviant place because an offender lives
there. A stronger application focuses on social environments controlled by the enterprise: clubs used
for criminal meetings, businesses subject to extortion, industries penetrated by racketeering, and
locations where witnesses know that official protection is uncertain (Office of Justice Programs, 1993;
Siegel, 2018).

Organizational Territory Rather Than a Dangerous
Neighborhood
Organized-crime “place” can be social and economic as well as geographic. A union local,
construction market, waterfront operation, gambling network, or waste-hauling route can become a
controlled environment even when the physical streets appear ordinary. Victim risk arises because
the enterprise regulates entry, allocates work, collects payments, and punishes resistance.
Guardianship is weakened when business owners believe police cannot help, officials accept bribes, or
employees fear dismissal. Deviant-place theory therefore directs attention away from blaming
residents and toward the institutions that allow criminal control to persist (Office of Justice Programs,
1993).

Routine-Activities Theory
Routine-activities theory explains crime through the convergence of three elements: a motivated
offender, a suitable target, and the absence of capable guardianship. It does not attempt to explain
the deep psychological origin of motivation. Instead, it asks when opportunity becomes available. In
Gotti-related organized crime, the motivated offender was often not one person acting impulsively but
a network able to assign surveillance, violence, transportation, false testimony, and disposal of
evidence. Suitable targets included rivals, witnesses, revenue-producing businesses, and people
perceived as disobedient. Guardianship included law enforcement, internal controls, witnesses willing
to testify, secure communication, and community cooperation (Cohen & Felson, 1979).
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Motivated Offenders as an Organization
An organized-crime family can increase offending capacity by dividing labor. Leaders authorize
conduct, intermediaries communicate, crews perform violence, and associates provide information or
resources. This structure can distance decision-makers from the immediate act and make
conventional deterrence difficult. A victim may face several offenders and cannot protect against the
entire network personally. Routine-activities theory must therefore be scaled from the street
encounter to the enterprise. Reducing opportunity requires disrupting communication, finances,
leadership, weapons, and corrupt relationships rather than advising potential victims merely to be
more alert (Cohen & Felson, 1979; Siegel, 2018).

Target Suitability and Symbolic Value
A target is “suitable” in routine-activities theory because the offender perceives value, access,
visibility, or vulnerability. In organized crime, symbolic value can be as important as money. Killing or
intimidating one defiant person may communicate power to many others. A rival leader, suspected
informant, or business owner who refuses payment becomes a target because the response is
intended to preserve reputation. This mechanism helps explain violence that appears economically
excessive. The organization may accept high immediate cost to protect the long-term belief that
resistance is dangerous (Cohen & Felson, 1979; Siegel, 2018).

Capable Guardianship
Guardianship can be personal, technological, organizational, or governmental. Witness relocation,
secure facilities, surveillance, financial auditing, union democracy, protected reporting, and
coordinated prosecution can all reduce opportunity. The investigation of Gotti demonstrates the
cumulative value of guardianship. Earlier prosecutions failed or ended in acquittal, strengthening his
public image as the “Teflon Don.” Later investigators combined electronic surveillance with insider
testimony and careful case construction. Guardianship succeeded not because victims changed their
lifestyles but because institutions improved their capacity to document and prosecute the enterprise
(Cohen & Felson, 1979; Federal Bureau of Investigation, 2026).

Repeat Victimization
Organized crime can create repeat victimization through ongoing debt collection, monthly extortion,
recurring corruption, or repeated threats. A business that pays once may be identified as a reliable
source of future revenue. A victim who reports unsuccessfully may become more vulnerable if the
organization learns of the complaint. Prevention should therefore prioritize recent victims and
interrupted attempts, because an initial event may predict further harm. Confidential reporting and
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rapid protection are essential. A system that requires victims to expose themselves repeatedly before
receiving support strengthens the offender’s control (Office of Justice Programs, 1993; Siegel, 2018).

Power-Control and Conflict Perspectives
Victimization theories focused on opportunity should be supplemented with conflict and power
analysis. Organized crime flourishes where economic and political institutions can be purchased,
intimidated, or manipulated. People with fewer resources have less ability to relocate, hire counsel,
secure property, or withstand business interruption. Meanwhile, powerful offenders can cultivate
public images, influence juries, and exploit distrust of government. The unequal distribution of
protection shapes who becomes a victim and whose harm is recognized. Crime is not simply a
meeting among individuals; it can reflect competition over institutions and markets (Siegel, 2018).

Media Representation of Gotti
Gotti’s clothing, courtroom appearances, public confidence, and repeated earlier acquittals attracted
extensive media attention. The “Dapper Don” and “Teflon Don” labels risked turning organized
violence into celebrity narrative. Media coverage can obscure victims when it concentrates on the
offender’s charisma, strategy, or style. It can also increase the offender’s symbolic power by
presenting intimidation as sophistication. A victim-centered account should name the human and
institutional costs of racketeering rather than treating the crime family as entertainment.
Criminological analysis should resist reproducing the glamour that helps criminal organizations recruit
and frighten (Federal Bureau of Investigation, 2026; Siegel, 2018).

Limits of Applying Theories Retrospectively
Theories organize evidence but cannot fill factual gaps. Public records do not reveal every victim,
motive, or interaction, and some allegations were never proved in court. Applying a theory to a
famous case can encourage confirmation bias: every event is made to fit the selected framework.
Researchers should identify the source of each claim, distinguish conviction from accusation, and
consider alternative explanations. Theories should also be evaluated at the correct level. Routine
activities may explain opportunity, while organizational theory explains command and economic
theory explains illegal markets. No single framework accounts for the entire Gambino enterprise
(Federal Bureau of Investigation, 2026; Office of Justice Programs, 1993).

Prevention Implications
The theoretical analysis suggests several prevention priorities. First, protect witnesses and employees
who report coercion. Second, strengthen financial transparency in industries vulnerable to bid-rigging,
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extortion, and corrupt labor practices. Third, coordinate agencies so criminal organizations cannot
exploit jurisdictional gaps. Fourth, use proceeds and communication evidence to target the enterprise
rather than only street-level actors. Fifth, provide legitimate dispute resolution and economic
alternatives in markets where silence is enforced. Finally, evaluate media and public messaging so
that prosecution does not increase offender celebrity at the expense of victims (Cohen & Felson,
1979; Siegel, 2018).

Conclusion
Victim precipitation, lifestyle-exposure, deviant-place, and routine-activities theories can illuminate
crimes associated with John Gotti when they are applied precisely and ethically. Gotti was an
organized-crime boss, not a serial killer, and the Gambino family’s violence served enterprise
authority, profit, retaliation, and secrecy. Victim precipitation is best understood as the offender’s
interpretation of threat, not as proof that victims caused violence. Lifestyle and deviant-place theories
show how social roles, illegal markets, institutional settings, and proximity shape exposure. Routine-
activities theory explains how organized offenders meet valuable targets where guardianship is weak.
The Favara case also demonstrates the need to distinguish documented fact from allegation. The
most important conclusion is that victimization theory should guide institutional prevention, not place
responsibility on people harmed by coercive organizations. Strong guardianship, credible reporting,
witness protection, financial controls, and coordinated prosecution reduce opportunity while
preserving the victim’s right to be understood without blame (Cohen & Felson, 1979; Hindelang,
Gottfredson, & Garofalo, 1978; Federal Bureau of Investigation, 2026).
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