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PREFACE

riminology has experienced tremendous growth

over the last few decades, which is evident, in part,

by the widespread popularity and increased
enrollment in criminology and criminal justice departments
at the undergraduate and graduate levels, both across the
United States and internationally. An evolutionary
paradigmatic shift has accompanied this criminological
surge in definitional, disciplinary, and pragmatic terms.
Though long identified as a leading sociological specialty
area, criminology has emerged as a stand-alone discipline
in its own right, one that continues to grow and is clearly
here to stay. Today, criminology remains inherently
theoretical but is also far more applied in focus and thus
more connected to the academic and practitioner concerns
of criminal justice and related professional service fields.
Contemporary criminology is also increasingly inter-
disciplinary and thus features a broad variety of ideological
orientations to and perspectives on the causes, effects, and
responses to crime.

21st Century Criminology provides straightforward and
definitive overviews of nearly 100 key topics comprising
traditional criminology and its more modern outgrowths.
The individual chapters have been designed to serve as a
“first-look” reference source for most criminological
inquires. The contributor group is composed of several
well-known discipline figures and emerging younger
scholars who provide authoritative overviews coupled
with insightful discussion that will quickly familiarize
researchers, students, and general readers alike with
fundamental and detailed information for each topic.

This two-volume set begins by defining the discipline of
criminology and observing its historical development to
date (“Part I: The Discipline of Criminology”). The various
social (e.g., poverty, neighborhood, and peer/family
influences), personal (e.g., intelligence, mental illness), and
demographic (e.g., age, race, gender, and immigration)
realities that cause, confound, and mitigate crime and crime
control are featured in “Part II: Correlates of Crime and
Victimization.” The chapters in this section consider each
correlate’s impact, both independently and in a broader
social ecological context. The sociological origins of

theoretical criminology are observed across several
chapters that stress classical, environmental, and cultural
influences on crime and highlight peer group, social
support, and learning processes. Examination of these
criminological theory chapters quickly confirms the
aforementioned interdisciplinary nature of the field, with
chapters presenting biological, psychological, and biosocial
explanations and solutions for crime (“Part I1I: Theories of
Crime and Justice”).

Part IV (“Measurement and Research in Criminology”)
provides sound introductory overviews of the various
quantitative and qualitative designs and techniques
employed in criminological research. Comparison of the
purposes and application of these research methods across
various crime and justice topics illustrates the role of
criminologists as social scientists engaged in research
enterprises wherein single studies fluctuate in focus along
a pure—applied research continuum. This section also
addresses the measurement of crimes with attention to
major crime reporting and recording systems.

Having established a theoretical-methodological sym-
metry as the scientific foundation of criminology, and
increasingly the field of criminal justice, Part V (“Types of
Crime”) considers a wide range of criminal offenses. Each
chapter in this section thoroughly defines its focal offense
and considers the related theories that frame practices and
policies used to address various leading violent, property,
and morality crimes. These chapters also present and
critically evaluate the varying level of empirical evidence,
that is, research confirmation, for competing theoretical
explanations and justice system response alternatives that
are conventionally identified as best practices.

Ostensibly, an accurate and thorough social science
knowledge base—theoretically driven and empirically
validated—stands to render social betterment in terms of
reduced crime and victimization through the development
of research—based practices. This science—practitioner
relationship is featured, advocated, and critiqued in the
final section, Part VI (“Criminology and the Justice
System”). Here, the central components of the American
juvenile and criminal justice systems (law enforcement,
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courts, and corrections) are presented from a criminology—
criminal justice outlook that increasingly purports to
leverage theory and research (in particular, program
evaluation results) toward realizing criminal justice and
related social policy objectives. Beyond the main system,
several chapters consider the role and effectiveness of
several popular justice system and wrap-around com-
ponent initiatives (e.g., specialty courts, restorative justice,
and victim services).

Acknowledgments
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collaboration with Advisory Board members (Robert
Brame, Nicole Leeper Piquero, Travis C. Pratt, Jeffery T.
Walker, and John L. Worrall) who also assisted in securing
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the Sage folks kept the project on track. Jim Brace-
Thompson and Sanford Robinson facilitated development,
Carla Freeman oversaw production, and Laura Notton and
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cerning the online contracting and submission system.
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arise with an undertaking of this size. A special acknowl-
edgement of appreciation is due to Holly Ventura Miller
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Connected to both the sociological origins of criminology
(i.e., theory and research methods) and the justice systems’
response to crime and related social problems, as well as
coverage of major crime types, this two-volume set offers a
comprehensive overview of the current state of criminology.
From student term papers and master’s theses to researchers
commencing literature reviews, 21st Century Criminology is
a ready source by which to quickly access authoritative
knowledge on a range of key issues and topics central to
contemporary criminology.

J. Mitchell Miller
University of Texas at San Antonio
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for the National Institute of Corrections, the South
Carolina Gang Investigators Association, the Ohio
Community Corrections Association, the Southwest Ohio
Information Technology Association, the National
Association of Government Archives and Records
Association, the Buckeye State Sheriff’s Association, and
the National Sheriffs Association, and he has given
presentations at the Criminal Justice Facilities Planning
and Management Conference and the Ohio Jail Adminis-
trator’s annual conference. He was also a featured speaker
in Romania, where he lectured on developing standards for
adult and juvenile incarceration and probation. In addition
to the aforementioned presentations, he has authored
numerous publications on international justice and
corrections issues, and he is a consultant on justice policy,
prison and jail design, security, and technology application
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in justice. Professor Blough is ABD (All But Dissertation)
from the University of Southern Mississippi International
Development/Security Program.

Robert M. Bohm is a professor of Criminal Justice and
Legal Studies at the University of Central Florida and a
Fellow of the Academy of Criminal Justice Sciences. He
has taught both undergraduate and graduate courses on
capital punishment since 1985. He regularly makes
presentations on capital punishment at the annual
meetings of scholarly associations and has been invited
to speak on the subject at several universities. He also
has served as an expert witness in death penalty cases.
Professor Bohm has published numerous books, book
chapters, and journal articles on capital punishment. His
books include Deathquest IIl: An Introduction to the
Theory and Practice of Capital Punishment in the
United States (3rd ed., 2008), The Death Penalty Today
(2008), America’s Experiment With Capital Punishment:
Reflections on the Past, Present, and Future of the
Ultimate Sanction (with James R. Acker and Charles S.
Lanier, 2nd ed., 2003), and The Death Penalty in America:
Current Research (1991).

Danielle Boisvert is a doctoral candidate in the Division
of Criminal Justice at the University of Cincinnati. Her
areas of interests include biosocial criminology, life course
criminology, behavioral genetics, and early intervention.
Much of her research focuses on the effects of genetic and
environmental factors on antisocial behaviors. She has
published widely in criminology and genetics journals.

Leana A. Bouffard is an assistant professor of criminal
justice at Washington State University. She received her
PhD in criminology from the University of Maryland. Her
primary area of research interest is criminological theory,
especially from a life course perspective. Her current work
in this area focuses on the role of various life events,
including parenthood and military service, on trajectories
of offending. Her other research interests include sexual
aggression on college campuses, integrating feminist and
mainstream theories of violence against women, and
intimate partner violence and police behavior. She has
published articles in the leading peer-reviewed journals in
the field, including Criminology, Justice Quarterly, Crime
& Delinquency, Criminal Justice and Behavior, and the
Journal of Criminal Justice.

Anthony A. Braga is a senior research associate in the
Program in Criminal Justice Policy and Management, a
lecturer in public policy at Harvard University’s John F.
Kennedy School of Government, and a Senior Research
Fellow in the Berkeley Center for Criminal Justice at Boalt
Hall School of Law, University of California, Berkeley. He
is also a Fellow of the Academy of Experimental Crimi-
nology. His research focuses on working with criminal
justice agencies to develop crime prevention strategies to
deal with urban problems such as gang violence, illegal gun

markets, and violent crime hot spots. He received his MPA
from Harvard University and his PhD in criminal justice
from Rutgers University.

Robert Brame is a professor in the Department of
Criminal Justice at the University of North Carolina at
Charlotte. His current research interests include domestic
violence policy, the effects of adolescent employment on
criminal behavior, and the use of criminal records to
predict future criminal offending. He has also worked on
research to study the linkage between juvenile delin-
quency and adult offending and issues related to
capital punishment. His recent research has appeared
in Criminology, Crime & Delinquency, Criminology
& Public Policy, and the Journal of Quantitative
Criminology.

Kevin Buckler, PhD, is an assistant professor of criminal
justice at the University of Texas at Brownsville and Texas
Southmost College. His previous publications have
focused on media and crime, crime and public policy,
public opinion, and race and ethnicity. Dr. Buckler’s
research has appeared in the Journal of Criminal Justice,
the American Journal of Criminal Justice, the Journal of
Crime and Justice, the Journal of Criminal Justice
Education, and the Journal of Criminal Justice and
Popular Culture. His current research focus is on county-
level voting patterns.

Michael E. Buerger is an associate professor of criminal
justice at Bowling Green State University in Ohio. A
former police officer, he holds a PhD in criminal justice
from Rutgers (1993) and was a National Institute of Justice
Visiting Fellow. In addition to street work in New
Hampshire and Vermont, he has worked with the
Minneapolis (Minnesota) Police Department during the
Crime Control Institute’s RECAP (Repeat Call Address
Policing) and Hot Spots of Crime Experiments, and he was
Director of Research for the Jersey City (New Jersey)
Police Department on a National Institute of Justice locally
initiated research grant. In addition to research on racial
profiling, he has written on police training, community
policing, and the police role in national intelligence, and
he is a charter member of the Futures Working Group, a
working collaboration between Police Futurists Inter-
national and the Federal Bureau of Investigation.

Hoan N. Bui is an associate professor in the Department
of Sociology, University of Tennessee at Knoxville. She
earned a PhD in social sciences with a concentration in
criminology and criminal justice at Michigan State
University. Her research centers on the relationship
between immigration adaptation and crime with a focus on
delinquency and domestic violence among immigrants.
Her work emphasizes social class, gender, race, and
ethnicity as factors that influence the likelihood of
domestic violence experienced by immigrant women and
delinquency committed by immigrant adolescents.



Ronald G. Burns is an associate professor and Director of
the Criminal Justice Program at Texas Christian University.
He earned his PhD from Florida State University. He has
published several articles on the topic of environmental
crime and is a coauthor of Environmental Crime: A
Sourcebook and Environmental Law, Crime and Justice:
An Introduction. His primary area of interest with regard
to environmental crime concerns the availability of data to
research environmental crime, issues pertaining to
environmental justice, and enforcement practices with
regard to harms against the environment.

George W. Burruss is an assistant professor in the Center
for the Study of Crime, Delinquency and Corrections at
Southern Illinois University Carbondale. He received his
PhD in criminology and criminal justice from the
University of Missouri—St. Louis. He conducts research
on criminal justice organizations, including juvenile courts
and the police. He has published articles in Justice
Quarterly, Policing, the Journal of Criminal Justice, and
the Journal of Criminal Justice Education.

Dean John Champion (1940-2009) was a professor of
criminal justice and sociology, Texas A&M International
University, Laredo, until his unexpected passing in
February 2009. Dr. Champion formerly taught at the
University of Tennessee; California State University, Long
Beach; and Minot State University. He earned his PhD
from Purdue University and BS and MA degrees from
Brigham Young University. Over his 40-year career,
Dr. Champion authored more than 40 texts and edited
works as well as numerous articles. He held memberships
in 11 professional organizations and is a lifetime member
of the American Society of Criminology and the Academy
of Criminal Justice Sciences. A former Editor of the
Academy of Criminal Justice Sciences/Anderson Pub-
lishing Series on Issues in Crime and Justice and the
Journal of Crime and Justice, he was a Visiting Scholar at
the National Center for Juvenile Justice and a former
president of the Midwestern Criminal Justice Association.
Dr. Champion’s specialty interests included juvenile
justice, criminal justice administration, corrections, and
statistics/methods.

Derral Cheatwood obtained his PhD from The Ohio State
University and is currently a professor of sociology at the
University of Texas at San Antonio. His primary areas of
research in criminology are capital punishment, media and
crime, and homicide. He has served as president of the
Homicide Research Working Group and was awarded a
Fulbright Scholarship to study European crime data at the
Max Planck Institute for Foreign and International
Criminal Law in Germany. His articles on the relationship
of weather to crime have appeared in Criminology and the
Journal of Quantitative Criminology.

Meda Chesney-Lind, PhD, is a professor of women’s
studies at the University of Hawaii at Manoa. Nationally
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recognized for her work on women and crime, her books
include Girls, Delinquency and Juvenile Justice; The
Female Offender: Girls, Women and Crime; Female
Gangs in America; Invisible Punishment; and Girls,
Women and Crime. She has just finished a book on trends
in girls’ violence, entitled Beyond Bad Girls: Gender,
Violence and Hype. She received the Bruce Smith Sr.
Award “for outstanding contributions to criminal justice”
from the Academy of Criminal Justice Sciences in April
2001. She was named a Fellow of the American Society of
Criminology in 1996 and has received the Herbert Block
Award for service to the society and the profession from
the American Society of Criminology. She has also
received the Donald Cressey Award from the National
Council on Crime and Delinquency for “outstanding
contributions to the field of criminology,” the Founders
award of the Western Society of Criminology for
“significant improvement of the quality of justice,” and the
University of Hawaii Board of Regents Medal for
Excellence in Research. Finally, Chesney-Lind has been
included among the scholars working with the Office of
Juvenile Justice and Delinquency Prevention’s Girls Study
Group. In Hawaii, she has worked with the Family Court,
First Circuit, advising them on the recently formed Girls
Court as well as helping improve the situation of girls in
detention.

John W. Clark received his bachelor’s degree from the
University of Alabama at Birmingham in 1996 and his
master’s degree in criminal justice in 1998 from University
of Alabama. Upon graduation, he designed his own
doctoral curriculum, which focused on the interaction
between psychology and the criminal justice system. His
minor area of concentration was political science. In 2002,
Dr. Clark earned his Interdisciplinary PhD from the
University of Alabama. He has taught at the University of
Alabama and the University of North Alabama and is
currently an associate professor at Troy University. His
publications include articles in Law and Psychology
Review, Behavioral Sciences and the Law, Criminal
Justice and Behavioral Science, the Journal of Criminal
Justice, Criminal Law Bulletin, the Journal of the Legal
Profession, and Criminal Law Brief.

Todd R. Clear is a Distinguished Professor at the John Jay
College of Criminal Justice of the City University of
New York. Dr. Clear earned his PhD in criminal justice
from the University at Albany, State University of New
York. An expert in the areas of corrections and community
justice, Dr. Clear served as founding editor of the
American Society of Criminology’s policy journal,
Criminology & Public Policy.

Ellen G. Cohn is currently an associate professor in the
Department of Criminology at Florida International
University, in Miami. She received her PhD from
Cambridge University in 1992. With David Farrington, she
has published numerous articles using citation analysis in
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criminology and criminal justice. The new techniques they
have developed to allow them to use citation analysis to
examine the influence of scholars, works, and journals are
considered groundbreaking and their book (with Richard
Wright), Evaluating Criminology and Criminal Justice, is
considered one of the leading works in the field of citation
analysis. In addition, Dr. Cohn is involved in research into
the relationship among weather, temporal variables, and
criminal behavior. She has published extensively in this
area and is a well-known expert in the field.

Jonathon A. Cooper received his MA degree in criminal
justice from Boise State University and is currently a
doctoral student in the School of Criminology and
Criminal Justice at Arizona State University. His research
interests include the areas of theoretical criminology and
crime prevention.

Heith Copes is an associate professor in the Department
of Justice Sciences at the University of Alabama at
Birmingham. He received his PhD in sociology from the
University of Tennessee. His research addresses crime
from the offender’s perspective. He received a grant from
the National Institute of Justice to interview federally
convicted identity thieves.

Michael T. Costelloe received his PhD from Florida State
University in 2004. He is currently an assistant professor
in the Department of Criminology and Criminal Justice at
Northern Arizona University. His research interests focus
on public perceptions of crime and punishment, power,
crime and justice, undocumented immigration, research
methods, and criminological theory.

Anna Crayton is a third-year doctoral student in the
criminal justice program at the John Jay College of
Criminal of Criminal Justice/City University of New York
Graduate Center. She joined the Prisoner Reentry Institute
at the John Jay College of Criminal Justice as a research
assistant in March 2006 and in June 2008 became the
deputy director of research. Since joining the Prisoner
Reentry Institute, she has worked on a number of projects,
including the development of a national resource guide to
help individuals plan for their education upon release from
prison and a quantitative analysis of the effects of long-
term incarceration on reentry.

Angela D. Crews is an associate professor of criminal
justice at Marshall University in Huntington, West
Virginia. She is active in the Academy of Criminal Justice
Sciences as the Chair of the Corrections Section, in the
American Society of Criminology, and in the Southern
Criminal Justice Association. She earned a BS in
psychology from Tusculum College (Tennessee), an MA in
criminal justice and criminology from East Tennessee
State University, and a PhD in criminology from Indiana
University of Pennsylvania. Her research interests are
varied and involve all aspects of the criminal justice
system but share a policy analysis or program evaluation

focus. Most recently, she has been interested in
correctional policy analysis and program evaluation, in
policies related to the release of ex-prisoners into society,
and in comparative policing and corrections. Her areas
of teaching include research methods and statistics,
corrections, comparative justice systems, and criminological
theory. She has authored or coauthored several journal
articles, book chapters, encyclopedia entries, and grant
proposals, and currently she is developing an edited book on
international convict criminology and working on two
juvenile crime and violence books with her husband,
Dr. Gordon A. Crews.

Gordon A. Crews is an associate professor in the
Department of Criminal Justice at Marshall University.
Since 1990, he has served as a faculty member and/or
academic administrator at Washburn University (Kansas),
Cameron University (Oklahoma), Roger Williams
University (Rhode Island), Jacksonville State University
(Alabama), Valdosta State University (Georgia), and the
University of South Carolina at Beaufort. Prior to teaching,
Dr. Crews worked in law enforcement as a bloodhound
officer and trainer, field training officer, and criminal
investigator; in corrections as a training and accreditation
manager; and in insurance fraud as an investigator. His
publications include books, chapters, and journal articles
dealing with school violence, occult/Satanic involvement
and youth, and various law enforcement and correctional
issues. Since 2000, he has conducted extensive field
research in these areas across the United States, United
Kingdom, Middle East, Netherlands, Central Europe,
Scandinavia, and most recently in Turkey and Ghana.

Christine Crossland is a senior social science analyst
with the National Institute of Justice, U.S. Department of
Justice. Ms. Crossland is responsible for planning,
implementing, testing, evaluating, managing, and repor-
ting on criminal justice grants, contracts, and studies at the
institute. She has served as the deputy director of the
former U.S. Department of Justice’s Arrestee Drug Abuse
Monitoring program, where she directed and managed
over 40 drug-testing research sites across the country. She
is currently working with other government agencies,
nonprofit organizations, public and private businesses, and
criminal justice and public health agencies to coordinate
the establishment of a broad and enhanced research agenda
in the area of violence and victimization, drugs and crime,
and American Indian and Alaska Native crime and justice
issues.

Janet T. Davidson, PhD, is an assistant professor of
criminology and criminal justice at Chaminade University
of Honolulu. She previously worked as a senior research
analyst and project researcher for the Hawaii Department
of the Attorney General. Her research interests include
predictors of recidivism for community correctional
populations, risk and need assessment instruments, and
gender and crime. She has been active in applied research



in Hawaii for both the state correctional agencies and the
Federal District of Hawaii Probation Office, in particular
in the area of recidivism. She has also been active in the
evaluation of the recently formed Girls Court in Hawaii.

Mathieu Deflem obtained his PhD in sociology from the
University of Colorado in 1996. He previously held
professional positions at Kenyon College and Purdue
University and at present is an associate professor at the
University of South Carolina. His main areas of expertise
include the sociology of law, social control and policing,
terrorism and counterterrorism, and sociological theory.
His recent empirical research has focused on the sociology
and criminology of terrorism and the law enforcement
dimensions of counterterrorism in the United States and in
various international settings.

Matt DeLisi is coordinator of criminal justice studies,
associate professor of sociology, and faculty affiliate
with the Center for the Study of Violence at lowa State
University. He has published nearly 100 scholarly
books, articles, and chapters, mostly on career criminals,
psychopathy, self-control theory, inmate behavior,
homicide offenders, and molecular/behavioral genetics
and crime.

Roger G. Dunham is a professor of sociology at the
University of Miami, Florida. His research focuses on
policing strategies and decision making; specifically, he
has conducted research on use of force, emergency
driving, racial profiling, and attitudes toward the police.
His recent books include Understanding Police Use of
Force: Officers, Suspects and Reciprocity (2004); Critical
Issues in Policing (4th ed., 2005); Policing: Continuity
and Change (2006), and Crime and Justice in America
(2nd ed., 2002).

John E. Eck is a professor of criminal justice at the
University of Cincinnati, where he studies crime pattern
formation and prevention. With Lin Liu, he coedited
Artificial Crime Analysis Systems: Using Computer
Simulations and Geographic Information System, the first
book on the simulation of crime patterns. With Ronald V.
Clarke, he is the coauthor of Crime Analysis for Problem
Solvers, a manual for police officials on how to prevent
crime. Eck received a master’s degree in public policy from
the University of Michigan in 1977 and his doctorate from
the University of Maryland in 1994. From 1977 to 1994,
he directed research at the Police Executive Research
Forum in Washington, DC. Eck has written extensively on
problem-oriented policing, crime mapping, drug markets,
computer simulation of crime patterns, and crime
prevention. He was a member of the National Academy of
Sciences Committee on Police Policy and Research and is
a judge for the British Home Office’s Tilley Award for
Problem-Solving Excellence. He is the author of numerous
articles on policing, crime mapping and analysis,
evaluation methods, and crime simulation.
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Terry D. Edwards is an associate professor in the
Department of Justice Administration at the University of
Louisville, Kentucky. He received his MPA at Golden Gate
University and his juris doctor degree at the University
of Louisville’s School of Law. His research interests
include police civil liability, environmental crime, and
constitutional law. Professor Edwards has authored, or
coauthored several publications, including a textbook on
criminal law, various book chapters on criminal and
environmental law, and a number of articles on police legal
issues.

Roger Enriquez is an associate professor of criminal
justice at the University of Texas at San Antonio and serves
as the Graduate Director for the master’s degree program
in justice policy. He holds a juris doctor degree from the
University of Iowa College of Law. Mr. Enriquez has a
robust research agenda that includes policing, crime,
courts, gangs, Latinos in the criminal justice system, and
empirical testing of anecdotal legal theories with respect to
jurors and secondary effects. He has published numerous
articles in law reviews and peer-reviewed publications.
Recent law review articles have appeared in the Journal of
Gender, Race & Justice, the University of Texas Hispanic
Journal of Law & Policy, the Washington College of Law
Criminal Law Brief, the Criminal Law Bulletin, and the
American University Journal of Gender, Social Policy &
the Law. His recent peer-reviewed publications have
appeared in the Journal of Criminal Justice, the Journal of
Criminal Justice Education, Western Criminology Review,
and the Journal of Ethnicity in Criminal Justice.

David P. Farrington, OBE, is a professor of psy-
chological criminology at the Institute of Criminology,
Cambridge University, and an adjunct professor of
psychiatry at Western Psychiatric Institute and Clinic,
University of Pittsburgh. He is a Fellow of the British
Academy of Criminology, the Academy of Medical
Sciences, of the British Psychological Society, and of the
American Society of Criminology. He is also an Honorary
Life Member of the British Society of Criminology and of
the Division of Forensic Psychology of the British
Psychological Society. He is a chartered forensic
psychologist, co-chair of the U.S. National Institute of
Justice Study Group on Transitions from Juvenile
Delinquency to Adult Crime, a member of the board of
directors of the International Observatory on Violence in
Schools, a member of the board of directors of the
International Society of Criminology, joint editor of the
journal Criminal Behaviour and Mental Health, and a
member of the editorial boards of 15 other journals. He has
been president of the American Society of Criminology
(the first person from outside North America to be elected
to this office), president of the European Association of
Psychology and Law, president of the British Society of
Criminology, president of the Academy of Experimental
Criminology, chair of the Division of Forensic Psychology
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of the British Psychological Society, vice chair of the U.S.
National Academy of Sciences Panel on Violence, and co-
chair of the U.S. Office of Juvenile Justice and
Delinquency Prevention Study Groups on Serious and
Violent Juvenile Offenders and on Very Young Offenders.
He has received BA, MA, and PhD degrees in psychology
from Cambridge University; an honorary ScD from Trinity
College, University of Dublin; the Sellin-Glueck Award of
the American Society of Criminology for international
contributions to criminology; the Sutherland Award of the
American Society of Criminology for outstanding
contributions to criminology; and numerous other
international awards. His major research interest is in
developmental criminology, and he is director of the
Cambridge Study in Delinquent Development and
coinvestigator of the Pittsburgh Youth Study, In addition to
more than 470 published articles and chapters on
criminological and psychological topics, he has published
70 books, monographs. and government publications, one
of which (Understanding and Controlling Crime, 1986)
won the prize for distinguished scholarship of the
American Sociological Association Criminology Section.

Jeff Ferrell earned his PhD in sociology from the
University of Texas at Austin and is currently a professor
of sociology at Texas Christian University and visiting
professor of criminology at the University of Kent, UK. He
is the author of the books Crimes of Style; Tearing Down
the Streets;, Empire of Scrounge; and, with Keith Hayward
and Jock Young, Cultural Criminology: An Invitation. He
is also the coeditor of four books that explore the theories,
subject matter, and methods of cultural criminology:
Cultural Criminology, Cultural Criminology Unleashed,
Ethnography at the Edge, and Making Trouble. Dr. Ferrell
is the founding and current editor of the New York
University Press book series Alternative Criminology and
one of the founding and current editors of the journal
Crime, Media, Culture.

Bonnie S. Fisher is a professor in the Division of Criminal
Justice at the University of Cincinnati. Her recent work
includes examining the predictors of repeat sexual
victimization and drug-facilitated sexual assault among
college women and the criminal justice implications of the
detection of genital-anal injury in forensic sexual assault
exams. She has edited Campus Crime: Legal, Social and
Political Perspectives (2nd ed.) and Violence at Work:
Causes, Patterns, and Prevention. Professor Fisher has
authored more than 100 articles, chapters, and reports
addressing college student victimization, sexual victimi-
zation, stalking of and violence toward female college
students, gendered fear, violence against older women, and
workplace violence.

David O. Friedrichs is a professor of sociology/criminal
justice and Distinguished University Fellow at the
University of Scranton. He is the author of Trusted
Criminals: White Collar Crime in Contemporary Society
(1996, 2004, 2007) and Law in Our Lives: An Introduction

(2001, 2006) and editor of State Crime, Volumes I and 11
(1998). He has published well over 100 journal articles,
book chapters, encyclopedia entries, and essays and well
over 300 book reviews. He has been a visiting professor or
guest lecturer at many colleges and universities, including
the University of South Africa and Flinders University in
Australia. He has served as editor of Legal Studies Forum
(1985-1989) and as president of the White Collar Crime
Research Consortium (2002-2004). In November 2005, he
received a Lifetime Achievement Award from the Division
on Critical Criminology of the American Society of
Criminology.

Natasha A. Frost is an assistant professor in the College
of Criminal Justice at Northeastern University. Dr. Frost
earned her PhD in criminal justice from the City
University of New York’s Graduate School and University
Center. Dr. Frost’s research and teaching interests are in the
area of punishment and social control. She has served as
founding managing and associate editor of Criminology &
Public Policy.

Chris L. Gibson is an assistant professor in the
Department of Sociology and Criminology and Law at the
University of Florida, a W. E. B. Du Bois Fellow of
the National Institute of Justice, and a research affiliate of
the Jim Walter Partnership at the University of South
Florida. He received his PhD in criminology and criminal
justice at the University of Nebraska in 2005. His current
research focuses on neighborhood contextual effects on
child and adolescent development and outcomes,
neighborhoods and quality of life, applied quantitative
methods, and biosocial/life-course criminology. As a
W. E. B. Du Bois Fellow, Dr. Gibson is conducting research
on how neighborhood conditions in Chicago influence
Hispanic children’s involvement in antisocial behaviors.

Angela R. Gover, PhD, is an associate professor at the
School of Public Affairs at the University of Colorado at
Denver. She received her PhD in criminology and criminal
justice at the University of Maryland. Her research
interests include policy-relevant family violence issues,
violence against women, gender and crime, and evaluation
research. For the past 6 years, Dr. Gover has been working
on two Department of Justice—funded research projects
involving law enforcement and judicial responses to
domestic violence. Her current project is examining the
impact of proactive enforcement of no-contact orders on
victim safety and repeat victimization in cases of domestic
violence.

Patricia M. Harris is a professor of criminal justice and
associate dean of the College of Public Policy at the
University of Texas at San Antonio. She received her PhD
in criminal justice from Rutgers—The State University of
New Jersey. Her research interests include offender
classification, community supervision of offenders, and
the regulation of crime risks. She has also published in the
area of crime prevention.



Richard D. Hartley is an assistant professor in the
Department of Criminal Justice at the University of Texas
at San Antonio. His research interests include disparities in
sentencing practices, prosecutorial and judicial discretion,
race/ethnicity and crime, and quantitative methods. His
research has appeared in the Journal of Criminal Justice,
Justice Quarterly, and the Journal of Contemporary
Criminal Justice.

Dana L. Haynie is an associate professor of sociology at
The Ohio State University. She received a PhD in
sociology from The Pennsylvania State University in 1999.
Her current research focuses on the social relationships
that facilitate delinquent behavior and the developmental
implications of exposure to violence.

Stuart Henry, PhD, is a professor of criminal justice and
director of the School of Public Affairs at San Diego State
University. Previously, he has been director of the
Interdisciplinary Studies Program and associate dean of
the College of Lifelong Learning at Wayne State
University in Detroit (1999-2006), professor of crimi-
nology at Eastern Michigan University (1987-1998), and
chair of the Department of Sociology at Valparaiso
University (1998-1999). Dr. Henry’s research has been
funded by the British Economic and Social Science
Research Council, the U.S. Federal Management Agency,
and the National Science Foundation. He has authored or
edited 23 books and more than 100 professional journal
articles on the topics of criminological theory, deviant
behavior, law and society, and occupational crime. His
books include The Hidden Economy (1978), Crimino-
logical Theory (1995, 2006) Constitutive Criminology
(1996), What is Crime? (2001), and Essential Crimi-
nology (1998, 2004). He serves on the editorial board of
Critical Criminology and Theoretical Criminology
and is a member of the Board of the Association for
Integrative Studies.

Denise Herz, PhD, is a professor at the California State
University, Los Angeles, in the School of Criminal Justice
and Criminalistics. Previous to this appointment she was on
the faculty of the University of Nebraska at Omaha in the
Department of Criminal Justice. Dr. Herz was the site
director for the Arrestee Drug Abuse Monitoring Program in
Omaha (1996-2001) and in Los Angeles (2003—2004). As
part of the Arrestee Drug Abuse Monitoring Program, she
authored the National Institute Research in the report
“Drugs in the Heartland: Methamphetamine Use in Rural
Nebraska.” Her current area of research is in juvenile justice,
with particular emphasis on mental health and substance
abuse issues among offenders, improving the processing of
juvenile offenders, and most recently, crossover youth.
Denise Herz received her MA and PhD in criminology from
the University of Maryland at College Park.

George E. Higgins is an associate professor in the
Department of Justice Administration at the University of
Louisville. He received his PhD in criminology from
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Indiana University of Pennsylvania in 2001. His most
recent publications have appeared in Criminal Justice
Studies, Deviant Behavior, Criminal Justice and Behavior,
Youth & Society, and the American Journal of Criminal
Justice.

Travis Hirschi is professor emeritus in the Department of
Sociology at the University of Arizona. Professor Hirschi
has authored several books, including Delinquency
Research (with Hanan Selvin) and A General Theory of
Crime (with Michael Gottfredson). He earned his PhD in
sociology from the University of California, Berkeley.

Andy Hochstetler earned his PhD from the University of
Tennessee and is an associate professor of sociology at
Iowa State University. Using quantitative and qualitative
methodologies, he generally writes on criminal decision
making and how offender identity and contexts shape it.

Lorine A. Hughes is an assistant professor in the
Department of Criminal Justice at the University of
Nebraska at Omaha. She received her PhD in sociology
from Washington State University. With James F. Short Jr.,
she edited the book Studying Youth Gangs.

Wesley G. Jennings, PhD, is an assistant professor in the
Department of Justice Administration at the University of
Louisville and holds a PhD in criminology from the
University of Florida. His research interests cover a
number of criminological, psychological, and criminal-
justice-related areas, but his primary focus is applying
semiparametric group-based modeling techniques to
examine similarities/differences among groups that
demonstrate distinct behavioral trajectories over time. In
addition, some of his recent work has focused on testing
the cross-cultural applicability of social learning theory
among Hispanic populations.

Brian D. Johnson is an assistant professor of criminology
and criminal justice at the University of Maryland. He
received his PhD in crime, law, and justice from The
Pennsylvania State University. His dissertation research
was supported by the Forrest Crawford Fellowship for
Ethical Inquiry and received the Penn State Alumni
Association Dissertation Award. Dr. Johnson has received
paper awards for his scholarship from both the American
Society of Criminology and the American Sociological
Association, and he is a faculty associate of the Maryland
Population Research Center. His research examines
juvenile transfer to adult court, contextual variations in
sentencing, and social inequities in criminal punishments,
as well as the use of advanced statistical modeling
techniques to study criminal processes. Dr. Johnson
recently served as the University of Maryland delegate to
the Atlantic Coast Conference Inter-Institutional Academic
Collaborative to Study Social Issues in Emerging
Democracies in Central and Eastern Europe, and in 2008
he was awarded the Ruth Shonle Cavan Young Scholar
Award from the American Society of Criminology.
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Catherine Elizabeth Kaukinen is an associate professor
in the School of Public Affairs at the University of
Colorado at Colorado Springs and is the Director of
Academic Programs in Criminal Justice. Dr. Kaukinen
received her PhD in sociology in 2001 from the University
of Toronto. Her research interests include intimate partner
violence, risk and protective factors for violent victi-
mization, and the relationship between family structure
and adolescent development. She is currently conducting a
National Institute of Justice—sponsored project examining
the effect of intensive enforcement of no-contact orders in
cases of misdemeanor criminal domestic violence on
victim well-being and offender recidivism. Her research
has appeared in Criminology, the Journal of Marriage and
Family, the Journal of Research in Crime and Delinquency,
the Journal of Interpersonal Violence, Violence and Victims,
and Health and Social Care in the Community, among
other outlets.

Philip R. Kavanaugh is a doctoral candidate in the
University of Delaware’s Department of Sociology and
Criminal Justice. His dissertation research examines the
relationship between individual disposition and social
context in criminal offending and victimization among
individuals with active night lives. In addition to crime and
deviance, he maintains interests in theory, culture, and
identity.

Kent R. Kerley received the PhD in sociology and
criminology from the University of Tennessee. He is an
assistant professor and director of the Criminal Justice
Honors Program in the Department of Justice Sciences at
the University of Alabama at Birmingham. His primary
research interests include religiosity and corrections. His
work has appeared in the Journal for the Scientific Study of
Religion, Justice Quarterly, Social Forces, and Social
Problems.

David N. Khey, MS, MA, is a doctoral candidate in the
Department of Sociology and Criminology and Law at the
University of Florida. His recent research efforts have
concentrated in examining drug and alcohol arrests in
college towns and exploring the recreational use of the
plant Salvia divinorum among youths. More broadly, his
research has investigated the changing nature of forensic
technology and testimony in U.S. courts and improving
forensic education and training through the use of distance
education.

Bitna Kim is an assistant professor in the Department
of Criminology at Indiana University of Pennsylvania.
She received her PhD from the College of Criminal
Justice at Sam Houston State University, as well as a
master’s degree in psychology from Chungbuk National
University in South Korea. Her specific areas of
teaching and research interest include statistics, gender
issues in criminal justice system, intimate partner
homicide, and hate crimes. Her recent publications have

appeared in the International Journal of Offender Therapy
and Comparative Criminology and The Southwest Journal
of Criminal Justice.

Gary Kleck is a professor of criminology and criminal
justice at Florida State University. He earned his doctorate
at the University of Illinois at Urbana—Champaign in 1979.
His research has focused on the impact of firearms and
gun control on violence, deterrence, crime control, and
violence. He has studied gun ownership patterns, the
effectiveness of armed self-protection, the frequency of
defensive gun use, the impact of offender weapon
possession and use on the outcomes of crimes, the effect of
gun ownership levels on crime rates, the extent and
character of gun trafficking, patterns of support for gun
control, and the impact of gun control laws on violence
rates. He is the author of Point Blank: Guns and Violence
in America, which won the 1993 Michael J. Hindelang
Award of the American Society of Criminology. More
recently, he is the author of Targeting Guns (1997) and,
with Don B. Kates Jr., The Great American Gun Debate
(1997) and Armed (2001). His articles have appeared in the
American Sociological Review, the American Journal of
Sociology, Social Forces, Social Problems, Criminology,
the Journal of Criminal Law and Criminology, Law &
Society Review, the Journal of the American Medical
Association, and other journals. He teaches doctoral
students how to do survey research and statistical analysis
and how to distinguish good research from bad.

Peter Kraska is a professor and Research Fellow at
Eastern Kentucky University. He has published numerous
books and journal articles, including a major new
textbook, Criminal Justice and Criminology Research
Methods. His most recent research interests include steroid
trafficking, further development of the idea of criminal
justice theory, and the militarization of the criminal justice
system.

Steven P. Lab is professor of criminal justice and chair of
the Department of Human Services at Bowling Green
State University. He received his PhD in criminology from
Florida State University and has been a visiting professor
at Keele University and the Jill Dando Institute of Crime
Science at the University College London. He is the author
or coauthor of seven books, including Juvenile Justice: An
Introduction (with John Whitehead) and Crime Prevention:
Approaches, Practices and Evaluation, and Victimology
(with William Doerner), as well as numerous journal articles.
He is also a past president of the Academy of Criminal
Justice Sciences.

Jodi Lane is an associate professor of criminology, law,
and society at the University of Florida. She earned her
PhD in social ecology at the University of California,
Irvine. Her recent research has focused on fear of crime
and program evaluations of juvenile justice programs in
California and Florida.
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of Criminology at the University of Tampa. His research
areas include criminological theory, statistics, research
methods, and the efficacy of sex offender registration and
notification laws. Articles by Dr. Maddan have appeared in
Justice Quarterly, Crime and Delinquency, and the
Journal of Criminal Justice. Most recently, Dr. Maddan
has authored the book The Labeling of Sex Offenders and
has coauthored the textbook, Statistics in Criminology and
Criminal Justice.

David H. Marble is a professor of criminal justice at
Collin College in Plano, Texas. He also serves as chair of
the Department of Political Science and Criminal Justice.
His interests are law, courts, and corrections. He received
his MPA in criminal justice administration from the
University of Utah in 1995 and is pursuing a PhD in
criminology at the University of Texas at Dallas.

Ineke Haen Marshall earned her PhD at Bowling Green
State University and is a professor at Northeastern
University. She specializes in the study of comparative
criminology, ethnicity and crime, self-report methodology,
juvenile delinquency, and criminal careers. Her current
research focuses on cross-national surveys of juvenile
delinquency and comparative examination of homicide.
She serves on the editorial board of several international
and national journals. She has published widely in leading
scholarly periodicals, and she coauthored (with Josine
Junger-Tas and Denis Ribeaud) Delinquency in an
International Perspective: The International Self-Report
Delinquency Study (2003). Her other book publications
include Minorities and Crime: Diversity and Similarity
Across Europe and the United States (1997, Sage
Publications) and Between Prohibition and Legalization:
the Dutch Experiment in Drug Policy (with Ed Leuw,
1994, 1996).

Ramiro Martinez Jr. is professor of criminal justice at
Florida International University. He received the American
Society of Criminology’s Division on People of Color and
Crime Coramae Richey Mann Award, the Florida
International University Faculty Award for Excellence in
Research, and the American Sociological Association
Latina\o Section Award for Distinguished Contributions to
Research. He has authored Latino Homicide: Immigration,
Violence and Community (2002), and edited Immigration
and Crime: Race, Ethnicity, and Violence (2006).

Sheila Royo Maxwell is an associate professor at the
School of Criminal Justice at Michigan State University.
Her research and publications include the areas of
sanctioning, in particular behavioral responses to
sanctioning; the efficacy of sanctioning mechanisms
across gender, ethnic, and cultural milieus; and cross-
cultural patterns of violence, delinquency, and victimi-
zation. Dr. Maxwell has received research grants from the
National Science Foundation, the National Institute of
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Justice, the Bureau of Cultural and Educational Affairs of
the U.S. Department of State, and other local and state
agencies.

John D. McCluskey earned his PhD from the University
at Albany, State University of New York, and is an
associate professor in the Department of Criminal Justice
at the University of Texas at San Antonio. His research
involves understanding police and citizen behavior in the
context of everyday encounters, the causes of violence,
and the evaluation of the effectiveness of violence
intervention efforts.

Raymond J. Michalowski is Regents Professor of
Criminology and Criminal Justice at Northern Arizona
University. He received a PhD in sociology from The Ohio
State University and has written extensively on social class
and crime in the books Order, Law and Crime (1985);
State—Corporate Crime (2005); Crime, Power and Identity
(2006); and articles on the political economy of crime and
justice in Criminology, Justice Quarterly, Social Justice,
and the Journal of Research in Crime and Delinquency.

Holly A. Miller is the assistant dean of undergraduate
programs and an associate professor in the College of
Criminal Justice at Sam Houston State University. She
received her BA from Bethel University in St. Paul,
Minnesota, and her PhD in clinical psychology from
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conducts research in the areas of malingered psycho-
pathology, assessment and treatment of violent offenders,
psychopathy, and human diversity issues within the
criminal justice system.
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Department of Criminal Justice at the University of Texas
at San Antonio and the current National Institute of Justice
W. E. B. Du Bois Fellow. She received her PhD in
sociology at the University of South Carolina in 2006. Her
research interests include criminological theory testing,
ethnicity and crime, and program evaluation. Along with
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children’s involvement in antisocial behaviors.

Jerry Miller, PhD, an industrial-organizational psy-
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based intervention program, and director of research at the
Jim Walter Partnership Center, both at the University
of South Florida. With a specialty in evaluation and
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the effort to enhance the program fidelity of the Prodigy
arts program by directing the systematic manualization of
the program as well as the development of methods to
assess and monitoring the implementation of the program.
In addition, he is leading the effort in developing a
program evaluation model that examines the program’s
practices as part of an effort to identify the core
components related to program success. Most of his



xxiv e 21ST CENTURY CRIMINOLOGY

academic career has been involved in designing and
managing community-based interventions and programs,
including economic and job placement, anti-crime
activities, and community asset building. He is the
recipient of numerous grants in the areas of international
training of managers of youth programming, community
development, and of projects to serve youth.

Elizabeth Ehrhardt Mustaine, PhD, an associate
professor in the Department of Sociology at the University
of Central Florida, received her PhD in sociology from The
Ohio State University in 1994. Dr. Mustaine has written
numerous journal articles on registered sex offenders and
sex offender registries, criminal victimization, routine
activities theory, violence, violence against women, and
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Institute of Justice—funded project “Violence Against
Homeless Women.” She has also coauthored a book on
issues in criminal justice research. She developed the
Domestic Violence Graduate Track in the Department of
Sociology at the University of Central Florida, and she
teaches the “Child Abuse in Society” course to master’s
and PhD students.

Raymund Espinosa Narag is a doctoral student in the
School of Criminal Justice at Michigan State University.
His research interests focus on communities and crime,
criminal victimization, and corrections policy. He is
currently one of the recipients of a Fulbright Scholarship
to the Philippines.

Greg Newbold is a senior academic at the University of
Canterbury in Christchurch, New Zealand, where he has
been teaching for the past 20 years. While serving a
7Y%-year sentence for selling drugs in the 1970s, he wrote
an MA thesis on the maximum security prison where he
was located. Upon his release in 1980, he commenced
work on his PhD, which he completed in 1986. Since then
he has written seven books and more than 50 academic
articles and is currently recognized as one of New
Zealand’s leading criminological authorities. He speaks
regularly at overseas conferences and is often consulted by
New Zealand government agencies on matters of criminal
justice and law enforcement.

Wilson R. Palacios is an associate professor in the
Department of Criminology at the University of South
Florida. He received his PhD in sociology from the
University of Miami. His primary research areas of interest
are in the social epidemiology of illicit drug use/abuse,
illicit drug markets (social networks), and qualitative
research methods and analysis.

Karen F. Parker is a professor in the Department of
Sociology and Criminal Justice at the University of
Delaware. Her current research interests include exploring
the influence of theoretical constructs associated with
labor markets and structural disadvantage on urban
violence, examining the contextual and spatial dynamics
of policing and crime in urban communities, and

incorporating change models into the study of
disaggregated homicide rates at the city level. She is the
author of Unequal Crime Decline: Theorizing Race,
Urban Inequality and Criminal Violence.

Matthew Pate is a doctoral candidate in the School of
Criminal Justice at the University at Albany, State
University of New York. He holds advanced degrees in
criminal justice, sociology, and environmental design. His
primary research interests are comparative criminal
justice, corporal punishment, and policing. Pate is the
incoming associate editor for the Journal of Criminal
Justice and Popular Culture.

Raymond Paternoster is a professor in the Department of
Criminology and Criminal Justice at the University of
Maryland and a research associate at the Maryland
Population Research Center. His current research interests
include the theory of and modeling offender decision
making, the transition from adolescence to adulthood, and
issues pertaining to capital punishment.

Brian K. Payne, PhD, is professor and chair of the
Department of Criminal Justice at Georgia State
University. His research focuses on elder abuse, family
violence, and electronic monitoring. He received his
PhD in criminology from Indiana University of Pennsylvania
in 1993.

Lynn Pazzani is a doctoral candidate at the University of
California, Irvine, in the Department of Criminology, Law
and Society. Her research focuses on sexual assault, but
she often consults on research design and statistics issues
for other topics within criminology. She is currently
working on her dissertation on how rape is culturally
defined and how responsibility is attributed in sexual
assault cases.

Matthew Perdoni is a faculty research associate in the
Administration of Justice Program at George Mason
University. Mr. Perdoni’s work includes research and
publication on the National Institute on Drug Abuse—
funded Criminal Justice Drug Abuse Treatment Studies, a
landmark research initiative aimed at depicting and
evaluating the landscape of substance abuse treatment in
the criminal justice system, and the National Drug Court
Survey, which examined the treatment practices and the
organizational cultures and characteristics of drug courts
and their working relationships with community service
providers. His current work includes research to estimate
the impact of administrator turnover on correctional
treatment practices, measuring the annual population of
offenders exposed to clinical treatment services, and
evaluating the impact of correctional populations on the
public health systems. Mr. Perdoni holds a bachelor of arts
degree in psychology from Lehigh University, a master
of science degree in criminal justice from Virginia
Commonwealth University, and is a juris doctor candidate
at the David A. Clarke School of Law, at the University of
the District of Columbia.
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Maryland Department of Criminal Justice and Crimi-
nology, a member of the MacArthur Foundation’s Research
Network on Adolescent Development, and a member of
the National Consortium on Violence Research. He is also
executive counselor of the American Society of
Criminology, coeditor of the Journal of Quantitative
Criminology, and a member of the National Academy of
Science Panel Assessing the Research Program of the
National Institute of Justice. He received a PhD in
criminology and criminal justice from the University of
Maryland in 1996 and has received several teaching,
research, and mentoring awards, including the American
Society of Criminology Young Scholar and E-Mail Mentor
of the Year Awards and a University of Florida Teacher of
the Year Award. His research interests include criminal
careers, criminological theory, and quantitative research
methods. He has published widely in the fields of
criminology, criminal justice, psychology, and sociology,
and is coauthor (with Alfred Blumstein and David
Farrington) of Key Issues in Criminal Careers Research.

William C. Plouffe Jr. is an assistant professor in the
Department of Criminal Justice at Kutztown University.
Plouffe holds advanced degrees in law and criminal justice
as well as undergraduate degrees in philosophy and
psychology. His professional background includes over a
decade each in legal practice, law enforcement, and
military service. Professor Plouffe has authored numerous
scholarly articles and books.

Travis C. Pratt received his PhD in criminal justice from
the University of Cincinnati and is currently an associate
professor in the School of Criminology and Criminal
Justice at Arizona State University. He has published more
than 50 journal articles and book chapters, primarily in the
areas of criminological theory and correctional policy, that
have appeared in journals such as Criminology, the
Journal of Research in Crime and Delinquency, Justice
Quarterly, and Crime and Justice: A Review of Research.
He is also the author of Addicted to Incarceration:
Corrections Policy and the Politics of Misinformation in
the United States (2009, Sage Publications) and was the
recipient of the 2006 Ruth Shonle Cavan Award from the
American Society of Criminology.

Amy Reckdenwald is an assistant professor in the School
of Criminology and Criminal Justice at Florida Atlantic
University. She recently received her doctorate degree in
criminology from the University of Florida. Her current
research interests include intimate partner homicide,
domestic violence, race and gender issues, and capital
punishment and sentencing.

Callie Marie Rennison, PhD, is an assistant professor at
the University of Missouri—St. Louis, in the Criminology
and Criminal Justice Department. She earned her PhD in
political science at the University of Houston. Her areas of
interest focus primarily on the nature, extent, and
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consequences of victimization, with an emphasis on
research methodology, quantitative analysis, and measure-
ment. She has a particular interest in examining violence
against women and minority groups, such as African
Americans and Hispanics. Before joining the faculty at the
University of Missouri—St. Louis, she served as a
statistician in the Victimization Statistics Unit of the
Department of Justice’s Bureau of Justice Statistics in
Washington, DC. From 2004 to 2006, she was a Post-
doctoral Fellow with the National Consortium on Violence
Research.

Bradford W. Reyns has a BA from Weber State
University in anthropology and an MS from Weber State
University in criminal justice and is a PhD student in
criminal justice at the University of Cincinnati. His
research interests include crime prevention, victimology
and victimization, stalking, and computer-facilitated
crimes. Currently, he is working on studies that address the
ways in which online social networks act as arenas for
cyberstalking of college students, situational crime
prevention and cyberstalking, adolescent lifestyles and
victimization, and how “broken windows” in schools affect
fear of adolescent victimization.

Stephen C. Richards is an associate professor of criminal
justice at the University of Wisconsin—Oshkosh. His
most recent books include Behind Bars: Surviving Prison
and Convict Criminology (with Jeffrey lan Ross).
Richards is a Soros Senior Justice Fellow and member of
the American Society of Criminology National Policy
Committee.

Jeffrey Ian Ross, PhD, is an associate professor in the
Division of Criminology, Criminal Justice and Social
Policy, and a Fellow of the Center for International and
Comparative Law, at the University of Baltimore. He has
researched, written, and lectured on national security,
political violence, political crime, violent crime, cor-
rections, and policing for over two decades. Ross’s work
has appeared in many academic journals and books, as
well as popular outlets. He is the author, coauthor, editor,
and coeditor of 13 books, including Behind Bars:
Surviving Prison, Convict Criminology, and Special
Problems in Corrections. Ross has performed consulting
services for Westat; CSR; the U.S. Department of Defense;
the Office of Juvenile Justice and Delinquency Prevention,
U.S. Department of Justice; the National Institute of
Justice, U.S. Department of Justice; the U.S. Department
of Homeland Security; and the Intel Science Talent
Search. From 1995 through 1998, Ross was a social
science analyst with the National Institute of Justice, a
Division of the U.S. Department of Justice. In 2003, he
was awarded the University of Baltimore’s Distinguished
Chair in Research Award. Ross worked close to 4 years in
a correctional institution.

William Rowe, DSW, is professor and director of the
School Social Work at the University of South of Florida.
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He holds appointments in the College of Public Health, the
AIDS Education and Training Center, and the Moffitt
Cancer Center. He was formerly director of the Center for
Applied Family Studies and director and professor of the
Schools of Social Work at McGill University and
Memorial University, and he was originally tenured at the
University of Western Ontario. Dr. Rowe has worked
extensively in the fields of social work education, child
welfare, corrections, health, and HIV. He has provided
training and lectures at agencies and universities throughout
North America, Europe, the Middle East, South Asia,
Australia, and New Zealand.

During his 30 years as a social work educator, he has
edited and authored more than 125 scholarly and
professional books, articles, monographs, and research
papers on a variety of topics. He serves on the editorial
board of a number of academic and professional journals,
including Stress, Trauma, and Crisis;, the Journal of
Evidence-Based Social Work;, and Best Practices in
Mental Health. He has served on numerous national and
international boards and committees in both the academic
and practice arenas, and he remains an active researcher.
He has been at the forefront of evaluating arts intervention
programming.

Patti Ross Salinas, JD, PhD, chairs the Criminal Justice
Department at the University of Texas at Brownsville and
Texas Southmost College. A former city prosecutor for the
City of Springfield, Missouri, Dr. Salinas has had diverse
research interests and publications. Her current research
focus is on delinquency among Hispanic youth.

Claudia San Miguel is an assistant professor of criminal
justice within the Department of Behavioral, Applied
Sciences, and Criminal Justice at Texas A&M Inter-
national University in Laredo. She is the coauthor of The
Death Penalty: Constitutional Issues, Commentaries, and
Cases and has published in the area of intelligence-led
policing strategies, anti-bully programs, and community
crime prevention. She was the coeditor of an issue of the
Journal of Social and Ecological Boundaries entitled
“Immigration: Crime, Victimization, and Media Represen-
tation.” Dr. San Miguel is working on research involving
the trafficking of women and children and has recently
traveled to Poland to help form collaborative relationships
with their anti-trafficking task force. She has also
taught courses for the Department of State in Roswell,
New Mexico, on crime types and typologies and global
human trafficking at the International Law Enforcement
Academy.

Christopher J. Schreck is an associate professor in the
Department of Criminal Justice at the Rochester Institute
of Technology. His work primarily focuses on using
theories of crime to account for the overlap between
criminal offending and victimization. Professor Schreck
earned his PhD in Crime, Law, and Justice from The
Pennsylvania State University.

Jason Scott is an assistant professor in the Department of
Criminal Justice at the Rochester Institute of Technology.
Dr. Scott received his PhD from the School of Criminal
Justice at the University at Albany, State University of
New York. While a graduate student at the University
at Albany he served as project coordinator for the Police—
Community Interaction Project, which sought to define
and measure a variety of community-level variables
contained in community policing efforts. Dr. Scott’s
current research interests include comprehensive anti-gang
strategies, community policing, and the role of criminal
justice agencies in community capacity building.

Susan F. Sharp is a professor of sociology at the
University of Oklahoma. In 1996, she obtained a PhD in
sociology from the University of Texas at Austin, and she
has taught at the University of Oklahoma since that time.
Her research interests primarily focus on women and
crime, women and the criminal justice system, and the
effects of penal policies on the families of offenders.
Dr. Sharp is a former chair of the Division on Women and
Crime of the American Society of Criminology. She is the
founding editor of the division’s official journal, Feminist
Criminology. She is the editor of the textbook The
Incarcerated Woman: Rehabilitative Programming in
Women’s Prisons, and she has authored more than
30 journal articles and book chapters, as well as the book
Hidden Victims: The Effects of the Death Penalty on
Families of the Accused.

James F. Short Jr. is professor emeritus of sociology at
Washington State University. Since receiving his PhD in
sociology from the University of Chicago, he has spent
many years investigating and writing about youth street
gangs. He is the author or editor of numerous books,
including Group Process and Gang Delinquency (with
Fred L. Strodtbeck); Gang Delinquency and Delinquent
Subcultures, Delinquency and Society; Studying Youth
Gangs (with Lorine A. Hughes); and Poverty, Ethnicity,
and Violent Crime.

Neal Shover is professor of sociology at the University of
Tennessee, Knoxville. His principal areas of interest and
expertise are criminal careers, white-collar crime, and
ethnographic research methods. A Fellow of the American
Society of Criminology, he is author or coauthor of seven
books and numerous published articles.

J. Eagle Shutt, JD, MCJ, PhD, is an assistant professor at
the University of Louisville’s Department of Justice
Administration. A former prosecutor, public defender, and
judicial clerk, Dr. Shutt’s research interests include
biosocial criminology, subcultures, and law.

Leslie Gordon Simons is an associate professor in the
Department of Child and Family Development at the
University of Georgia. She received her doctorate in
sociology from lowa State University, and her research
focuses families and delinquency. Specifically, Dr. Simons



is interested in how family structure and family processes,
such as quality of parenting, impact adolescent
externalizing problems. Her recent work has addressed the
ways in which harsh parenting behaviors are related to
risky sex, substance use, dating violence, and sexual
coercion among adolescents.

John J. Sloan III, PhD, is an associate professor of
criminal justice and sociology, senior scientist at the
Center for Minority Health, and chair of the Department of
Justice Sciences at the University of Alabama at
Birmingham. He received his doctorate in sociology from
Purdue University. For the past 15 years, he has studied
crime and related issues on college and university
campuses, including conducting the first ever national-
level college student victimization survey in 1994.

Hayden P. Smith is an assistant professor in the
University of South Carolina’s Department of Criminology
and Criminal Justice. His principal focus of study is the
intersection of the criminal justice and public health
systems. His current works address the dynamic processes
of self-injurious behaviors in corrections, jail diversion
programs, and re-entry issues facing mentally ill inmates.
His other areas of interest include criminological theory
and corrections.

Eric A. Stewart is an associate professor in the College
of Criminology and Criminal Justice at Florida State
University and a member of the Racial Democracy, Crime
and Justice Network. His research interests include racial
inequality and criminal outcomes, crime over the life course,
and multilevel processes on adolescent development.

Christopher J. Sullivan, PhD, is an assistant professor in
the University of South Florida’s Department of Crimi-
nology. He completed his doctorate at Rutgers University
in 2005. His research interests include developmental
criminology, juvenile delinquency, and research metho-
dology and analytic methods. His recent publications have
appeared in Criminology, Youth Violence and Juvenile
Justice, and the Journal of Research in Crime and
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specialization in offending and the effect of shifts in local
life circumstances.

Marc L. Swatt is currently an assistant professor at the
College of Criminal Justice at Northeastern University. He
graduated in 2003 from the University of Nebraska—
Omaha. His research interests include criminological
theory, quantitative criminology, and spatial crime
analysis. His recent publications have been featured in the
Journal of Criminal Justice and the Journal of Quanti-
tative Criminology. He is currently working on a
collaborative project that is examining crime trends in a
medium-sized Midwestern city.

Faye S. Taxman, PhD, is a professor in the Administration
of Justice Program at George Mason University. Dr. Taxman
is recognized for her work in the development of the
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seamless systems of care models that link the criminal
justice with other service delivery systems as well as re-
engineering probation and parole supervision services and
organizational change models. Her work covers the
breadth of the correctional system, from jails and prisons
to community corrections and adult and juvenile offenders.
She is the senior author of Tools of the Trade: A Guide to
Incorporating Science Into Practice, a publication of the
National Institute on Corrections that is a guidebook for
implementation of science-based concepts into practice.
She is on the editorial boards of the Journal of
Experimental Criminology and the Journal of Offender
Rehabilitation, and she has published articles in the
Journal of Quantitative Criminology, the Journal of
Research in Crime and Delinquency, the Journal of
Substance Abuse Treatment, the Journal of Drug Issues,
Alcohol and Drug Dependence, and Evaluation and
Program Planning. She received the University of
Cincinnati award from the American Probation and Parole
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is a Fellow of the Academy of Experimental Criminology
and a member of the Correctional Services Accreditation
Panel of England. In 2008, the American Society of
Criminology’s Division of Sentencing and Corrections
recognized her as Distinguished Scholar.
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Forensic Science Program and a professor in the
University of Florida Colleges of Pharmacy and Veterinary
Medicine. He holds a bachelor’s degree in pharmacy and a
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She holds a doctorate in criminology from Cambridge
University. She has authored several publications on sex
offender treatment, management, and supervision,
including Sex Offender Registration and Community
Notification: A “Megan’s Law” Sourcebook and Sexual
Offenses and Offenders: Theory, Practice and Policy. She
is also the editor of the periodical Sex Offender Law
Report, published bimonthly by the Civic Research
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study on the nature and scope of child sexual abuse in the
Catholic Church from 1950-2002, and she is currently
analyzing the causes and context of this crisis.

Richard Tewksbury is a professor of justice admi-
nistration at the University of Louisville. He holds a PhD
in sociology from The Ohio State University. His research
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focuses on issues of criminal victimization; sex offenders
and responses to sex offenses; and issues of sex, gender,
and sexuality. He has published numerous articles drawing
on qualitative data, including studies that have used edge
ethnographic methods.

Marie Skubak Tillyer is an assistant professor of criminal
justice at the University of Texas at San Antonio. She
received her doctorate in criminal justice from the
University of Cincinnati in 2008, and she received her
master’s degree in criminal justice from the University of
Cincinnati in 2004. Her research has focused on multilevel
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the use of environmental criminology to inform the
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offender problems.

George Tita is an associate professor in the Department of
Criminology, Law and Society at the University of
California, Irvine. His research is anchored in the
community and crime literature, with a special focus on
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CRIMINOLOGY AS SOCIAL SCIENCE

Paradigmatic Resiliency and Shift in the 21st Century
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formative Latin terms crimin (accusation or guilt)

and -ology (study of). As an intellectual domain,
criminology comprises contributions from multiple academic
disciplines, including psychology, biology, anthropology,
law, and, especially, sociology. Although the defining state-
ments of criminology are rooted across these diverse areas,
contemporary criminology is becoming ever more inter-
twined with still additional sciences and professional fields
such as geography, social work, and public health.

This plurality of influences, often referred to as multi-
disciplinarity, is altogether logical given the complex sub-
ject matter and diverse nature of crime. Scholarly attention
to crime from various perspectives allows for an extensive
range of research questions to be addressed, making possi-
ble a fuller understanding of the criminal mind, the nature
of crime, and social control processes. Legal scholarship,
for example, ranges from philosophical attention to social
justice issues to technocratic factors determinant of case
outcome. Alternatively, psychology approaches the topic
of crime with a focus on individual-level maladjustment
and behavioral abnormality. Sociological criminology dif-
fers still by concentrating on the multiple causes and
nature of crime, as well as society’s reaction to it.

The individuals who study crime, criminologists,
engage research on virtually every imaginable aspect of
illegality and society’s reactions to it, ranging from the
development of theories of crime causation, the roles and

C riminology is the study of crime, as indicated by the

uses of social control (e.g., police, courts, and corrections),
crime prevention, and victimization. Of course, criminolo-
gists have also developed substantial knowledge bases on
specific offenses, which are often categorized as (a) crimes
against property (e.g., burglary, theft, robbery, and
shoplifting); (b) crimes against a person (e.g., homicide,
assault, and rape); (c) morality/social order crimes (e.g.,
gambling, prostitution, substance offenses, vandalism);
and now (d) technology crime/cybercrime, which overlaps
with and often facilitates crime in each of the other cate-
gories. The collective basic knowledge that criminologists
have generated through the scientific process has great
potential for informing social policy and criminal justice
practice through enhancement of the effectiveness and
efficiency of prevention, intervention, enforcement, and
rehabilitative strategies and practices in the 21st century.
This introductory chapter quickly surveys the emer-
gence and evolution of criminology, from seminal contri-
butions to its contemporary state in academe. While
tracing criminology’s history and acknowledging its intel-
lectual diversity (these matters are more fully addressed in
Chapter 2), it is contended that criminology is correctly
understood and best practiced as a social science.
Furthermore, as a field of scientific inquiry criminology
is no longer a specialty area of other established disci-
plines, such as deviance within sociology or abnormal
psychology, but instead is a new and steadily growing
independent academic discipline in its own right. Last, the



rise of academic criminal justice is acknowledged as a
shaping force on criminology that is steadily moving the
discipline toward greater interdisciplinary status and pub-
lic policy utility (the focus of Chapter 3).

Defining Criminology

The terms criminology and criminologist are used rather
broadly and interchangeably by the news media and in
everyday popular culture expression. Criminologists are, in
fact, social scientists, but frequently and erroneously they
are confused with other crime-related scientific and inves-
tigative roles (e.g., forensics scientist/medical examiner,
psychological criminal profiler, and ballistics specialists).
Much of the confusion and definitional misunderstanding
of what criminology is stems from the different functions
the individuals in these roles serve. Although each role is
important in the fight against crime, some are not scien-
tific at all and certainly not social science in practice or
purpose. Although a surging social science today, crimi-
nology matured through an evolutionary process of shifts
in primary focus, from philosophy to crime prevention/
legal reform and then, ultimately, science.

The term criminology is attributed to the Frenchman
Paul Topinard (1830-1911), who first used it during an
1889 anthropological study of criminality as a function of
body types, a line of inquiry later made famous by William
Sheldon’s (1940) famous and controversial somatotype
theory. Sheldon’s politically incorrect biological thesis,
that criminal propensity is predictable according to body
shape and size classifications (endomorphs, mesomorphs,
ectomorphs), is still debated in popular culture outlets such
as the New York Times (Nagourney, 2008) and the social
science arena (Maddan, Walker, & Miller, 2008). Although
criminology may have originated around physiological
foci, most early philosophers of crime were concerned
with the functioning of the justice systems of the 18th and
19th centuries and much-needed legal reform.

Over time, criminology has increasingly come to be
understood as the study of the causes, dispersion, and
nature of crime, with theoretical criminology (i.e., the
relating of crime to a plethora of individual, familial, com-
munity, and environmental factors known as correlates of
crime) dominating the field (Vold, Bernard, & Snipes,
2002). The rise of theoretical criminology between the
1940s and today has proven both scientifically rewarding
and limiting. On the reward side is a wide range of empir-
ically valid theories that, however, are often criticized for
lack of real-world utility. Nonetheless, theoretical crimi-
nology is the cornerstone of academic criminology, both
historically and today, and is the core of a young discipline
that is evolving toward greater pragmatism in terms of
applied criminology. An applied criminology suggests that
strategies and initiatives intended to prevent and lessen
crime are informed by scientifically established theoretical
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insights that are predictably capable of enhancing best
practices within and around the criminal justice system.

The foremost pioneer of contemporary, and particularly
American, criminology, Edwin Sutherland, offered what
has proven to be a lasting definition, which is most often
used to describe the field, in his seminal book Principles of
Criminology (1939). According to Sutherland, criminology
can be defined as follows:

[Criminology is] the body of knowledge regarding crime as a
social phenomenon. It includes within its scope the processes
of making laws, of breaking laws, and of reacting toward the
breaking of laws. These processes are three aspects of a some-
what unified sequence of interactions. (p. 1)

It is interesting to note that whereas criminology is typ-
ically considered the study of the causes and nature of
crime, and is often contrasted with criminal justice, which
is concerned with the response to the problem of crime,
Sutherland’s famous definition clearly emphasized the sig-
nificance of both. Consequently, criminology today is
viewed somewhat dichotomously, with theoretical or soci-
ological criminology denoting a focus on crime causation
or the etiology of crime and applied criminology denoting
work that is prevention, enforcement, or treatment oriented.

The Origins and Scientific
Maturation of Criminology

Historical concern with crime is traceable to ancient
Babylonia and the Code of Hammurabi, as well as biblical
times, as evidenced by Old Testament dictates on restitu-
tion and the proportionality of punishment. Whereas such
early edicts on infraction and punishment informed under-
standing of social control and justice, the origins of con-
temporary criminology stem from the Enlightenment
period of the late 18th century, particularly the social and
intellectual reforms then underway in western Europe.
Philosophers from this period, such as Voltaire, Rousseau,
and Locke, observed the superiority of reasoning based on
direct experience and observation over subscription to
faith and superstition that characterized collective opinion
throughout the feudal era. Prior to this shift toward logic,
crime was addressed informally within and between fami-
lies whose recognition of justice was largely equated with
realization of revenge (Larson, 1984).

The family-revenge model of justice, as observed in
multigenerational feuds between Scottish clans, presented
social-order maintenance and governing problems for feu-
dal lords whose solutions were trial by battle and then trial
by ordeal. Under trial by battle, either the victim or a mem-
ber of the victim’s family would fight the offender or a
member of his or her family; under trial by ordeal, the
accused was subjected to some “test” that would indicate
guilt or innocence, such as running through a gauntlet or
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being repeatedly dunked in water while bound by rope.
Both approaches were vested in the spiritual notion of
divine intervention. In battle, God would grant victory to
the innocent side and likewise protect the falsely accused
during trial by ordeal, as in the biblical report of protection
afforded the prophet Daniel in the lions’ den (J. M. Miller,
Schreck, & Tewksbury, 2008).

Obviously, these methods failed to effect justice relative
to a person’s true guilt or innocence, instead yielding out-
comes specific to a person’s fighting ability, the capability
to withstand various kinds of torture, or simply luck. The
idea of being controlled by an evil spirit or that one’s crim-
inal behavior is attributable to the influence of the devil or
some other “dark” force has long been a basis by which
people have attempted to account for the unexplainable.
Examples from early U.S. history include the Salem witch
trials, wherein crime and deviance problems that could not
be solved through actual facts and inquiry were attributed
to witchcraft and demonic possession. The origins, for
example, of “correctional” institutions in Philadelphia by
Quakers who believed that isolation, labor, and Bible read-
ing would result in repentance, reflect an early spiritually
based form of rehabilitation. The term penitentiary, in fact,
refers to institutions where society’s crime problems were
addressed through religious conversion and illustrates
belief in spirituality as a source of and solution to crime.
Although the Enlightenment period introduced a novel
logic alternative to spiritual explanations, spirituality con-
tinued to affect interpretations of both crime causation and
systems of justice for several centuries and is still relevant
to current crime policy, as indicated by faith-based preven-
tion and rehabilitation programming (Allen, 2003).

Although the Enlightenment period did not completely
end the belief that spirituality affects crime, the momentum
of experience-based reasoning led to a general view of
social life and human behavior that served as a forerunner
to criminology. One of the primary concepts from this era
that was important for the development of criminology is
the idea of the social contract. First introduced by Thomas
Hobbes (1588-1679), the social contract involves the sacri-
fice of some personal freedom through internalization of
law and endorsement of formal social control in exchange
for protection and the benefit of all. For example, it is likely
that either alone or with the aid of a friend you could
forcibly take personal property, such as a wallet, purse, or
textbook, from someone on an almost daily basis. Similarly,
there is likely an individual or group that could forcibly take
your property. Despite these obvious realities, everyone
generally enjoys freedom of movement with peace and
safety. By sacrificing your ability to take what you might
from others, you are protected from similar victimization.
This trade-off of loss of potential gain through limiting free
will in exchange for law and order is an oversimplified
example of the social contract (J. M. Miller et al., 2008).

As a result of the Enlightenment period, then, superstition-
and spirituality-based orientations to crime were uprooted by

innovative ways of thinking that emphasized relationships
between criminal behavior and punishment. This newer
approach, exemplified in the writings of the Italian Cesare
Beccaria (1738-1794) and the Englishman Jeremy Bentham
(1748-1832), is known as the classical school of criminol-
ogy, a perspective around which criminology would solidify
and develop (Bierne, 1993). Notionally grounded in the con-
cepts of deterrence and the dimensions of punishment (cer-
tainty, severity, and celerity), the classical school is
significant for the development of criminological thought in
at least two respects. First, crime was no longer believed to
be a function of religion, superstition, or myth—views that
largely placed the problem of crime beyond human control.
Second, crime was seen as the result of free will. Viewing
crime as a function of free will—in essence, as decision
making—meant that it could now be explained as an out-
come of rational choice. The ideation of rational thought (a
calculation of gains vs. risks) suggests that crime is logically
related to the elements impacting the decision to offend, such
as the amount and relative value of criminal proceeds and the
likelihood of detection, arrest, and conviction. The principles
of the classical school, revised by legal reformers (neoclassi-
cists) and now referred to as rational choice theory, continue
to influence both the study of criminal behavior and the
nature of formal social control as the criminal justice system
continues in the attempt to achieve deterrence as one of its
primary objectives (Paternoster & Brame, 1997).

Paradigm (i.e., model or school of thought) shifts are
common to the history of all academic disciplines, and
criminology is no exception. A new philosophy began
emerging in Europe during the 19th century that first
emphasized the application of the scientific method. This
perspective, known as positivism, stressed the identifica-
tion of patterns and consistencies in observable facts
(Bryant, 1985). It was believed that, by examining known
patterns, causes of behavior could be determined that
would enable predictions about outcomes when certain
conditions exist. For example, one can ascertain a pattern
of comparatively high criminality in the lower socioeco-
nomic class. Given the absence of other intervening fac-
tors, one can predict a rise in lower class criminality if a
sharp increase in unemployment affects unskilled laborers.
Regardless of whether this relationship is true, this line of
thinking differs from the classical school’s attention to
free-will decision making, positing crime instead as a man-
ifestation of factors external to and often beyond the con-
trol of individuals. Criminology did not move straight from
a free-will orientation to endorsement of external influ-
ences; in between these perspectives was an era dominated
by determinism.

Determinism takes the position that human behavior is
caused by factors specific to the individual, such as bio-
logical and psychological traits. Perhaps the most famous
figure associated with determinism in the context of crim-
inality is Cesare Lombroso (1835-1909), whose “criminal
type” illustrated in his influential work Criminal Man



(1863) suggests that some people, such as convicted
murderer and notorious contract killer, who has been
featured in several HBO documentaries, Richard “The
Iceman” Kuklinski (1935-2006), are simply born crimi-
nals. Lombroso’s work, furthered by his student Raffaele
Garofalo (1851-1934), was essential to viewing crime in a
newer, more scientific light. As criminology continued to
develop, determinism became more broadly viewed, with
the inclusion of environmental and community crimino-
genic influences. In the evolution of American criminol-
ogy, positivism began replacing the classical approach to
crime during the 1920s, largely due to the rise of the
Chicago School, a movement resulting from a series of
seminal studies conducted by staff of the University of
Chicago sociology department. From the 1920s through
the 1940s, the Chicago School demonstrated that crime is
largely a function of ecology, in particular the social disor-
ganization that characterizes much of urban life.

The social ecological approach to crime is less con-
cerned with the ways in which criminals and noncriminals
differ in terms of intelligence, physical characteristics, or
personality and more attentive to economic disadvantage,
community cohesion, collective efficacy, and social stabil-
ity. The Chicago School crime studies of Shaw and McKay
(1942), Merton (1938), and Sutherland (1939) grounded
U.S. criminology in sociology and established a dominant
paradigm, or model of inquiry, oriented toward specifying
environmental and community-level causes of crime and
delinquency (e.g., Kornhauser, 1978). American criminol-
ogy since its inception, then, has been conceptualized in
theoretical terms—a perspective that has very much
shaped its maturation. Although theory is vital to crimi-
nology in terms of justifying scientific status, confirma-
tion of hypotheses (i.e., empirical proof) is also necessary
and, as discussed in the next section, engaged through an
intellectual process of theory—methods symmetry.

Theory: Methods Symmetry and
Criminology’s Disciplinary Status

Science is the discovery of truths that comprise knowledge
bases on particular topics. Determination of what is to be
included or excluded in a knowledge base is a result of which
ideas stand the test of scientific scrutiny, that is, which ideas
are consistently observed in a systematic manner as factual
according to real-world evidence. Accordingly, science is an
outcome of theories (ideas) validated by research methods
(empirical confirmation). Although leading criminological
theories and many of the frequently employed research meth-
ods are treated in greater detail throughout the chapters in
this book, the general nature of theory and its importance to
criminology’s past, present, and future warrants a little more
introductory discussion.

What exactly is theory? Perhaps the most concise defin-
ition of theory is simply “explanation.” Too often, theory is
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erroneously thought of as philosophy or logic that has little
relevance for real-world situations. In reality, theory is a
part of everyday life, an attempt to make sense and order of
events that are otherwise unexplainable. Think, for exam-
ple, about the following common scenario. After dating for
a long time, a college couple’s relationship is abruptly
ended by one of the parties. Surprised and disturbed by this
sudden and unwanted change, the rejected person will usu-
ally contemplate, often at great length with the counsel of
friends, the reasons or causes leading to the outcome. Even
if knowing why will not change the situation, we still want
to know the reasons—the sole or set of causal factors—
perhaps because making sense of seemingly random events
reassures us that the social world is not chaotic and arbi-
trary. On a more pragmatic level, knowing why things hap-
pen enables us to modify our behavior or change relevant
circumstances for a more preferable outcome in the future.
In the case of criminology, the more fully we understand
crime, its causes, and the evolution of criminal careers, the
more ostensibly enhanced is our ability to prevent victim-
ization and reduce crime rates.

Developing explanations for everyday events, then, is a
common practice that entails identifying and weighing the
relevance of potential causes and effects, which is a form of
theoretical construction. Although theory is useful and
commonplace in everyday life, academics often refer to sci-
entific theory. Simply put, scientific theories are a means of
explaining natural occurrences through statements about
the relationships between observable phenomena. Obser-
vable phenomena are specified as either a cause or an effect
and then positioned in a temporally ordered relationship
statement. The causes and effects are termed variables
(a variable is simply something that varies and is not con-
stant). These formal statements, which are presented as
hypotheses, are formed to explain or predict how some
observable factor, or a combination of factors, is related to
the phenomena being examined (in the context of criminol-
ogy, some aspect of crime or social control). These rela-
tionships, which form specific theories of crime, are
developed according to the logic of variable analysis. This
analytic strategy specifies causal elements as independent
variables and effects as dependent variables.

In criminology, not surprisingly, crime itself is the fore-
most dependent variable. It is imperative to note that the
strategy of variable analysis is not interested in explaining
crime per se; that is, the objective is not to explain what
crime is in a definitional, policy, or legal sense. Instead, the
variable analysis process seeks to account for variation in
crime. Most theories conceptualize crime as a generic
dichotomy, that is, the separation of phenomena into one of
two categories. When crime is the dependent variable in a
theory, further scrutiny usually reveals that theorists are
actually referring to either criminality or crime rate.
Criminality refers to the extent and frequency of offending
by a societal group, such as the young, minorities, illegal
immigrants, the unemployed, or people from a certain
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region. Crime rate, on the other hand, refers to the level of
crime in a location such as a city, county, or state. The focus
on either criminality or crime rate is observable in the fram-
ing of different research questions: Why is there more
homicide in Los Angeles than in San Antonio? Why are
males more criminal than females? Again, the goal is not to
explain or define the crime itself but rather to account for
variability and fluctuation in criminality or crime rate
across locales, social settings, groups, or over time.

After specifying causal and dependent variables, crimi-
nologists consider the nature of observed relationships to
determine inference and possible implications. The infor-
mation revealed from a theoretical proposition is inter-
preted by the condition of correlation: a covariance of
factors or variables specified by the direction and strength
of fluctuation in a dependent variable attributed to one or
more independent variables. Directional correlation gen-
erally specifies either a positive or negative relationship.
These terms do not mean the same thing as when used in
everyday language. The expressions “My bank account is
finally positive” and “She has a negative attitude” are
value laden and indicate desirable and undesirable condi-
tions. In the social sciences, a positive correlation more
simply means that an independent variable and dependent
variable fluctuate in the same direction, such as a group’s
level of unemployment and involvement in criminal activ-
ity. A negative correlation indicates that independent and
dependent variables covary in opposite directions, such as
educational attainment and crime (with the obvious excep-
tion of white-collar offenses).

Consideration of the relationship between school
grades and the status offense of truancy provides a clear
illustration of directional correlation. Suppose a crimi-
nologist gathers data on both absences and grades from
a large sample of randomly selected middle and high
school students. If findings support the hypothesis that
increased absences (the independent variable) bring
about lower grades (the dependent variable), then a nega-
tive correlation exists, as would a decrease in absences be
associated with academic improvement. In the latter sce-
nario, the correlation, though negative in social science
jargon, is the desirable outcome.

The strength of a correlation, on the other hand, speci-
fies the degree of covariance between independent and
dependent variables. For example, a gang prevention pro-
gram delivered to an increased number of parents may
effect only a minimal decrease in new gang affiliations.
This relationship suggests an undesirable outcome, not
because the correlation is negative but because the inde-
pendent variable generated only little change in the depen-
dent variable—perhaps because the parents of gang
members are less likely to sincerely participate in an
awareness program in the first place. The strength of a cor-
relation is ascertained through statistical analysis, enabling
the exact determination of covariance between variables as
indicated by statistical significance parameters.

To analyze theoretical propositions, independent and
dependent variables are transformed from a nominal or cat-
egorical to a measurable level, a conversion process known
as operationalization. Operational definitions, then, enable
empirical examination of cause-and-effect relationships by
specifying measurable indicators for variables. How a vari-
able is defined will affect the nature of a relationship and
yield different (and possibly undesirable) implications for
addressing crime. The following example of measuring
recidivism demonstrates how important the measurement
process is and how easily measurement error can occur.

Recidivism (repeat criminal offending) is one of the
most common theoretically based dependent variables
used in criminological research, especially as an effective-
ness indicator for criminal justice prevention and enforce-
ment programs. Depending on whether recidivism is being
considered in a law enforcement, court, or correctional
context (all three of which conduct deterrence and rehabil-
itation programs whose success is largely indicated by
recidivism), the act of reoffending is likely to be opera-
tionally defined differently according to the immediate
context. Repeat offenses are typically measured in law
enforcement contexts as the rate of rearrest. Although it is
seemingly natural and understandable that rearrest be used
as a measure of police productivity, it falsely conveys the
assumption that everyone who is rearrested will be con-
victed and thus potentially overestimates or exaggerates
the perceived level of reoffending. Court-based operational
definitions more accurately measure repeat offending as
reconvictions, which is technically more consistent with
legally determined official realities, but in correctional
contexts reoffending is often calculated as reincarceration.
Measuring reincarceration as an indicator of recidivism
can also distort the true level of reoffending by not includ-
ing convicted persons whose sanction did not include jail
or prison time (J. M. Miller et al., 2008).

The strength and direction of correlations, then, serve
the objective of determining causation, that is, whether the
independent variable(s) prompt change in a dependent
variable and, if so, in what manner. In order to have confi-
dence in observed causal relationships, there must also be
both specificity and accuracy in the measurement process,
a methodological challenge in the study of a phenomenon
that is inherently hidden, covert, and secretive.

Not all criminological research is engaged according to
positivistic variable analysis toward the goal of establishing
causal relations per statistical significance demonstration;
instead, subjectivism exists as the foremost alternative philo-
sophical paradigm in the social sciences. Subjectivists focus
on discovery and description of the nature of criminal events;
the social dynamics of group interaction in the specification
and maintenance of criminal stereotypes and definitions; and
the role of social forces, such as culture, that are not easily
measured for variable analysis. Often referred to as fieldwork
or ethnography, qualitative criminological research is vital to
the overall criminological knowledge base because it enables



scientific attention to realities that cannot be measured
because they are unknown (e.g., the population of prostitutes
in a city) or are unreachable by traditional overt criminolog-
ical research methods such as surveys or official data
analysis. Some qualitative criminologists, known as edge
ethnographers, go so far in the research endeavor as to place
themselves in active criminal settings so as to observe
first hand the immediacy of crime (Ferrell & Hamm, 1998;
J. M. Miller & Tewksbury, 2001).

Criminology as Social Science

Numerous causal explanations that constitute theoretical
criminology have been developed and tested; similarly,
various research methods, both quantitative and quali-
tative, are regularly applied in the analysis of crime
phenomena. Criminology thus offers, and is defined by,
theory—methods symmetry to the practice of social inquiry.
Characterizing theory as scientific means that inferential
claims about relationships (the observed correlations)
can be falsified. Research entails gathering data accord-
ing to the operationalization process so that the theory is
framed for systematic observation of cause and effect.
The analysis and conclusions concerning the existence,
nature, and implications of relationships are then com-
pared with the conceptual logic of the theory itself. When
observations are inconsistent with the basic premises of a
theory, that theory is falsified. Observations that are con-
sistent with a theory’s statements about the relationship
between cause-and-effect statements are customarily
deemed more credible, but this does not mean the theory
is necessarily true, because alternative theories might
explain the same relationships.

Criminologists especially seek the answers to a wide
range of research questions that focus on causality: Will
increasing the severity of punishment lower the amount of
crime in society? Do fines levied against the parents of tru-
ant children increase levels of parental responsibility and
ultimately result in less truancy? Does a substance abuse
treatment program in a correctional setting impact prison-
ers’ rate of recidivism and drug relapse? These and similar
questions reflect the desire to specify causal relationships
that in turn may yield implications for criminal justice
practice. Causation, in the context of scientific theorizing,
requires demonstration of four main elements: (1) logical
basis, (2) temporal order, (3) correlation, and (4) a lack of
spuriousness. These are discussed in turn in the following
paragraphs.

Scientific theory, just like any type of accurate explana-
tion, requires sound reasoning. There must be a logical
basis for believing that a causal relationship exists between
observable phenomena. Criminologists are not concerned
with offenders’ hair or eye color when attempting to
account for their behavior, for example, because there sim-
ply is no logical connection between these physical traits
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and criminal behavior. A second necessary element for
scientific theory construction is temporal order—that is,
the time sequence of cause-and-effect elements. In short,
causal factors must precede outcomes, as in the relation-
ship between religious involvement and morality crime.
Faith-based initiatives are vested in the belief that
religious-based programs will better social conditions, in-
cluding a reduction in crime. If offenders participate in
religious programs (the independent variable) and sub-
scribe to the convictions of religious doctrine condemning
behavior such as gambling, commercial sex, and recre-
ational substance use and abuse, then a reduction in their
commission of these vice crimes (the dependent variable)
would appear to be a causal relationship, because the reli-
gious programming both preceded and logically prompted
the decreased involvement in the specified behaviors.

Correlation, as described earlier, is a third required ele-
ment of a scientific theory. Correlation, again, indicates
the presence of a relationship between observable phe-
nomena and the nature of the relationship in terms of
direction and strength. The last essential element for scien-
tific theory development involves the condition of spuri-
ousness. Most subcultures, for example, tend to be
characterized by poverty, which confuses the causal rela-
tionship between subculture and crime in that it may be
poverty that causes crime, and subcultures simply emerge
within impoverished groups. Alternatively, it could be that
cultural values encourage behavior manifested in both
poverty and crime. Thus, the relationship among subcul-
ture, poverty, and crime is spurious, because cause and
effect cannot be determined. Theorists, then, must frame
relationship statements that reflect an absence of spurious-
ness. By adhering to these four axioms, criminologists
increase the likelithood or probability that relationship
statements are accurate.

Theoretical Praxis and
the Future of Criminology

Although much of the criminological theory construction
during the 1950s through the 1970s was basic research (the
pursuit of knowledge for its own sake), criminologists
came to observe that, once constructed and established,
theoretical perspectives yield consequences, both intended
and unintended, for criminals, victims, policymakers, and
the general public. The idea of theoretical praxis (Shover,
1977) concerns not only the historical and cultural relativ-
ity but also, more importantly, the real-world impact of
theories. Theories, once established, not only explain crime
but also can significantly influence the behavior of both
criminals and agents of social control.

The emergence of academic criminal justice during the
1970s has profoundly impacted criminology in both con-
trasting and complimentary ways. Given that criminology
was primarily a specialty area within sociology and that
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the bulk of social control and deviance research therein
(e.g., theory construction and testing) was pure, no aca-
demic discipline was postured to address crime per se, a
very real and pressing concern during the late 1960s and
1970s—a period of great social unrest characterized by
a failing economy, civil rights controversies, and the
Vietnam conflict. Through the Law Enforcement Assis-
tance Administration Act, Congress sought to profession-
alize the criminal justice system with graduates of newly
created “police science” and “penology” baccalaureate pro-
grams that were springing up around the nation. Established
by the Omnibus Crime Control and Safe Streets Act of
1968 and abolished in 1982, the Law Enforcement
Assistance Administration Act was a U.S. federal agency
within the U.S. Justice Department that administered fed-
eral funding to state and local law enforcement agencies.
Funding was provided for research, state planning agen-
cies, local crime initiatives, and educational programs—
the primary catalyst for what we know as criminal justice
programs today (Morn, 1995).

Experientially based and rooted more so in public admin-
istration than social science, criminal justice programs orig-
inally focused on preparing students for practitioner and
administrative careers in the prongs of the criminal justice
system (policing, courts, and corrections) and were quickly
dubbed a “professional” field—a somewhat pejorative term
based on the atheoretical and thus unscientific nature of
criminal justice. It is illogical to attempt to solve problems,
social or otherwise, that have not been thoroughly defined or
understood. Relatedly, the anti-crime suggestions offered by
early criminal justice scientists were often based on what
had proven successful in the past, with little or no concern
for the scientific axioms discussed earlier. On the other
hand, the most comprehensive knowledge base on crime is
of little practical utility for social betterment without a real-
world-applicable context.

For several decades, there has been tension between
criminology and criminal justice that has witnessed the
emergence of both criminology and criminal justice as
independent fields of study. The future of criminology
will no doubt remain rooted in theory construction and
testing, but it is also obvious that increased attention will
be devoted to developing best practices for policy based
on these models. In this sense, criminology will likely
continue to evolve from its theoretical origins, but in a
manner more mindful of public policy. Whether criminol-
ogy and criminal justice merge into a master discipline is
doubtful, but theory will remain vital, for several reasons.
It provides a scientific orientation to the phenomenon of
crime, in which observations of facts are specified and
classified as causes and effects. It grounds several styles
of inquiry in the logic of systematic analysis. More impor-
tant, the relationships between causes and effects can be
identified, thus composing a knowledge base to guide
decision making and planning concerning how to best
address the problems presented by crime. Criminological

theorizing is increasingly generating practice and policy
implications and, as such, bolsters and is an integral part
of applied research. Even the pure theorists, who may
have no particular interest in addressing a specific crime
or delinquency issue, may generate the knowledge neces-
sary for others to modify the criminal justice system’s
efforts. There is, then, a connection between theory and
policy reflected in the increasing multidisciplinarity of
contemporary criminology that is likely to be a major
force in the future of the discipline.
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History AND EvoLUTION OF CRIMINOLOGY

CHARLES F. WELLFORD
University of Maryland

of the discipline of criminology and addresses the
questions of where criminology is today and where
it is going. In large part, criminology is a history of the
ideas that have informed the evolution of criminology and
that stand as the intellectual foundation of one of the
fastest growing academic disciplines of the last 40 years.'

No history of criminology can ignore the political
forces that impact any attempt to address a set of behaviors
that stir so much public concern. Although all science is
subject to such influences, it is important to recognize that
the object of criminological study, more than most social
phenomena, produces public images of crime and crimi-
nals and ways to respond to them that can constrain and
influence their study. Therefore, a history of criminology
must also consider the external influences that have
affected its development. As these issues are addressed, the
internal dynamics of the discipline as well as the external
forces that have sometimes changed the course of crimi-
nology and its focus are examined.

Any intellectual history is, in part, informed by where
we understand ourselves to be today. Today, criminology
finds itself defined by three major themes: (1) the steady
movement toward a more rigorous science, (2) a com-
mitment to rigorously tested theories of crime and crim-
inal behavior, and (3) the establishment of a demand for
evidence-based crime control and justice assurance poli-
cies and practices. This was perhaps best expressed by
Edwin Sutherland (1934), who defined criminology as

This chapter discusses the origins and development
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the study of the making of law, the breaking of law, and
the reaction of society to lawbreaking. However, this is
not always how criminology understood its scope. So let
us return to one beginning before we consider the begin-
ning that is now defined as the foundation for our field.

Two Points of Departure
for the Beginning of Criminology

The Classical School of Criminology

In 1764, an obscure Italian lawyer published a book that
was soon to remove his obscurity and become one of the
most influential legal treatises of the 18th century. The author
was Cesare Beccaria, and the book was Essays on Crime and
Punishment* (hereinafter referred to as Essays; Beccaria,
1764/1963). Influenced by the Enlightenment philosophers,
Beccaria sought to reform the criminal justice system to
make it more humane and fair. He argued for punishments
other than corporal punishment and death by embedding
punishment in an enlightened legal system. Within 10 years
of its publication, the book was translated into all European
languages, and Beccaria was celebrated as a profound new
legal thinker; the work also influenced the governments of
numerous countries, including England and the United
States. As early as 1775, John Adams referenced Essays in
his justification for accepting the unpopular and politically
dangerous task of defending the British soldiers who fired on



the citizens of Boston who charged the arms depot atop
Bunker Hill. Adams (quoted in McCullough, 2001), in
explaining this decision, quoted the following from Beccaria:

If, by supporting the rights of mankind, and the invincible
truth, I shall contribute to save from the agonies of death one
unfortunate victim of tyranny, or of ignorance, equally fatal,
his blessing and years of transport will be sufficient consola-
tion to me for the contempt of all mankind.

Essays challenged the traditional notion that the founda-
tion of the legal system was religion and that the cause of
crime was falling from grace (the devil). Instead, Beccaria
(1764/1973) offered the notion that crime was a result of
choice (the operation of free will) and that crime was
selected when the rewards of crime exceeded the pains
resulting from the commission of crime. It is obvious that
Beccaria, influenced by the moral calculus of Jeremy
Bentham (1789), saw crime as a choice, not a compulsion.
From this central idea he built a system of justice that spec-
ified that punishments should fit the crime (just enough
punishment to offset the pleasure of the crime); that punish-
ment was most effective when it was swift and sure but not
overly severe; that confessions could not be coerced; and
that the death penalty was not warranted, because it was not
reversible in the case of error, and no one would agree to the
state taking his life if he had a choice. In a series of interre-
lated chapters, Beccaria described a system of justice that
soon became the model for democracies around the world.

As a legal philosopher, Beccaria subscribed to the idea
that government exists at the will of the people and that, as
such, the laws should restrict freedom only to the degree nec-
essary to guarantee order and freedom. With this foundation,
societies establish governments and laws to expand freedom,
not to ensure the interests of one group above another. The
drafters of the U.S. Constitution were greatly influenced by
Beccaria; the sections of the Bill of Rights that address crime
and justice in particular reflect his principles and guidelines.

Beccaria also argued that the setting of punishments (the
balancing of pleasure and pain) should be done with “geo-
metric precision,” suggesting that the emerging ideas of sci-
ence and the scientific method should be used to structure
the justice system. Although he was not educated in sci-
ence, his work reflected the growing role of science in all
aspects of social life. The science of criminal justice was
fully anticipated in his approach to structuring a fair system
of laws and justice. Finally, Beccaria knew how dangerous
it was to write a treatise that challenged the conventional
wisdom that law came from God and that rulers were God’s
representatives on earth. As he sought to mitigate the sub-
versiveness of his arguments, Beccaria noted that he was
not challenging the church or church law but was simply
offering a model for reform of criminal law and justice that
was consistent with teachings of the church and the inter-
ests of the state. Beccaria clearly understood the tensions
between a science of crime and justice and a system of laws
and justice that reflected interests and power. Although he
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called for the former, he recognized the danger in doing so
and sought to avoid the pain that others had suffered who
challenged the positions of those in power.

So, some refer to Beccaria as the father of the classical
school of criminology, the first school of criminological
thought. Notice, however, that this approach to defining crim-
inology has as its primary focus the criminal justice system.
The theory of criminal behavior in this school is free will, and
the definition of crime is behaviors prohibited by the state and
punished by the state. Readers will see a very different set of
assumptions and foci when the discussion turns to the cre-
ation of criminology as an academic field of study. This
approach pays little attention to the criminal justice system
and focuses almost exclusively on the causes of crime.

The Causes of Crime

In 1876, another Italian, this time a physician, published a
book that was to transform how we think about criminals.
Cesare Lombroso wrote Criminal Man, in which he reported
on his observations of criminals while working as a doctor at
a local prison. In the first edition of this work (only 252 pages
in length), he observed that criminals had physical character-
istics that more closely resembled animals lower in the evo-
lutionary chain than man. Writing just 17 years after
Darwin’s (1859) On the Origin of Species, which introduced
the notion of evolution into scientific and popular thinking,
Lombroso explained crime as the behavior of humans who
where “throwbacks” to earlier developmental forms. Their
physical appearance signaled their inferior intellectual and
moral development. Crime was a product of this inferior
development. For 30 years, the biological causes of crime
heavily influenced thinking about crime causation.’ The most
forceful rejection of this particular approach to crime causa-
tion came with the publication of a large-scale empirical test
of it, The English Convict (Goring, 1913/1972). The author,
Charles Goring, using the emerging statistical techniques
that now form the basis of social science empirical research,
tested convicts and nonconvicts and demonstrated that the
physical differences that Lombroso described did not differ-
entiate between these groups. In fact, by the time this work
was published, Lombroso had published the fifth edition of
his book, with each edition getting longer and noting other
possible explanations of crime (the fifth edition had grown to
1,903 pages and listed hundreds of causes of crime).

Criminology Emerges
as a Named Field of Study

The 1800s saw the emergence and growth of the science
and the establishment of separate disciplines and research
areas. Prior to this time, all sciences were included in fac-
ulties of philosophy. It was in the early 1800s that sociology
was named and textbooks began to emerge (Spencer, 1874;
Ward, 1883), and in 1905, the American Society of
Sociology was formed. National organizations promoting
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medicine (1847), history (1884), chemistry (1875), physics
(1899), psychology (1892), and economics (1885) emerged
in the later part of the 19th century as these new sciences
became part of universities and public discourse. Crimi-
nology had a longer period of formation. In 1885, Raffaele
Garofalo (a student of Lombroso) published Criminology,
in which he used the word criminology to refer to the sci-
ence of explaining crime (Garofalo, 1885/1968). A series
of books written in the late 1800s established criminology
as a field of study, but, unlike other social sciences, this did
not become reflected in the structure of disciplines in uni-
versities; neither did national or international organiza-
tions emerge to promote this field of social science. It
would not be until the 1940s that these signs of a new sci-
ence of crime and justice would emerge (the American
Society of Criminology was founded as an association of
police professors in 1941, and the first American School
of Criminology was opened in 1950 at the University of
California, Berkeley). What happened during this 50-year
period between the time criminology was recognized as a
field of study and it became organized professionally and
in universities? The answer to this question requires us to
explore how explanations of crime developed after
Lombroso and how Beccaria became central to the new
field of criminology.

The Development of
Criminological Theories of Crime

For almost two centuries after Beccaria’s (1764/1963)
work, criminologists did not pay consistent and organized
attention to the criminal justice system; instead, the tradi-
tion of criminology begun by Lombroso—the search for
the causes of crime—was the focus of criminology until the
last half of the 20th century. This period of search for the
causes of crime passed through four distinct phases of
theoretical development:* (1) single-factor reductionism,
(2) systemic reductionism, (3) multidisciplinary theories,
and (4) interdisciplinary theory. Today, interdisciplinary
theory stands as the dominant model for explaining crime
(and other human behaviors). Criminology today rests on
two foundations: (1) the interdisciplinary explanation of
crime and (2) the analysis of the fairness and effectiveness
of the criminal justice system. Both of these fundamental
aspects of criminology are informed by (as Beccaria
[1764/1963], Lombroso [1876], and Sutherland [1939] had
called for) by the application of scientific methods.

Single-Factor Reductionism

In its initial formulation, Lombroso (1876) argued that all
crime could be explained by one factor: a failure of evolu-
tion. No other variable or dimension needed to be considered
to understand the range of crimes and/or the types of crimi-
nals. The theory was parsimonious to the extreme; this single
factor could explain crime. Soon, others began to identify other

single-factor explanations for crime: Mental illness (or, as it
was called then, “feeblemindedness”; Dugdale, 1877), bad
families, the loss of faith or religion, and other explanations
were offered not as parts of a comprehensive explanation but
as the explanation of crime—with all influences reduced to
this one factor. This approach quickly collapsed as the study
of persons who committed crime began to identify a wide
range of characteristics that appeared to distinguish criminals
from noncriminals.’ This led to the next two approaches to
developing theories of criminal behavior: (1) systemic reduc-
tionism and (2) multidisciplinary approaches. Although they
occurred simultaneously, the greater influence was made by
systemic reductionism, for reasons now discussed.

Systemic Reductionism

As noted earlier, there was a period of over 50 years
between the time when criminology emerged as a field of
study and when it was institutionalized in universities and
with its own professional organizations. During this
period, in the United States,® criminology was contained in
almost all instances in sociology departments. As such,
during this period the explanation of crime causation was
constrained by the sociological system of knowledge.
Systemic reductionism (i.e., explaining a phenomenon
from a singular knowledge system or discipline perspec-
tive) expanded beyond sociology, but it was the sociologi-
cal perspective that dominated criminological theory for
many years and even today is the dominant theoretical per-
spective. The importance of systemic reductionism can be
seen in many criminological textbooks that organize the
discussion of crime causation into a series of sections—
sociological explanations, psychological explanations, and
biological explanations—each presented as if these sys-
tems of knowledge were unrelated to each other and each
providing competing ways of explaining crime.

Why did this capture of the study of crime by sociology,
which all the early thinkers recognized as having a multi-
tude of explanations, occur? Most likely it occurred
because of the way sociology developed at the University
of Chicago, the birthplace of American sociology. Here,
sociology (the Chicago School) was the study of urban
development and the problems associated with such devel-
opment. It made perfect sense to locate the study of crime
in such a field of study and, once located, it is not surpris-
ing that the theories that came to dominate criminology
were sociological in nature. The biology and psychology of
crime were greatly minimized, and instead crime was seen
as a function of community, family, school, and the other
socializing institutions. The explanation of crime became
the explanation of crime rate differences within the city,
across class levels, and between recent immigrants and less
recent immigrants. Criminals were disproportionately
found in poverty and in homes and friendships that saw
criminal behavior as a reasonable response to their social
location. As Dennis Wrong (1961) observed near the end
of this period of theory in criminology, the sociological



systemic reductionism presented an “oversocialized con-
ception” of human behavior that largely ignored personal-
ity and biology.

This is not to suggest that this period made no contri-
butions to understanding crime. The focus on variation in
crime rates introduced issues of critical importance to
understanding crime. The development of theories such as
differential association (Sutherland, 1934, which offered a
social learning explanation), anomie (Merton, 1938, which
explained crime concentrations in the lower class as a
result of a cultural condition), culture conflict (Sellin,
1934, which suggested that crime clustered in groups
going through a transition from one culture to another),
social disorganization (Shaw & McKay, 1942, which
explained crime in poor areas as a result of the relative
absence of family and community controls on behavior),
and labeling (Schur, 1971, which argued for the crimino-
genic effect of designating people as criminals) have
proven to be valuable in the development of more compre-
hensive theories of crime and theory-based crime interven-
tions. All of these approaches persist today in only slightly
modified forms or as the parts of more complex explana-
tions. The essential element in sociological systemic
reductionism 1is that crime is clustered in the lower class,
and therefore there is something in this social situation that
accounts for the higher rates of crime. According to sys-
temic reductionism, the individual offender was consid-
ered a reflection of his or her social situation.

Multidisciplinary Approaches

Of course, sociologists were not the only ones interested
in the causes of crime. While sociology was dominating the
study of crime in universities, psychologists, biologists, and
others were considering how their disciplines or theoretical
perspectives would explain such behavior. Furthermore, it
became clear that these other perspectives offered reason-
able approaches as well as some research that demonstrated
that the approach had some level of empirical support.
Gradually, a model of crime explanation emerged that is
still with us today, especially in standard criminological
texts: the multidisciplinary explanation of criminal behav-
ior. This approach argues that people become criminals
because of a set of explanations drawn from all of the social
and behavioral sciences, including biology, psychology,
anthropology, economics, and sociology. Only by using all
of these perspectives can one understand criminal behavior.
This can be seen in contemporary criminological texts that
have separate chapters on each of these approaches to
explaining crime. Of course, multidisciplinary approaches
are not theories at all, but instead are the search for the set
of causal variables that explain the greatest amount of vari-
ation in the occurrence of criminal behavior.

The most prominent practitioners of multidisciplinary
criminology were Sheldon and Eleanor Glueck. In a series of
longitudinal studies they sought to find the factors that
“unraveled” juvenile delinquency and adult criminal behavior.
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Sheldon Glueck was a lawyer with little advanced education
in the social and behavioral sciences. Although Eleanor had
that education, it was Sheldon who formulated their approach
to research and theory. Working in a law school setting, they
pursued an empirically based way to predict and explain crim-
inal law violations of juveniles and adults. The Gluecks made
a particularly clear statement of their position and their rejec-
tion of systemic reductionism:

It is common knowledge that the great majority of children
growing up in urban slums do not become delinquents despite
the depravations of a vicious environment, despite the fact
that they and their parents have not had access to fruitful eco-
nomic opportunities, despite the fact that they are swimming
around in the same antisocial subculture in which delinquents
and gang members are said to thrive. Why? (Glueck &
Glueck, 1968, p. 25)

The Gluecks’s position was that the then-dominant soci-
ological approach could not explain the empirical reality
that most of the individuals who grow up in high-crime
areas are not criminal. Their focus was on explaining why
a few in those areas became, and in some cases remained
for many years, offenders while others did not. To answer
this question, they sought to find out what distinguished
the law violator from the non—law violator when both came
from the same deprived social conditions. To do this they
studied similarly socially situated individuals, looking for
shared characteristics that distinguished them. Drawing on
what they considered the best possible sources of explana-
tion, they considered biological factors (e.g., body type),
psychological differences, family structure, parent behav-
ior differences, and school factors to predict and under-
stand the occurrence of delinquent and criminal behaviors.
In all of their works the Gluecks sought to identify the spe-
cific set of factors that accounted for the fact that individ-
uals faced with the same difficult social conditions would
behave differently.

Sheldon and Eleanor Glueck sought to move the study
of criminal behavior out of the sole domain of sociology
and make it at least multidisciplinary. They did this by
showing the empirical relationship between criminal
behavior and a number of factors drawn from a variety of
disciplines and perspectives. However, their work did not
produce a coherent theory of crime that went beyond their
empirical results—it did produce a widely used (for a time)
scale to predict delinquency and focus prevention and
intervention efforts, and it did force criminologists to
begin to recognize that disciplines other than sociology
would be needed to develop a comprehensive explanation
of the criminal behavior of individuals.

Interdisciplinary Explanations

Criminology as a separate field of study emerges when
the model underlying the explanation of criminal behavior
becomes interdisciplinary. Only then does an intellectual
justification for a separate field of study in universities
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exist that is compelling enough to support such a develop-
ment. Today, the leading journal in criminology—the
Journal of the American Society of Criminology—has as
its subtitle An Interdisciplinary Journal; a clear statement
of the importance of this perspective to criminology.

What, however, is meant by interdisciplinary theory?
Most obviously, this approach assumes that more than one
discipline is needed to explain criminal behavior. Any
approach to explanation that is built on one discipline is by
definition incomplete. However, if we have only explana-
tions based on the accumulation of variables from different
disciplines, then we have what the Gluecks proposed: mul-
tidisciplinary explanations. So, an interdisciplinary theory
goes beyond the assembly of contributions of different dis-
ciplines and integrates the contributions of these different
disciplines into a coherent theory of criminal behavior. This
approach emphasizes bringing perspectives together, not
the competition of perspectives to see which one is “right.”

Interdisciplinary theory assumes there is a role for bio-
logical, psychological, social, and cultural explanations but
that the relationships among these perspectives is as impor-
tant and that no perspective can totally explain the influence
of another perspective. Thus, interdisciplinary theory can
be expected not only to contain elements of all of the
explanatory perspectives but also to go beyond that to iden-
tify how each level of explanation influences, but does not
eliminate, each other level of explanation. For example, the
question is not whether nature or nurture causes crime but
rather how they interact to account for individual variations
in criminal behavior. It is not a question of why does
poverty seem to be associated with higher crime rates but
rather how do individual development and poverty interact
to explain why some people are delinquent and others are
not. Each dimension of explanation is to a degree irre-
ducible, and each is related to and influences the other.

One of the most influential theories in criminology
today is developmental or life course theories.” These are
good examples of how interdisciplinary theory is emerging
as the dominant paradigm in the field. Robert Sampson
(2001) suggested that this approach to theory is “best
introduced by considering the questions it asks,” which he
identifies as including the following:

e Why and when do most juveniles stop offending?

e What factors explain desistance from crime and
delinquency?

e Are some delinquents destined to become persistent
criminals in adulthood?

e [s there, in fact, such a thing as a life—course-persistent
offender?

e What explains the stability of offending?

One of the early contributors to this approach, Terrie
Moffitt (2001), addressed these questions by hypothesizing
that there were two patterns of antisocial behavior: (1) life
course persistent, in which the offender started early and
maintained his or her involvement in antisocial behavior

throughout the life course, and (2) adolescent limited, in
which the offender’s antisocial behavior emerges and ends
during that period of the life course. Moffitt observed that the
persistent pattern results from “childhood neuropsychologi-
cal problems interacting cumulatively with their crimino-
genic environments producing a pathological personality”
(p. 92), whereas the adolescent limited pattern is the result of
“a contemporary maturity gap [that] encourages teens to
mimic antisocial behavior in ways that are normative and
adjustive” (p. 93). Biology, psychology, and social levels of
explanation clearly are evident even in this summary state-
ment of her work. This is characteristic of efforts to answer
the questions posed by Sampson (2001) and is a central char-
acteristic of life course theory. For this reason, this approach
offers a framework for criminology to move closer to an
interdisciplinary theory of criminal behavior that will more
fully justify the emergence of the field as a new discipline in
the social and behavioral sciences.

Criminology Emerges
as a Separate Field of Study

The emergence of criminology as a separate academic and
research field is an issue discussed earlier in this chapter.
This occurred at two universities: the University of
California at Berkeley and Michigan State University.
Neither focused on what had occupied criminologists for
over 60 years: the explanation of criminal behavior;
instead, both emerged to address the issue of the need for
better educated police officers.

The effort at the University of California was led by the
now-legendary figure in American policing, August Vollmer.
Albert Morris (1975), in his history of the American Society
of Criminology, described Vollmer as follows:

Probably the most widely known and most innovative police
chief in American police history, August Vollmer (1876—1955)
had been Marshal of Berkeley (1905-1909), the first Police
Chief of Berkeley (1909-1932), and Professor of Police
Administration at the University of California at Berkeley
(1932-1937), and was widely sought as a consultant in police
administration. He was physically an imposing person (6’4" tall
and weighing about 190 Ibs.) who always seemed to be in top
physical condition. He was a broadly informed and creative
man with a contagious enthusiasm for making police work a
profession, with a highly trained core of persons who had col-
lege degrees and who could teach at the college level. As early
as 1916, Vollmer, in collaboration with law professor
Alexander Marsden Kidd, developed a summer session pro-
gram in criminology at the Berkeley campus in which courses
were given from 1916 to 1931, with the exception of the 1927
session. (p. 32)

Vollmer taught courses at Berkeley, helped form a major
offered in political science at Berkeley in the middle 1930s,
joined the faculty in 1932, and led the development of first
School of Criminology in the United States founded at



Berkeley in 1950. For Vollmer, the primary purpose of his
efforts was to educate police officers who could lead the
professionalization of policing. It was Vollmer who in 1941
convened a meeting at his home that led to the creation
of the National Association of College Police Training
Officials, which later became the Society for the
Advancement of Criminology and is today the American
Society of Criminology. The purpose of the organization
and the academic programs that participated in its founding
was stated as follows (Morris, 1975):

1. To associate officials engaged in professional police
training at the college level

2. To standardize the various police training curricula

3. To standardize, insofar as possible, the subject matter of
similar courses in the various schools

4. To keep abreast of recent developments and to foster
research

5. To disseminate information

To elevate standards of police service

7. To stimulate the formation of police training schools in
colleges throughout the nation

o

As an academic enterprise at Berkeley, criminology began
with a focus on the criminal justice system and, more
specifically, the training of police.

The story at Michigan State University was similar.
Founded in 1935, the School of Criminal Justice is the pro-
gram with the longest history of continuous degree grant-
ing in the field. Led by the efforts of LeMoyne Snyder
(a doctor and son of a former president of Michigan State)
and in cooperation with the Michigan State Patrol, the uni-
versity approved a new department and major in 1935 that
was to educate current and potential police officers in adminis-
tration and law. As stated in 1935 (Brandstetter, 1989), the new
dean of the program summarized it as follows:

The graduates of the course be, first of all, well-trained college
men with fundamental training in English and the sciences—
both physical and social. That over-specialization be avoided in
the first three years of training. That students be given instruc-
tion in criminal law and evidence. That the third year of
training be given to a general survey in police science and
administration. That after approximately three years of training
at the college, intensive training at the State Police—along spe-
cial lines for which his earlier training has fitted him. That four
years of military science be required so the student may
become trained in military discipline. (Brandstetter, 1989)

Educated police were the goal of the program. The pro-
fessionalization of policing was the ultimate goal of the
effort. As an academic enterprise, criminology emerged
with a much closer connection to the goals of Beccaria
than it did to the goals of Lombroso. The tension between
training and education is clear in both programs, but the
focus on education in the Michigan State program set the
standard for all academic programs that followed.

While the professional organization for criminology
was changing from a focus on policing, the new field of
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criminology was also changing. When the program at
Florida State University was formed in the 1950s, it cov-
ered causes of crime, policing, corrections, and criminal
law, with an emphasis on science and research as a com-
prehensive criminology program that would serve as a
model for others throughout the country. In 1957, the pro-
fessional organization changed its name again to the
American Society of Criminology, to reflect the growing
breadth of the field and the organization.

So, criminology began at two state universities in the
1930s, and by the 1950s was emerging at other, predomi-
nantly public, universities. In 20 years, it has changed from
police education to a new field that includes the two great
traditions of criminology: (1) a concern with the causes of
crime and the improvement of the criminal justice system
and (2) a reliance on science as the method to understand
causes and identify improvements. Still, the field had not
yet fully found its identity. Note that Berkeley’s program is
a School of Criminology, Michigan State’s is a School of
Criminal Justice, and Florida State’s also is a School of
Criminology. In the 1970s and 1980s, the model program
was at Albany University, the School of Criminal Justice,
whereas in the 1990s and 2000s, the most prominent pro-
gram has been the University of Maryland’s Department of
Criminology and Criminal Justice. Although the names
differ, a look at their programs, research, careers of gradu-
ates, and faculty reveals much similarity. Why, then, do the
programs have different names?

In the 1960s, crime became a focus of national attention
and federal legislation and funding. The goal was to reduce
crime through more effective criminal justice. For some
people in the political world, criminology was associated
with causation (“root causes”), treatment of offenders, and
being “soft” on crime. This position was enhanced when the
School of Criminology at the University of California at
Berkeley became a center for radical, left criminology and
was closed by the university. As the field grew, in part fueled
by the growing national interest in crime and federal fund-
ing, criminal justice became a more acceptable name than
criminology. However, as the field matured and the role of
criminology became clearer, the use of the name criminol-
ogy and criminal justice emerged as a clear statement that
the field addressed both foundations of the field—causes of
crime and criminal justice improvements. Now Beccaria and
Lombroso could be seen as the founders of a field that lived
up to Sutherland’s (1939) definition of a body that scientif-
ically studied the making of law, the breaking of law, and
society’s reaction to lawbreaking. Today, even a brief perusal
of the program of the meetings of the American Society of
Criminology reveals that the field encompasses just about
every aspect of crime and justice but always with a concern
for the scientific rigor of the enterprise.

The Making of Law

Although Beccaria had a clearly formulated theory of
lawmaking, we have not seen much concern with this topic
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in this account of the development of criminology. Whereas
the theory of law has not been a focus of criminology, the
making of law has been. Criminology in all of its primary
forms is concerned with lawbreaking. However, we know
that criminal law is not a scientific concept; instead, it is a
legal or political creation. No other science is like crimi-
nology in that its basic object of study is defined external to
the field of study. Legislatures do not define elements of
the atom, groups, interactions, or economic behavior, but
they do define crime and those definitions vary through
time and space. To some people this means that a science of
criminology is not possible; to others, it simply defines
another set of issues for criminology to address, including
“What is crime?” Three distinct approaches to answering
this question are found in the history of criminology:
(1) legalistic, (2) sociological, and (3) social legal.

During most of the time that the field of criminology
was being developed, people assumed that crime was
behavior that had been judged to be a violation of the
criminal law—the legalistic approach. This was perhaps
most clearly expressed by Paul Tappan (1947) when he
observed that “Crime is an intentional act in violation of
the criminal law (statutory and case law), committed with-
out defense or excuse, and penalized by the state as a
felony or misdemeanor” (p. 12). Related to this approach
to defining crime is the position that the criminal is only
known when a “duly constituted authority of the state”
(Tappan, 1947) determines that the person has violated the
law. Only when convicted is a person a criminal. Thus, any
behavior that was prohibited by statute and judged to have
occurred by a duly constituted authority was deemed a
crime and the object of criminological study. Obviously,
in this approach crime is empirically easy to measure but
suffers from the relativity of the criminal law and the
operation of the criminal justice system. Explanations of
crime would have to be relative to the legal system and
historical period and could not have the standing of scien-
tific (i.e., universal) explanations.

During the period when sociology dominated criminol-
ogy, another approach was suggested that was thought to
avoid the political and relative nature of criminal law—the
sociological approach. Most clearly articulated by Thorsten
Sellin (1938), the approach suggests that criminology
should broaden its scope and consider all conduct norm
violations. Sellin observed that “confinement to the study
of crime and criminals and the acceptance of categories of
specific forms of crime and criminal as laid down in law
renders criminological research invalid from the point of
view of science” (p. 4). He suggested that instead crimi-
nologists should seek to understand any variation from
normative behavior. Although this approach avoided the
political nature of law, it introduced an even more relative
dependent variable for the field and all but eliminated the
connection between studies of causation and crime preven-
tion and control. Needless to say, this approach has not
been widely followed in criminology.

The social legal approach offers a way to avoid the
problems of the other two approaches to defining crime
and the object of criminological study. It begins with the
observation that some behaviors must be controlled by the
state if society is to function and exist. Killing, sexually
and otherwise assaulting, and stealing between citizens
must be controlled if a society is to exist. Edwin Lemert
(1972) observed the following:

Human interaction always occurs within limits: biological,
psychological, ecological, technological, and organizational.
These explain why certain general kinds of behavior are more
likely to be deemed undesirable than others. Practically all
societies in varying degrees and ways disapprove of incest,
adultery, promiscuity, cruelty to children, laziness, disrespect
for parents and elders, murder, rape, theft, lying and cheat-
ing . . . certain kinds of actions are likely to judged deleterious
in any context . . . It is not so much that these violate rules, it
is that they destroy, downgrade, or jeopardize values universal
in nature. (p. 5)

Thus, criminal laws can be divided into at least two cate-
gories: (1) those that seek to control behaviors that must be
controlled if the society is to exist (e.g., homicide) and
(2) those whose regulation reflects the values and political
decisions at a certain place and time (e.g., drug offenses).
Criminologists are not terribly concerned with the origins of
the former, but they are very much interested in understand-
ing why other behaviors are criminalized and whether crim-
inalizing these behaviors contributes to more or less crime.
Connected to social legal approach to the definition of crime
is the contention that the best way to measure crime and
criminals is by direct observation or questioning. You do not
rely on the criminal justice system to measure the level of
crime (e.g., from reports to police) but instead ask the pub-
lic directly about their experiences with crime (e.g., victim-
ization studies). Similarly, you do not determine who is
criminal by the operation of the criminal justice system (e.g.,
arrest or conviction) but instead by seeking direct evidence
of the behavior (e.g., self-report studies). This is particularly
important to the task of studying the differential application
of the law to segments of the population. What is labeled
here the social legal approach to law and crime is the dom-
inant view in criminology today, although much criminolog-
ical research violates this perspective and accepts the easier
means of measurement: official data.

The Future of Criminology
and Criminal Justice

During the past 40 years, criminology has emerged as one
of the most dynamic social sciences and certainly the
fastest growing. Today, it stands on clear foundations of
commitment to scientific rigor, interdisciplinary theory of
crime, and improving the operation and “justness” of the
criminal justice system. It stands firmly on the shoulders



of many individuals, most importantly Beccaria and
Lombroso. Although federal funding for criminological
research has diminished in recent years, there is every rea-
son to believe that it will increase as the role of criminol-
ogy in preventing and controlling crime through theory
and evidence-based approaches becomes more widely
known and appreciated.

Few major initiatives in criminal law and criminal jus-
tice during this period have been developed without sig-
nificant criminological involvement. Hot-spots policing,
problem-oriented policing, crime mapping and analysis,
sentencing guidelines, specialized courts, sex offender
programming, effective models of rehabilitation, reentry
programs, problems of eyewitness identifications, proce-
dures for police lineups and interrogations, the role of
DNA in courts and policing—the list goes on and on. The
point is that criminology is making a difference. As long
as it continues to be rigorous in methods, interdisciplinary
in approach, and guided by a commitment to justice, it
will flourish and continue its emergence as a vital scien-
tific enterprise.

Notes

1. Between 1970 and today, it is estimated that enrollment in
criminology programs at universities in the United States has
increased by a factor of 1,000, partly because of the rapid growth
in the number of such programs.

2. He was the primary author, but contemporary scholarship
suggests that others were intimately involved in the develop-
ment and writing of the book. Although that is not critical for
this chapter, readers can find a discussion of this in the fore-
word to the Paolucci edition (Beccaria, 1764/1963).

3. For a discussion of this criminological work during this
period see Vold (1979), especially Chapters 3 and 4.

4. Although these themes were dominant during specific
times, the development of theories of crime has not been so
straightforward or developmental. In fact, all four approaches to
explaining the causes of crime can still be found today.

5. This approach continues today in some public and politi-
cal discourse. Too frequently we hear that crime is caused by
welfare moms, lead paint, unemployment, and a variety of other
factors. While criminologists widely acknowledge the multi-
faceted nature of crime causation, the problem is that we do not
know which cause is most important or how multiple factors
interact. This type of response reinforces the idea held by some
that criminologists do not know much about crime.

6. In Europe and the rest of the world, criminology did not
develop as rapidly as it did in the United States. In many ways,
the history of criminology since the beginning of the 20th century
until quite recently has been written in the United States.

7. As noted earlier, criminological theories do not easily dis-
appear. The problem has been that these theories accumulate but
are not cumulative. The issue being addressed today in criminology
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is how to use an interdisciplinary framework to integrate these the-
ories and develop cumulative knowledge.
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to public policy. Many, if not most, of the ques-

tions that criminologists seek to answer directly or
indirectly impact questions of public policy. Criminol-
ogists seek to understand the nature and extent of crime,
to explain why people commit crime, and to advance
knowledge as to how crime might be prevented. Policy-
makers seek to address an array of social problems, includ-
ing the problem of crime. Despite this seemingly natural
connection, the field of criminology has had an uneasy
relationship with public policy and has had somewhat less
of a direct effect on matters of public policy than some
might expect.

There have been some notable instances in which crim-
inological research has impacted public policy. For exam-
ple, Lawrence Sherman’s randomized field study in
Minneapolis (often referred to as the Minnesota Domestic
Violence Study), which focused on policing domestic vio-
lence, led to widespread reforms in the way that police
departments responded to domestic violence calls
(Sherman et al., 1999). The work of George Kelling and
his colleagues as they developed the “broken windows”
model of policing similarly led to important changes in
police strategies, first in New York City and later in other
major jurisdictions. More recently, the research of Joan
Petersilia (2008) has led to the adoption of “earned dis-
charge” parole in California. Although there are a number
of instances in which criminological work has directly
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impacted policy, much of the policy-relevant criminologi-
cal research has had little to no measurable effect on pub-
lic policy. This lack of effect can be attributed in part to the
reluctance among some academics to engage directly in
the policy arena. In a provocative essay lamenting crimi-
nology’s irrelevance, James Austin (2003) argued that “in
terms of having any effect on criminal justice policy, there
is little evidence that any criminologist’s career has made
much of a difference” (p. 558).

Although criminology’s policy impact has been largely
inconsequential to date, there have been renewed calls for
a policy-oriented approach in criminology. Leading crimi-
nologist Ronald Clarke (2004) proposed that the field of
criminology be reconfigured as a field of “crime science”
that has as its main focus studying crime in ways that
inform policy. Prominent criminological theorists David
Garland and Richard Sparks (2000) suggested that the
coming generation of criminology be one that takes the
problem of crime as a serious concern, with a renewed
commitment to reducing the impact of crime on everyday
lives.

The Emergence of Criminology

Criminology began as a theoretically oriented field of
study. Notably, the early criminologists were drawn from
various disciplines (sociology, psychology, medicine) and



would likely not have self-identified as “criminologists.”
Nonetheless, early writers about the social science of
crime, such as Emile Durkheim (in the field of sociology),
sought to explain the existence of crime in society.
Durkheim and others also set out to explain patterns of
crime through the examination of crime across time and
place. Shortly afterward, writers sought to explain why
some people engaged in crime when others did not. In the
late 1800s, Cesare Lombroso, who is often referred to as
the “founder of modern criminology,” launched the science
of criminology through his explorations into differences
between criminal and noncriminal populations. As
Lombroso’s biological explanations for criminal offending
waned in popularity, the Chicago School, with its ecologi-
cal approach to the study of crime (and related social prob-
lems) emerged as the dominant paradigm in the 1930s and
remains influential today. Between the 1930s and today,
the field has experienced a proliferation of theories of
crime, such that an entire college semester is no longer
enough time to adequately address all of the theories that
have been advanced to date. There is no one, uniform the-
ory of crime; instead, there are multiple and competing
theories. For most of criminology’s history, developing and
testing these theories has been the focus of the field.

Throughout its early history, criminologists now and
again have attempted to explain some of the mechanisms
of justice, but this was mostly a philosophical project
regarding the law. Critical theorists (e.g., Marxist theo-
rists), for example, began to take on the justice system, in
particular its relation to larger social structures and mech-
anisms. By and large, though, the core concern of crimi-
nology was crime and its causes.

The Influence of Criminal Justice

A somewhat radical change in this pattern occurred
when the field of criminal justice, related to but distin-
guishable from criminology, was introduced as a separate
area of study. As criminologists continued to study crime
and its causes, scholars of criminal justice announced their
intention to study the operations of the criminal justice
system. Not merely a theoretical enterprise, the academic
field of criminal justice sought to understand the problems
and prospects of criminal justice, including an assessment
of its effectiveness.

An assessment of effectiveness entailed necessarily a
concern for how well the criminal justice system worked,
which in turn implied the ability to give advice on how it
should work and what might be done to increase its effec-
tiveness. In other words, scholars of criminal justice began
to enter the world of policy and practice.

The growth of academic criminal justice through the
1970s coincided with the upward spike in crime, the politi-
cization of crime policy, and substantial growth in the size
and impact of the criminal justice system. Beginning in the
mid- to late 1960s and continuing through the early 1970s,
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crime rates began to rise quite rapidly. Although today there
is debate about just how much crime actually increased
over the period, there is little doubt that the perception that
crime was increasing rapidly led to elevated fear of crime
and an increasing sense of urgency regarding the problem
of crime. At about the same time, the foundations of the
criminal justice system’s rehabilitative orientation were
being questioned, and a new approach emphasizing crime
control was offered. Over this period, crime policy became
highly politicized. If deemed not “tough enough” on crime,
politicians usually saw their political aspirations dashed.
Legislatures enacted tougher crime policies, frequently
with little to no debate. The new get-tough policies fre-
quently produced injustices (and reproduced inequalities)
in ways that criminologists found increasingly troubling.
Moreover, criminologists argued that a number of these
initiatives were not only theoretically unsound but also
ultimately counterproductive.

Increasing concern about the justice of crime policy led
to an unprecedented increase in the number of scholars and
students whose careers were concerned with criminal jus-
tice. Since 1980, the number of doctoral programs offering
PhD degrees in criminal justice has increased dramatically,
and the number of PhD graduates has increased as well,
and still the market for academics remained ahead of the
growth curve, as entry-level criminal justice job openings
outpaced the number of new PhDs entering the market.
The influence of criminal justice on the field of criminol-
ogy has been quite profound.

Criminology and Criminal Justice

For some individuals there is a powerful uneasiness
between those who identify themselves with the traditional
(sociological) roots of criminology and its search for
understanding crime and those who associate themselves
with criminal justice and the search for the right policies.
In particular, concern has grown around criminology’s per-
ceived attempt to establish itself as a distinct discipline,
severing its ties with sociology and other more established
fields of inquiry. Joachim Savelsberg and Robert Sampson
(2002), for example, expressed concern that as criminol-
ogy has tried to assert its intellectual independence (and
establish itself as a separate discipline), it has lost much of
its academic credibility. According to Savelsberg and
Sampson, part of this lost credibility can be attributed to
the field’s reliance on government funding and the con-
comitant reliance on state definitions and ideas. Savelsberg
and Sampson argued that the study of criminology is at its
best when attached to another discipline and led by intel-
lectual tradition and ideas instead of by government prior-
ities and dollars. James Austin (2003) similarly suggested
that criminology’s irrelevance can be attributed to a lack of
knowledge. Although he did not explicitly advocate a
return to sociological roots, Austin argued that criminolo-
gists have little “good science” to offer policymakers, in
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large part because of the decline of scientific methods,
unbridled speculation, researcher bias, and the heavy hand
of government funders in criminological research.

Other individuals see a perfect melding between crimi-
nology and criminal justice as fields of inquiry. The best
illustration of this melding is the “what-works” movement
and its academic sibling, evidence-based criminology. The
what-works movement draws most of its momentum from
the now-infamous “nothing works” proclamation made by
Robert Martinson and his colleagues in a seminal article
published in the mid-1970s (Miller, 1989). Martinson et al.
subjected research findings in the area of correctional reha-
bilitation to meta-analysis, an analytical method used to
summarize research findings and isolate the size of effects
across accumulated research studies. They used a primitive
meta-analytic technique and, on the basis of their findings,
argued that there was little evidence that rehabilitative pro-
gramming had any appreciable effect. Although Martinson
et al. did not offer a vision for what might work in place of
rehabilitation, the take-away message became that we had
been too “soft” on crime, and the gap left by rehabilitation
was quickly filled with a full complement of new get-tough
approaches to the problem of crime. Partly in reaction to the
influence of Martinson et al.’s “nothing works” article,
more recent criminologists have sought to provide better
evidence as to “what works,” offering prescriptions for each
of the major subareas of criminal justice (crime prevention,
policing, juvenile justice, and corrections, among others).

In the late 1990s, the U.S. Congress asked for a compre-
hensive evaluation of program effectiveness in preventing
crime. Congress’s request led the National Institute of Justice
to commission a study of what works in crime prevention.
The study, conducted by Lawrence Sherman and colleagues
(1999), involved a review of more than 500 program impact
evaluations. The researchers concluded that, in terms of
crime prevention, some programs appeared to be working,
some clearly did not work, and others showed promise. There
were a number of programs for which the jury remained out,
because the impact evaluations reviewed were not sound
enough to allow the researchers to draw valid conclusions.
Sherman et al. ultimately recommended that the Department
of Justice primarily fund program evaluations seeking to
address what works, particularly in high-crime urban areas.

The what-works paradigm draws on an evidence-based
criminological approach. Evidence-based criminology
requires that high-quality evaluation research form the
basis of policy or practice and is perhaps best exemplified
by The Campbell Collaboration, a group of interdiscipli-
nary social scientists who undertake systematic reviews of
research regarding the effectiveness of various social poli-
cies and practices. The Campbell Collaboration’s system-
atic reviews are designed to help inform both policy and
practice through pulling together and synthesizing research
findings to advance our understanding of best practices.

Despite the growing popularity of evidence-based crim-
inology and the what-works paradigm, debate remains over
what should constitute “evidence” and how high the bar

should be set before the social science of criminology and
criminal justice might be in a position to inform public pol-
icy. Some scholars believe the bar should be set very high
and that only research that relies on true experimental
methods (with random assignment to experimental and
control groups) meets the bar. Truly experimental research
is understandably hard to come by in a field where random
assignment is at best difficult to achieve and, in some
cases, not possible. Consider, for example, policy-driven
research examining the effectiveness of a diversion pro-
gram for serious offenders. Randomly assigning some
offenders to this noncustodial program and others to prison
would raise ethical concerns and present some rather com-
plicated logistical challenges.

Other scholars think that research that has been subjected
to the scrutiny of others in the field through the peer review
process has the capacity to inform public policy. This
broader view recognizes that there are limits to what we cur-
rently know and that there are limitations to the research that
criminologists conduct but advocates for a more fluid
approach in which research constantly informs the process.
As knowledge grows and changes, so might policy.

Criminology, Criminal
Justice, and Public Policy

Today, there is a debate within criminology regarding
whether, and how much, criminology (and its younger sib-
ling, criminal justice) should seek to influence crime pol-
icy. Some have embraced a proactive policy approach,
while others remain quite notably opposed.

Arguments Against Participation

Individuals who are opposed to a policy approach in the
field say that (a) criminal justice is inherently political and
that this politicization should be a matter of concern,
(b) “evidence” in the field of criminology and criminal jus-
tice is not only nuanced but also constantly changing and
therefore too fluid to be of much use, and (c) there are hon-
est academic disputes among respected social scientists
and that these disputes should be taken seriously. We pre-
sent each of these arguments in turn.

Criminal Justice Is Inherently Political

Criminal justice involves partisan interests, political
pressure, and compromise in ways that some people say are
incompatible with science. These opponents would argue
that politics distorts scientific inquiry, especially when the
results of science are politically unpopular. Take for exam-
ple, the complicated relationship between crime and incar-
ceration. For at least the past three decades, the war on
crime (and the war on drugs and, more recently, the war on
terror) have involved a get-tough orientation to addressing
the problem of crime. Driven in part by increasing crime



rates and in part by political and practical expediency, cur-
rent strategies for addressing the problem of crime have led
to unprecedented growth in the size of prison populations.
Incarceration has, in some respects, been advanced as the
one-size-fits-all answer to the problem of crime. Social sci-
ence evidence suggests, however, that incarceration is at
best limited in its ability to prevent or control crime and in
some important ways problematic for crime prevention. Yet
criminological research highlighting the limited impact of
prison expansion policies is politically unpopular, because
politicians seeking to address the concerns of their con-
stituents see few other politically viable options.

Similarly, when studies conducted by criminologists kept
finding that boot camps featuring shock incarceration as an
environmental intervention did not work, a chasm grew
between the research community and the policy community.
Opening new boot camps across the country remained a pri-
ority of the Clinton Administration throughout Clinton’s
tenure, even as study after study uncovered disappointing
results. The main reaction of the policy community was to
increase funding for studies of boot camps, possibly in the
hopes that a new set of findings might someday emerge.

Criminological Evidence Is
Nuanced and Ever Changing

There is a related problem of the nature of academic evi-
dence itself. The evidence generated through social science
research is almost never definitive and almost always
nuanced, yet to make evidence palatable for the policy
process seems to require watering it down and removing the
crucial nuances of scientific “fact.” There is a tendency for
those nuances to get lost during the political process.
Studies of the recidivism rate of people convicted of sexual
crimes shows that the risk represented by this subgroup is
complex, depending on personal background and type of
offense. These nuances are typically forgotten in the policy-
writing process, however, and widely varying types of sex
crimes are treated as identical for purposes of legal action.

Moreover, criminological evidence is constantly chang-
ing, suggesting that the knowledge within the field is a lot
more dynamic than policy about crime is able to be. At one
time, for example, there was a strong consensus that poverty
“caused” crime, but that view has changed markedly as new
evidence on the causes of crime emerge.

Nobody should be surprised if the evidentiary founda-
tion of the field is dynamic rather than static; the purpose
of criminological scholarship, after all, is to produce new
evidence. To build policy on “facts” that may well be con-
travened by new evidence is to erect crime policy on a bed
of shifting sands.

Academic Disputes Among Criminologists
Show Why Policy Positions Are Problematic

There are honest disputes among serious scientists
about what really works and how well. The death penalty
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offers a good example. Although there is a growing con-
sensus around the utility of the death penalty—with most
criminologists arguing that it either does not deter crime or
deters no more than a lengthy prison sentence—some
criminologists continue to argue that pursuing the death
penalty is worthwhile. Recently, for example, a series of
empirical papers written by economists suggesting that the
death penalty reduces the rate of homicide have challenged
the field’s widely accepted consensus that it does not have
that effect.

Serious academic disputes exist around all of the most
controversial or contentious criminological debates (with
gun control offering yet another example). Perhaps more
surprising is that these serious academic debates also exist
around questions that are more fundamental to the field.
The “crime decline” experienced across the United States
from the latter part of the 1990s represents the most sus-
tained decline in crime rates in at least 50 years. Its cause
has been the subject of much criminological thought, as
some of the most respected criminologists in the field have
advanced theories and offered evidence to support those
theories. Some have argued that more aggressive policing
and/or a change in the orientation of policing contributed
to the crime decline. Others have argued that more strict
control and regulation of guns have reduced crime (in par-
ticular, violent crime). Many of these expert opinions con-
flict with one another and such debates just highlight how
little we actually know for sure about crime, its causes, and
its prevention. As any student of criminology can tell you,
there are easily as many theories of crime as there are types
of crime.

Arguments in Favor of Participation

Individuals who favor greater involvement of social sci-
ence in the justice policy process say that (a) policy should
be based on the best available evidence, (b) avoiding
involvement simply allows for false claims of evidence,
(c) avoiding involvement allows gross injustices to con-
tinue, and (d) the work of criminology can influence
agency practice without necessarily engaging directly in
the legislative process. Again, we present each of these
arguments in turn.

Policy Should Be Based
on the Best Available Evidence

Policies should be based on the best available evidence,
not on whatever political fancy rules the day. The only way
to do that is to make the evidence available to policymak-
ers. Thus, it falls to criminologists—and in particular, the
professional organizations that represent them—to inform
policymakers of the evidence. Precisely because the evi-
dence is so often heavily nuanced, this must be done in a
proactive and interactive way, not merely by publishing
articles and letting the chips fall where they may. The pro-
fessional associations must approach policymakers and
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speak to them in ways that assist policymakers in inter-
preting the evidence and translating that evidence into pol-
icy. Only then can policy become a reflection of evidence.

Staying Out of Policy Debates Allows Charlatans and
False Claims of Evidence to Shape Them Instead

Avoiding involvement in the policy process opens the
door for charlatans to take control on false claims of evi-
dence. Washington, D.C., is filled with advocacy groups
that seek to marshal evidence to support their favored poli-
cies. Often, the organization of evidence is quite slanted
toward the favored policy position, ignoring studies that do
not support the already-determined positions being pro-
moted. This leads to a potpourri of policy strategies, often
taking opposing positions but all citing evidence as the
foundation for their claims. The role of criminology in
such a setting is to help sort out the evidence, provide crit-
ical reviews of what is known, and help policymakers see
which claims are most well supported by what is known
and (of equal importance) what is “bunk.”

Remaining Removed From Policy
Debates Leaves Gross Injustices Unaffected

To stay out of the policy process is to allow gross injus-
tice to continue to dominate a field and to turn a blind eye to
stupidity in policies. Many justice policies are, it is argued,
known to be harmful. For the criminological community to
remain mute when policies are proposed (or enacted) that
are known to either make the problem worse or to result in
untenable consequences is to tacitly participate in the per-
petuation of injustice. Juvenile transfer laws, which result in
charging juveniles as adults, are an excellent example,
because research shows they fail to deter juvenile crime
while resulting in worse treatment of juveniles under adult
laws. To fail to speak out is to leave this mistreatment of
youngsters unchallenged. Speaking out against unjust poli-
cies, from an informed and scientific point of view, seems
an essential requirement of an ethical criminological profes-
sion. We would be shocked if, for example, the American
Medical Association allowed policies to go forward without
comment if they were demonstrably bad for the nation’s
health. Why are we not shocked that criminologists do the
same with crime policy?

There Are Good Reasons
for Influencing Agency Practice

There are many ways that criminologists (and their
work) can influence agency practice without having to get
enmeshed in the legislative process. Joan Petersilia’s
Center for Evidence-Based Corrections, housed in the
University of California at Irvine, has just that mission in
the California penal system. The National Institute of
Corrections promulgates an annual agenda of technical

assistance using some of the nation’s most well-established
scholars as vehicles for improving the practice of criminal
justice agencies. Many, if not most, academic criminal jus-
tice programs enjoy strong relationships with practicing
criminal justice agencies, not only feeding them students
but also helping them plan, implement, and evaluate new
policies. To perform this kind of service is counted as a
positive on the tenure and promotion requirements of
many colleges and universities, and rightfully so.

Informing Public Policy

Thinking about criminology and policy today, we must
begin by recognizing that the policymaking process is
indeed a process, with a formal legislative course of action
(bill writing, lobbying, testimony, etc.) and attendant side
effects. We should also recognize that scientific opinion is
actively sought in this process and that opinion will be
located whether the field of criminology is comfortable
with that fact or not.

Individual Participation

There are four ways that individual criminologists can
take intentional action that is designed to influence policy:
(1) thoroughly addressing policy implications of their
research in their work, (2) working with policy-involved
organizations, (3) directly inserting themselves in the policy-
making process, and (4) engaging the media.

Addressing Policy Implications

Criminologists routinely seek to publish their research
findings in traditional outlets (journals) and in doing so
usually submit their work to the peer review process. At its
best, this peer review process provides some level of assur-
ance that the research used acceptable methods and that the
findings are relatively sound. In other words, the purpose
of the peer review process is to ensure that only research
meeting established quality standards is published. When
seeking publication in peer review publications, the focus
is naturally on the research and the findings, and therefore
authors are discouraged from straying too far from the
facts. In other words, lengthy discussions about what the
findings might mean for either policy or practice are con-
sidered polemic and are discouraged. One way in which
criminologists might seek to influence policy would be
through more directly addressing the policy implications
of their work. Several journals have been established that
explicitly focus on the policy relevance of criminological
research. Although this represents a small step in the direc-
tion of informing public policy, our own experience in
developing the journal Criminology & Public Policy sug-
gests that if the field wishes to influence policy through
its science, merely publishing the work of academic



researchers in accessible venues will not be enough.
Neither will it be enough to simply offer the media con-
cisely written summaries of research findings with the
policy prescriptions emphasized. It would seem that crimi-
nologists need to do more.

Working With Policy-Involved Organizations

A second way in which individual criminologists might
become involved in the world of policy would be through
working directly with policy-involved organizations.
Agencies and organizations frequently seek to engage in
collaborations with academic researchers to either evaluate
specific programs or to put together proposals for new ini-
tiatives. A number of criminologists have made a substan-
tial impact on criminal justice policy primarily through
their working relationships with organizations and agen-
cies that are directly involved in the criminal justice
process. Joan Petersilia, for example, is well-known for her
work with the California Department of Corrections and,
through that work, has influenced correctional policy in
California and beyond. Similarly, George Kelling, who is
most well-known for his contribution to the “broken win-
dows” model for policing, has worked closely with police
departments over the years. Kelling’s work has led to the
widespread adoption of the broken-windows model, not
only in policing but also in other areas of the system, such
as courts and corrections. In other words, working directly
with the individuals responsible for administering criminal
justice can have a substantial impact on policy.

Direct Engaging in the Legislative Process

The most direct way for criminologists to engage in the
policy arena is through offering expert opinion at various
points in the legislative process. Legislative bills do not sim-
ply become law: They are lobbied for, introduced, sent to
committee, debated, and ultimately voted on. Criminologists
could exert influence at many stages during this process.
This influence could range from signing a petition, to send-
ing a letter or a paper to legislators, to advising those who
are drafting legislation and offering expert testimony during
legislative debate. By far the most common way that crimi-
nologists insert themselves into the legislative process is
through expert testimony. There is no systematic way that
people are vetted for this testimony, but some criminologists
are called on repeatedly to offer the legislature their under-
standing of the criminological wisdom of certain policies.

Engaging the Media

Experts are not only sought out for direct participation in
the legislative process through testifying during hearings,
they also are sought out for indirect participation in the pol-
icy process through engaging in debates that take place in
the media. The power of this indirect participation to exert
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influence on the policy process should not be underesti-
mated. Research suggests that the relationship among the
media, politicians, and the public is a powerful one. In many
ways, the media—driven primarily by ratings—reflect (and
perhaps shape) public interests, priorities, and sentiment.
With the advent of 24-hour news networks and the prolifer-
ation of Internet news sites, the supply of news outlets has
grown dramatically. These news outlets often rely on
“experts” to buttress their news stories. Research has
demonstrated that the media will turn to “expert sources” to
support their stories whether those sources are academic
experts or not. Criminal justice officials, practitioners, and
even laypeople serve as experts in the absence of academic
researchers. Michael Welch and colleagues (Welch,
Fenwick, & Roberts, 1998) reported that other sources to
which the media might turn when criminologists are not
available (e.g., practitioners and criminal justice officials)
are typically more ideological in orientation. Practitioners
and others tend to rely on anecdotal evidence (as opposed to
research evidence) and tend to advocate for more “hard”
approaches to the problem of crime. Criminologist Greg
Barak (2007) argued that criminologists ought to engage
more deliberately in “newsmaking criminology.” Barak
argued that, by engaging the media, criminologists can help
set and shape the crime policy agenda.

Despite the opportunities to engage in newsmaking
criminology, relatively few criminologists engage the
media with any frequency. There are a handful of crimi-
nologists (e.g., James Alan Fox and Larry Kobilinsky) who
routinely make themselves available to local and national
media outlets. Most others engage the media on more of an
ad hoc basis, typically following an individual request
from a local news agency.

There are clearly some downsides to engaging the media.
The media rely heavily on overly simplistic explanations for
complex phenomena. In an age of sound bites and easily
digestible news, much of the story—and almost all of the
nuances—gets lost. Most criminologists who have worked
with the media have tales to tell of misquotes or selective use
of material that distort meaning.

Organizational Participation

It is one thing for criminologists, acting as private citi-
zens, to insert themselves into the policy process. It is quite
another for formal associations, such as the American
Society of Criminology (ASC) or the Academy of Criminal
Justice Sciences (ACJS), to take formal organizational
action in this arena. The main way these organizations
have, to date, been active in the policy process is by a very
limited role, such as supporting the work of the specialist
scientific group Consortium of Social Science Associations.
However, that is now changing. For about 5 years, the
ACIJS has had a public policy section that has a presence in
Washington, D.C., and writes a newsletter about what is
happening in the politics of crime. Also, the ASC recently
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contracted with a firm in DC to strengthen its voice on
Capitol Hill.

Levels of organizational participation in the policy
process, in order of “comfort” for the field, might include
the following:

1. Advocating for the best possible quality of crime and
justice statistics

2. Advocating for scientific peer review process for funding
crime and justice research

3. Advocating for large crime research budgets

4. Commissioning the writing of white papers that
summarize what is known about a topic

5. Supporting expert testimony before legislative bodies

6. Vetting experts to testify about specific legislation

7. Taking formal organizational positions in crime and
justice matters

These are all strategies that are variously taken by one or
another of other professional societies (the American
Medical Association, American Bar Association, American
Sociological Association), and so there is precedent for
each of these kinds of participation by criminology. We
now briefly review each type of participation.

Advocating for Quality Criminal Justice Data

Quite a bit of the work of criminologists draws on official
data collected by various federal agencies. The Federal
Bureau of Investigation collects and compiles crime data
through the Uniform Crime Reports (UCR) and the National
Incident Based Reporting System. The Bureau of Justice
Statistics, alone and in collaboration with the Bureau of the
Census, also collects criminal justice data, including, among
many others, the National Crime Victimization Survey, the
National Corrections Reporting Program, and the National
Judicial Reporting Program. Similarly, a number of other
federal agencies undertake substantial data collection efforts
that address criminal justice issues. These data are used by
criminologists as they conduct their research. As is always
the case, the quality of the data will, in large part, dictate the
quality of the research and the reliability of the findings.
Criminologists therefore have a vested interest in ensuring
the quality and integrity of these data. Just as important,
these data are also sometimes used by the media and
unscrupulous criminologists in ways that are seen as prob-
lematic by many in the field. Some of the ways in which
UCR data have been used—for instance, to rank the nation’s
safest or most dangerous cities—are particularly troubling
because they rely on overly simplistic rankings of the raw
data. Individually or collectively, criminologists might advo-
cate for the collection of quality criminal justice data and for
appropriate and responsible use of official data.

Advocating for Scientific Peer Review Processes

Just as some of the data used by criminologists as they
conduct their research is generated by government agencies,

some of the research in the area of crime and justice is
funded by those very same agencies. The National Institute
of Justice is one of the major funding sources for academic
criminological research. The National Institutes of Health;
its subsidiary, the National Institute on Drug Abuse; the
Office of Juvenile Justice and Delinquency Prevention; and
the National Science Foundation also fund research in the
areas of criminology and criminal justice. Although the
amount of funding set aside for research might vary across
presidential administrations, the need for quality controls in
the selection of projects identified for funding should not.
To that end, academic criminologists seeking to influence
public policy sometimes actively involve themselves in the
funding selection processes by advocating for peer review
processes and, in some instances, serving as peer reviewers.

Advocating for Research Budgets

Criminologists and criminological organizations have at
times advocated on behalf of agencies and bureaus
involved in the data collection and research funding enter-
prises. When local, state, and federal budgets are tight (or
in crisis), the tendency has been to reduce or eliminate
research funding. Some people would argue this strategy is
shortsighted because criminological research has the
capacity to address fundamental questions of public policy.
The Consortium of Social Science Associations serves as a
national umbrella organization that promotes social sci-
ence research. Criminology is quite well represented in
that lobbying group.

Commissioning White Papers

Professional criminological organizations might also
engage in the commissioning of white papers that summa-
rize what we collectively know about an issue based on the
accumulated evidence. This is particularly important
because one of the major barriers to effective participation
in the policy-making process has been the issue of accessi-
bility. Research findings in the field of criminology typi-
cally appear in academic journals and books written for
academic audiences. These journals and books are fre-
quently loaded with relatively advanced statistical meth-
ods, complicated descriptions of the findings, and no small
amount of academic jargon. In other words, the findings
are not particularly accessible to a general audience or to
policymakers. Moreover, the findings often represent a
small piece of a much larger puzzle. Findings from one
study typically build on findings from previously pub-
lished work. Experts in the field may be familiar with the
accumulated body of evidence, whereas those in a general
audience would typically not be. White papers can draw on
and more concisely summarize the collection of research
findings in a particular area.

An annual publication, Crime and Justice: A Review of
Research, published by the University of Chicago Press and
edited by Michael Tonry, does this for research findings



across a number of areas. The National Academy of
Sciences also has commissioned works that synthesize and
summarize the state of knowledge within a particular area
(perhaps most notably, deterrence and gun control). White
papers commissioned by professional associations could be
drafted in response to pressing issues of public policy.
These reports could adeptly synthesize what criminology as
a field has to offer in the form of contributions to our
understanding of the issue. The white papers fall short of
offering official positions and instead provide information
relevant to and necessary for making informed decisions
around policy issues.

The ASC has experimented with the white-paper
process, but not very successfully. After two white papers
were written on incarceration policy, the ASC’s executive
board decided to end the process because it was deemed
not to fit very well with the way the organization works.
White papers were seen as too politically controversial to
be sustainable by the organization, and no easy process for
vetting the papers throughout the whole organization was
available.

Supporting Expert Testimony
Before Legislative Bodies

Another way professional organizations could become
more directly involved in the policy arena would be
through supporting expert testimony before legislative
bodies. Most bills that are introduced in legislatures are
subject to some debate before they come to a vote. All sorts
of legislation related to crime and justice policy makes its
way through this process without any input from criminol-
ogists or criminal justice experts. Professional organiza-
tions might provide funding or simply encourage their
memberships to more actively involve themselves in the
legislative process.

Vetting Experts to Testify About Specific Legislation

Professional organizations—and in particular their
executive boards—might vet experts to testify about spe-
cific legislation. For example, if legislation proposing
stricter limits on access to guns were up for discussion,
professional organizations could solicit the participation of
known experts in the field, perhaps carefully selecting
experts representing a variety of viewpoints. The crimino-
logical organization could establish a stable of people who
have been identified as having unassailable expertise in
given areas and then promote their testimony on legislative
matters as they arise.

Taking Formal Organizational Positions

Although some professional organizations (e.g., the
American Bar Association) quite routinely announce
official organizational positions on issues of importance to
their field, the two largest professional criminological
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associations—the ASC and the ACJS—have been more
reluctant to take formal (e.g., official) positions on matters
of criminal justice policy. To date, the ASC has officially
taken official policy positions on just two issues: (1) the
death penalty and (2) the irresponsible use of crime data.
In 1989, the ASC issued its first official policy position
proclaiming opposition to the death penalty:

Be it resolved that because social science research has demon-
strated the death penalty to be racist in application and social
science research has found no consistent evidence of crime
deterrence through execution, The American Society of
Criminology publicly condemns this form of punishment, and
urges its members to use their professional skills in legisla-
tures and courts to seek a speedy abolition of this form of pun-
ishment. (American Society of Criminology, n.d.)

Although the ASC’ official position on the death
penalty reflects the wider membership’s general opposition
to capital punishment, not all members support that view;
neither would all members agree with the official position
taken. In part because of concern about announcing offi-
cial positions in a field in which there are notable differ-
ences of opinion, the ASC’s death penalty position stood as
the sole policy position for nearly 20 years until, in 2007,
the ASC board voted to announce a second official policy
position, regarding the irresponsible use of crime data.
Amid growing concern that official crime data were being
misused and misrepresented (particularly in the media), in
November 2007, the executive board of the ASC took an
official policy position with regard to the use of UCR data:

Be it resolved, that the Executive Board of the American
Society of Criminology opposes the use of Uniform Crime
Reports data to rank American cities as “dangerous” or “safe”
without proper consideration of the limitations of these data.
Such rankings are invalid, damaging, and irresponsible. They
fail to account for the many conditions affecting crime rates,
the mis-measurement of crime, large community differences
in crime within cities, and the factors affecting individuals’
crime risk. City crime rankings make no one safer, but they
can harm the cities they tarnish and divert attention from the
individual and community characteristics that elevate crime in
all cities. The Executive Board of the American Society of
Criminology urges media outlets to subject city crime rank-
ings to scientifically sound evaluation and will make crime
experts available to assist in this vital public responsibility.
(American Society of Criminology, n.d.)

In addition to announcing official policy positions of the
organization, the ASC has also convened a National Policy
Committee. As mentioned previously, earlier iterations of
the ASC’s National Policy Committee have issued two pol-
icy papers (i.e., white papers). Each of these white papers
makes clear through a disclaimer that the papers express the
views of their authors and do not represent official policy
positions of the organization (although clearly the policy
paper on the death penalty supports the ASC’s previously
announced official position on the death penalty).
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Conclusion

The purpose of this chapter was to review the position of
criminology and criminal justice relative to the world
of public policy. Despite an obvious relevance, the field
of criminology has historically exhibited a reluctance to
engage in questions of public policy in any systematic or
concerted manner. Although there are some notable indi-
vidual exceptions, as a group criminologists have been
reticent to participate in the process. Criminological asso-
ciations have expressed even more reservations regarding
such participation.

We should be clear that the state of criminology as a
field related to public policy is changing. Where it is
headed we cannot say, but there is almost a certainty that
the extremely limited participation of the field that has
characterized its history is ending. Debates today are less
about whether to participate and more about how best to
participate in the policy arena.
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one of the most consistent findings in criminology,

and it has been referred to as a “resilient empirical
regularity” (Brame & Piquero, 2003, p. 107) and “one of
the brute facts of criminology” (Hirschi & Gottfredson,
1983, p. 552). Social statisticians as early as Quetelet in
the 1800s (Steffensmeier, Allan, Harer, & Streifel, 1989)
identified a strong relationship between age and crime that
has come to be known as the age—crime curve. The general
form of the relationship between age and crime is not
much debated. In aggregate studies, the age—crime curve is
unimodal, with official crime rates rising in adolescence to
a peak in the late teenage years and then declining rapidly
through adulthood. It is also apparent that the age—crime
curve peaks somewhat later for violent crimes as compared
with property crimes. Although much research examining
the age—crime relationship has relied on official data and
age-specific arrest rates (Marvell & Moody, 1991), Moffitt
(1993) noted that the general curvilinear pattern also holds
true more generally for conduct disorder, antisocial behav-
ior, and childhood aggression. Farrington (1986) and
Hirschi and Gottfredson (1983) have commented that
although scholars agree on the general form of the age—
crime curve, there is less agreement on its meaning and
implications.

T he curvilinear relationship between age and crime is
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Hirschi and Gottfredson’s
“Age and the Explanation of Crime”

Many scholars have pointed to Hirschi and Gottfredson’s
(1983) seminal article, “Age and the Explanation of
Crime,” as the beginning of serious debate surrounding the
relationship between age and crime. This debate centers
around a number of factors, both methodological and the-
oretical. Specifically, Hirschi and Gottfredson set forth a
number of basic perspectives on the relationship between
age and crime. First, and perhaps most important, these
authors argued that the age—crime curve is invariant across
a wide variety of social and cultural factors, including
time, place, individuals, and types of crime. Although they
recognized that there may be differences in levels of
offending among groups (e.g., males and females), they
dismissed this variation in favor of the conclusion that the
general form of the curve is the same. This invariance
argument has profound implications for methodological,
theoretical, and practical considerations in criminology
and has provoked intense debate among criminologists that
are visited in more detail later in this chapter.

Hirschi and Gottfredson (1983) also addressed theoret-
ical attempts to contend with the age—crime curve, arguing
that theories should not be obligated to try to explain this



relationship and should not be rejected solely because of
their inability to do so. The authors further contended that
no existing criminological theories are capable of explain-
ing the age—crime curve. In the absence of strong theoret-
ical explanations, Hirschi and Gottfredson suggested that
age has a direct effect on crime and on other social factors
proposed to explain crime. An apparent relationship
between marriage and reduced offending is spurious,
because age causes both; in other words, this relationship
appears only because individuals get married and begin to
age out of crime at the same time. Finally, Hirschi and
Gottfredson argued that conceptualizing the age—crime
relationship in terms of a criminal career is unnecessary
and potentially misleading, especially because the causes
of crime are the same at all ages throughout life.

The arguments Hirschi and Gottfredson (1983) put
forth in their article have spurred a great deal of debate in
the field and have far-reaching implications for crimino-
logical research, theory, and policy. Tittle and Grasmick
(1998), for example, argued that Hirschi and Gottfredson’s
perspective presents a major challenge to many current
directions in criminology, including the criminal careers
perspective, longitudinal research, developmental theories,
and social theories in general. Subsequent sections of this
chapter explore the methodological, theoretical, and policy
implications of these various arguments about the age—
crime curve.

Methodological Implications
of the Invariance Argument

Steffensmeier and colleagues (Steffensmeier, Allan, Harer,
& Streifel, 1989) noted disagreement about the strength
and consistency of the relationship between age and crime.
One of the main methodological points of argument stems
from Hirschi and Gottfredson’s (1983) assertion that the
age—crime curve is invariant across time, place, individual
characteristics, offense type, and so on. Many criminolo-
gists have addressed this argument and contend that the
claim of invariance is overstated. In summarizing the
debate, Tittle and Grasmick (1998) found evidence of
invariance only when considering the general mathemati-
cal form of the curve; in other words, the aggregate age—
crime curve looks similar across different places, times,
types of individuals, and offense types. All curves share
the same general unimodal pattern of rising rates to a peak
in late adolescence and declining rates through adulthood.
However, Tittle and Grasmick (1998) commented that the
claims of parametric and individualistic invariance have
been conclusively rejected.

In terms of parametric invariance, studies examining
the specific properties of the age—crime curve (i.e., median,
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mean, skewness, and kurtosis) have found variations (see
Farrington, 1986, and Tittle & Grasmick, 1998). For exam-
ple, using both the Uniform Crime Reports and self-report
data, Steffensmeier and colleagues (1989) found that
whereas the general shape of the aggregate curves are simi-
lar, specific parameters of the curve do vary. They noted in
particular that, over time, the peak of the age—crime curve
has shifted to younger ages and the curve has become
steeper. In his study of the specific components of the curve,
Farrington (1986) also concluded that the age—crime curve is
not invariant. Although Gottfredson and Hirschi (1986) dis-
missed these variations as unimportant, others find them to
be substantively interesting and worth attention (Blumstein,
Cohen, & Farrington, 1988).

The claim of invariance has also been rejected when the
age—crime curve is considered at the individual level. Tittle
and Grasmick (1998) noted many individual deviations
from the modal age—crime curve. Blumstein and col-
leagues (1988) argued that because the aggregate age—
crime curve is capturing prevalence (e.g., the proportion of
the population of a given age that engages in crime), it only
appears to be invariant. When one looks at the relationship
between age and crime at the individual level, however,
one can see a great deal of variation. Farrington (1986)
also cited individual variation in offending trajectories,
which have been replicated in more recent research (see
Nagin & Land, 1993).

This highlights an important methodological debate in
terms of whether the relationship between age and crime is
due to prevalence (i.e., participation rates) or incidence
(i.e., individual patterns of the frequency of offending).
Differences in prevalence or participation rates of offend-
ing imply that the general shape of the age—crime curve
appears because involvement in offending varies by age
group. In other words, a larger proportion of the adolescent
population participates in offending, while the proportion
of the population involved in offending declines for older
age groups. A consideration of incidence or frequency of
offending, on the other hand, suggests that the age—crime
curve is an aggregate representation of individual differ-
ences in the number of crimes committed at various ages.
In other words, individuals commit a larger number of
offenses during their adolescent years and reduce the fre-
quency of their offending as they age. It is now generally
agreed that the relationship apparent in the aggregate age—
crime curve is due to prevalence (Farrington, 1986;
Moffitt, 1993). Beginning with the work of Nagin and
Land (1993), studies have continued to demonstrate varia-
tion in trajectories of the frequency of offending. Hirschi
and Gottfredson (1983) also agreed, and they further
argued that differences in prevalence (i.e., distinguishing
accurately between offenders and nonoffenders) are the
most important consideration in criminology.
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Age, Crime, and Criminal Careers

Other methodological debates surrounding the relation-
ship between age and crime largely stem from the issue of
the invariance of the age—crime curve. The claim of indi-
vidualistic invariance has been rejected, and some
researchers, recognizing that there are individual variations
in the age—crime relationship, have considered offending in
the context of a criminal career. Blumstein et al. (1988)
referred to the criminal career as “the longitudinal
sequence of offenses committed by an offender who has a
detectable rate of offending during some period” (p. 2). The
criminal careers perspective looks at the relationship
between age and crime at the individual level and addresses
such components of a career as onset, persistence, and
desistance. Onset refers to the initiation of criminal behav-
ior, and some researchers have focused on age of onset as
an important element of the criminal career. In particular,
research has examined whether individuals who initiate
their offending early in life are more likely to become long-
term or high-rate offenders. Persistence refers to the con-
tinuation or duration of an offending career, and desistance
refers to the termination of that career. Although Blumstein
et al. argued that there is no reason to expect any particular
pattern or tendency within criminal careers, they suggested
that the inquiry as to the presence of certain patterns (e.g.,
escalation in seriousness, specialization in particular types
of crime, etc.) is open to empirical investigation.

The criminal careers perspective does not present any
particular theoretical model; instead, it is a methodological
and empirical strategy that separately considers participa-
tion in offending from the frequency of offending among
active offenders and allows for the possibility that various
theoretical perspectives may be important in explaining
different components of the criminal career. Gottfredson
and Hirschi (1986), on the other hand, contended that the
appropriate comparison for criminology is between
offenders and nonoffenders (i.e., prevalence or participa-
tion) and that theories that are capable of distinguishing
these two groups are adequate without needing to explain
different components of a career. For Gottfredson and
Hirschi, questions of the incidence or frequency of offend-
ing are irrelevant to the understanding of criminal behav-
ior, and the causes of crime are the same regardless of age
or criminal career component.

Longitudinal Research in Criminology

The age—crime curve and the criminal career pers-
pective both imply long-term processes at work. For a
variety of reasons, longitudinal studies, which involve
repeated measurement over time, have emerged as prefer-
able to cross-sectional studies (i.e., measurement at one
point in time) in the study of criminal careers. Blumstein
and colleagues (1988) argued that understanding
dynamic patterns of offending, whether one is looking for
variation or stability, virtually requires longitudinal data,

and they pointed to the inadequacies of cross-sectional
data in studying criminal careers. Steffensmeier et al.
(1989) likewise argued that there are many social factors
that vary by age and that may provide an explanation for
the shape of the age—crime curve. Greenberg (1985)
pointed out that the impact of dynamic factors will be
underestimated in cross-sectional analyses depending on
the stability or instability of the variable over time. The
distinction between longitudinal and cross-sectional data
may be most important when causal ordering is unclear.
For example, whereas social control theories propose that
weakened social bonds will lead to criminal behavior,
it is also plausible that involvement in offending may
weaken social bonds (Greenberg, 1985). By measuring
social factors and criminal behavior at various points in
time, longitudinal studies are better able to ensure the
appropriate temporal ordering necessary to demonstrate
causation instead of just correlation.

Another important consideration in choosing between
cross-sectional and longitudinal research was raised by
Farrington (1986), who argued that cross-sectional
research easily confuses period, cohort, and age effects.
Period effects refers to the impact of living in a particular
historical period. Regardless of age, individuals who live
through particular periods (e.g., World War II) may experi-
ence the same events or social conditions. Cohort effects
may be more easily confused with age effects in that indi-
viduals in the same cohort (e.g., born in the same year)
may be exposed to similar life experiences (e.g., the Baby
Boomer generation). In contrast, the term aging effects
refers to those social conditions that may vary by age (e.g.,
maturational reform, changes in peer networks or social
bonds, etc.) and would affect individuals regardless of
cohort or period. Farrington argued for the necessity of
using multicohort longitudinal studies to truly distinguish
these period, cohort, and age effects.

Gottfredson and Hirschi (1986, 1987), however, have
taken issue with many of these arguments. Hirschi and
Gottfredson (1983) argued that if the age—crime curve is the
same for everyone, then no special techniques are neces-
sary to understand this relationship. They argued that good
cross-sectional studies (e.g., true experiments) are capable
of answering the same questions as longitudinal designs,
especially considering that the timing of crime and social
events is not ambiguous. Because temporal ordering should
not be a major problem when studying criminal behavior,
according to this perspective one major argument in favor
of longitudinal designs is rejected. They also discounted the
need to disentangle age, period, and cohort effects, because
“crime cannot cause age, period, or cohort” (Gottfredson &
Hirschi, 1987, p. 588), and they argued that the attention
paid to these issues has distracted criminology from more
substantive, policy-relevant concerns.

Gottfredson and Hirschi (1987) also contended that the
correlates of crime uncovered by longitudinal research are
the same as those reported by cross-sectional research, con-
cluding that longitudinal studies have merely confirmed



results from cross-sectional studies. They cautioned that
longitudinal studies are far more expensive, inefficient, and
time consuming than cross-sectional studies, providing no
added value to the study of crime. Other researchers have
pointed to additional difficulties of longitudinal research,
including the possible confusion of testing and maturation
or aging effects and the high levels of attrition (i.e., drop-
ping out) of high-rate chronic offenders from longitudinal
studies over time (Brame & Piquero, 2003).

This debate is far from settled. Gottfredson and Hirschi
(1987) contended that the invariance of the age—crime
curve means that nothing of value has been learned from
longitudinal studies and that it is more important to distin-
guish offenders from nonoffenders, regardless of age. On
the other hand, researchers who are interested in the inci-
dence of offending (i.e., frequency) and criminal careers
argue that the curve varies a great deal at the individual
level and requires longitudinal data to truly understand the
patterns. Sampson and Laub (1995), for example, sug-
gested that although differences between offenders are
important, differences within individuals over time are just
as important to understand. Scholars, especially those in
the criminal careers or developmental/life course tradi-
tions, are increasingly turning to individual-level, longitu-
dinal designs (Brame & Piquero, 2003). This research
continues to find evidence of varying criminal career pat-
terns and to explore whether different social factors may
account for these different patterns (Nagin & Land, 1993;
Steffensmeier et al., 1989).

Theoretical Implications
of the Age—Crime Relationship

Debate over the age—crime curve also has significant
implications for criminological theory. Hirschi and
Gottfredson (1983) claimed that the age—crime curve is
invariant, that the causes of crime are the same at all ages,
and that no existing social theory is capable of explaining
the curve. Traditional criminological theories, such as dif-
ferential association and social control, have tended to
focus on explaining crime during the adolescent period,
which represents the peak of the age—crime curve.
Although this is to be expected, given that the bulk of
delinquent and criminal activity occurs during these ages,
Greenberg (1985) argued that crime does not just level off
following the transition to adulthood; instead, it consis-
tently declines, which suggests the need for theoretical
attention to the entire life span and to the decline and desis-
tance from offending in addition to onset.

Hirschi and Gottfredson (1983) noted that traditional
theories have often been judged by their ability to explain
the patterns apparent in the age—crime curve. For example,
theories are criticized as being able to explain the onset of
criminality, leading to the peak of offending, but not desis-
tance. The failure to explain all aspects of the age—crime
curve is often taken as a fatal flaw for theories. Hirschi and
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Gottfredson argued, however, that a theory that adequately
distinguishes offenders from nonoffenders at a particular
age (e.g., adolescence) may not necessarily account for the
aging-out effect. Because aging out and desistance from
crime occur consistently for all groups, the failure to
explain desistance should not be used to discount a theory,
especially considering that no existing theory, in their
opinion, is capable of providing an adequate explanation.

Hirschi and Gottfredson (1983) also argued that, in the
absence of a sufficient theoretical explanation, the remain-
ing conclusion is that age has a direct effect on crime inde-
pendent of other social factors and incapable of being
explained by any existing social theories. This would seem
to imply some sort of biological explanation, and they
referred to a process of maturational reform, which occurs
pervasively for all offenders, as an explanation of desis-
tance. Farrington (1986) also suggested that maturational
reform reflects some biological forces, noting age-related
variation in physical strength and skills. Again, according
to Gottfredson and Hirschi (1986), because the age—crime
curve is invariant, and because aging out of crime occurs
similarly for everyone, attempts to explain these patterns
with social forces, which are assumed to vary, is futile.
These authors ultimately concluded that the correlation
between various social factors and crime is spurious, call-
ing into question all existing criminological theories.

The Age—Crime Relationship
in Traditional Criminological Theory

Despite the critique leveled by Hirschi and Gottfredson
(1983), the major theoretical traditions in criminology
(i.e., strain, social control, and social learning theories)
have all been used to provide explanations for variation in
criminal behavior over the life span. For example, strain
theory argues that adolescents and young adults experience
more status frustration and strain, which eases with entry
into adulthood and legitimate employment. The relative
deprivation experienced by youth declines with entry into
the legitimate adult labor market (Greenberg, 1985).
Theorists have also incorporated some elements of strain
theory when considering Easterlin’s (1978) perspective on
relative cohort size. Easterlin argued that larger cohorts
(e.g., the Baby Boomers) face certain disadvantages, such
as competition for scarce resources, that result in higher
levels of economic deprivation for that cohort. Although
Easterlin highlighted the negative economic conditions
consistent with a strain perspective, he also suggested that
large cohorts may overwhelm social institutions, subject-
ing cohort members to additional criminogenic social
conditions, such as reduced supervision, weakened social-
ization, and lower levels of social control. These conditions
prove to be most detrimental for adolescents and young
adults and may account for increasing crime rates when
these large cohorts enter the most crime-prone years (i.c.,
late adolescence and early adulthood).
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As Easterlin (1978) and Greenberg (1985) suggested,
social control theory may also provide an argument for the
changing of crime rates by age. Sampson and Laub (1995)
pointed out that the impact of both formal and informal
social controls varies by age. This theory argues that social
bonds are weakened during adolescence, freeing an indi-
vidual to violate social norms. Thus, adolescence repre-
sents a time when attachments to conventional others,
especially parents, and commitment to conventional insti-
tutions are reduced. Social bonds may be re-formed in
adulthood as individuals accumulate conventional ties to
jobs and begin to build their own families through mar-
riage and parenthood. In addition, the consequences of
crime become more serious with age and function as more
of a control on behavior as individuals amass a greater
stake in conformity (Steffensmeier et al., 1989).

Differential association would anticipate that increasing
involvement in crime during the adolescent years is due to
variation in experiences with delinquent peers (Warr,
1993). In support of this perspective, Warr (1993) used
data from the National Youth Survey to demonstrate age-
related changes in exposure to delinquent peers, including
the percentage of friends who are delinquent, time spent
with peers, and the self-reported importance of peers, that
correspond to the age—crime curve. During later periods of
adolescence individuals in the National Youth Survey
reported a larger number of delinquent friends, more time
spent with those friends, and more importance of peers in
their lives. In multivariate models, the relationship
between age and crime was attenuated when peer variables
were included. Thus, Warr’s research suggests that the age—
crime relationship may be at least partially explained by
changes in peer associations.

Stolzenberg and D’ Alessio (2008) more recently exam-
ined the implications of peer association in a different way,
addressing whether changes in co-offending account for
age-related variations in criminal involvement. Researchers
have consistently noted that criminal behavior during ado-
lescence is largely a group phenomenon. This pattern of
co-offending may explain the increasing prevalence rates
during adolescence that are apparent in the aggregate age—
crime curve. Stolzenberg and D’Alessio put forth the fol-
lowing argument:

[The] greater prevalence of co-offending among juveniles,
engendered to a large extent from the influence of criminally
inclined peers, in turn explains why crime levels peak during
adolescence and then begin to decline in early adulthood fol-
lowing graduation from high school. (p. 69)

If this perspective is true, the age—crime relationship
should be most apparent when one is considering crimes
involving co-offending, but it should disappear when co-
offending is taken into account. In other words, the age—
crime curve for solo offending should be flat, whereas the
curve for co-offending should demonstrate the typical

curvilinear pattern. Using National Incident Based
Reporting System data, however, Stolzenberg and D’ Alessio
(2008) found two interesting results. First, contrary to
much of the discussion surrounding adolescent offending,
co-offenses are not the most common pattern; instead, solo
offending is more common for all age groups, including
juveniles. Also, the age—crime curve emerges for both
solo and co-offending, suggesting that accounting for co-
offending does not attenuate the typical age—crime rela-
tionship. Thus, patterns of co-offending do not appear to
account for the age—crime curve.

Marvell and Moody (1991) argued that although there
is no shortage of speculation about the causes of the age—
crime curve, there is little empirical support for any of
these explanations, concluding that there is no firm theo-
retical foundation for the age—crime curve. Tittle and
Grasmick (1998) examined a variety of age-varying crim-
inogenic factors but found that including these factors did
not seem to account for the age—crime relationship. They
reported an inability to discount Hirschi and Gottfredson’s
(1983) theoretical arguments and concluded that it is not
easy to explain away the age—crime curve.

Propensity Versus Developmental Theories

More recent criminological theories have attempted to
explain the curve itself as well as to understand changes in
levels of crime over the course of the age—crime curve. Two
strategies of accounting for variation across the life course
are apparent in criminological theory: (a) propensity theo-
ries and (b) developmental or life course theories.
Propensity theories point to a single underlying stable trait
that causes crime at all ages. The most well-known and
most frequently tested propensity theory in criminology is
Gottfredson and Hirschi’s (1990) general theory of crime,
which suggests that crime and other risky behaviors at all
ages are the result of an individual’s low level of self-con-
trol. Using a theoretically stable trait to account for obvi-
ous age-related variation in criminal offending patterns
may seem counterintuitive. Gottfredson and Hirschi con-
tended that low self-control produces criminal behavior in
the presence of criminogenic opportunities. Thus, opportu-
nities for crime may vary across the life course even
though levels of self-control are relatively stable. Hirschi
and Gottfredson (1995) suggested that variation in the
opportunity for crime by age accounts for a great deal of
the variation in actual criminal activity observed.

In concert with their earlier assertion that the relation-
ship between age-varying social factors and offending is
spurious because of age (Hirschi & Gottfredson, 1983),
propensity theory argues that any relationship between
social factors (e.g., deviant peer associations and weak
social bonds) and offending is spurious because of self-
control. In other words, deviant peer associations and
weakened social bonds are related to offending because
they are all caused by the underlying factor of self-control.



Individuals with low levels of self-control are also more
likely to associate with deviant peers and have difficulty
forging and maintaining the conventional connections that
foster strong social bonds. Thus, they continue to argue
that criminological theories attributing changes in offend-
ing over time to changes in social factors are inadequate.

In contrast to propensity theories, developmental or life
course theories of offending point to age-related variations
in criminogenic factors to explicitly account for the age—
crime relationship. Both developmental and life course
theories look to the full life course in their explanations
of offending. Moffitt’s (1993) developmental theory, for
example, starts with the conclusion, based on empirical
research, that the age—crime curve represents differences
in prevalence by age, with a larger proportion of the ado-
lescent population engaging in delinquent or criminal
activity. She also argued that the aggregate age—crime
curve masks group differences in the relationship between
age and crime. In other words, she noted that individual
variation in the frequency of offending by age is hidden
within the aggregate age—crime curve.

Moffitt (1993) proposed a typological perspective that
identifies two separate groups of offenders, each with a
different age—crime curve. Thus, the aggregate age—crime
curve is a mix of a small group of long-term offenders
(referred to as the life-course-persistent offenders), which
has a relatively flat and stable age—crime curve, and a
larger group of individuals with a short-term period of
delinquent involvement occurring during adolescence
(referred to as adolescent-limited offenders), which
demonstrates the typical age—crime curve with a large
peak during late adolescence. With two different offending
patterns, these two groups require different etiological
explanations. According to Moffitt, life-course-persistent
offenders become involved in criminal behavior early in
life and persist in their criminal activity because of the
combination of neuropsychological deficits, inadequate
parenting, and cumulative disadvantage associated with
the negative consequences of early criminal involvement.
Adolescent-limited offenders, on the other hand, engage in
offending for a relatively short duration. Entry into offend-
ing is explained by a maturity gap, in which youth may be
biologically mature but remain dependent on and under the
control of their families. Minor offending occurs in an
attempt to gain some independence and as a result of the
imitation of antisocial models. Desistence in this group
occurs in early adulthood as social bonds increase and the
consequences of criminal activity become more punitive.

Life course theories of offending similarly point to
long-term patterns of offending and social forces that oper-
ate over the full life course. Sampson and Laub’s (1993)
age-graded theory of social control highlights the
processes of both continuity and change in behavior over
the life course, looking at both differences between indi-
viduals and differences within individuals over time. Entry
into delinquent behavior is accounted for by a variety of
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social factors, including weak social bonds to family and
school in childhood and adolescence. Desistance from
delinquency occurs with the accumulation of social bonds,
namely, strong marriages, stable employment, and other
stabilizing influences, in the transition to adulthood.
Persistence (i.e., continuity), on the other hand, occurs as a
result of the cumulative disadvantage of early criminal
involvement. Sampson and Laub (1995) contended that
criminal behavior further attenuates already-weakened
social bonds by limiting opportunities within conventional
society. Some scholars have argued that the focus on social
bonding is too narrow and that many life events may func-
tion to alter peer association more in line with a learning
perspective instead of a social control perspective
(Stolzenberg & D’Alessio, 2008). Sampson and Laub
(1995) contended that this does not directly contradict their
theory, and the most recent version of the theory (Laub &
Sampson, 2003) has expanded to accommodate social
bonding, peer, and routine activity influences that change
over the life course. For example, marriage may strengthen
social bonds as well as attenuate preexisting deviant peer
associations and restructure routine activities and criminal
opportunities. These life events, then, account for the peak
of offending during late adolescence and the dramatic
decline in offending that occurs shortly after the transition
to adulthood.

Variation in the Causes of Crime by Age

One question remaining from traditional and life
course/developmental theories is whether the causes of
crime are the same regardless of age. As might be
expected, Hirschi and Gottfredson (1983; Gottfredson &
Hirschi, 1990) have argued that the causes of crime are the
same at all ages; in other words, social factors do not inter-
act with age to produce criminal behavior. Other theorists
suggest that the causes of offending may vary by age. For
example, Moffitt (1993) pointed to a variety of theoretical
factors that may influence offending at different ages,
including early neuropsychological deficits and parenting
influences, negative peer associations in adolescence, and
social control mechanisms in later adolescence and early
adulthood. Tittle and Grasmick (1998) examined the inter-
action thesis and found no evidence that age interacts with
criminogenic forces to produce criminal behavior. Again,
they had difficulty discounting Hirschi and Gottfredson’s
(1983) assertions; however, this issue remains open for
debate and empirical investigation.

Practical and Policy Implications
of the Age—Crime Relationship

The debate surrounding the relationship between age and
crime has also highlighted some practical and policy
implications. Existing criminal justice policies have often
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been assessed in relation to the implications of the age—
crime curve. For example, strategies such as the three-
strikes law (according to which courts are required to hand
down a mandatory incarceration sentence to offenders who
have been convicted of felonies three or more times) have
been criticized in that, by the time the penalty for a third
strike is implemented, the offender is likely at the end of
his or her criminal career and would age out of criminal
involvement regardless of the severity of the penalty. Other
issues arise with regard to the appropriate crime reduction
strategies implied by the age—crime curve and forecasting
future trends in crime rates.

Targeting Participation Versus Frequency

The distinction between participation and frequency
highlighted in the criminal careers debate proves to be an
important consideration for crime policy. Hirschi and
Gottfredson (1986) argued that programs targeted at reduc-
ing participation rates (i.e., reducing the proportion of the
population that is engaging in criminal behavior) will have
the largest effect on crime rates. They advocated for early
intervention programs in particular. Farrington (1986) like-
wise suggested that, because the aggregate age—crime curve
represents differences in participation, the best strategy to
reduce crime is to prevent its onset by investing in early
intervention programs. Blumstein and colleagues (1988),
however, suggested that this is only one approach to decreas-
ing crime. A second approach would be to reduce the fre-
quency of offending among active offenders, which would
involve more criminal justice strategy. These authors argued
that there is a small group of offenders with a high fre-
quency of offending and a relatively flat, stable age—crime
curve (e.g., “chronic offenders” or “career criminals,” rec-
ognized as early as 1972 by Wolfgang, Figlio, & Sellin). A
strategy such as selective incapacitation, which is targeted at
reducing the frequency of offending among these chronic
offenders, might be recommended. Selective incapacitation,
however, relies on the assumption that these chronic offend-
ers can be reliably identified before they are involved in an
extensive number of offenses, something that has proven to
be a difficult prospect (Gottfredson & Hirschi, 1986).
Blumstein and colleagues did not dispute the difficulties in
identifying these career criminals but suggested that they
remain a valid topic of criminological inquiry.

Forecasting Crime Rates

Age has also become a major factor in explaining
changes in crime rates over time and in forecasting future
crime trends. For whatever theoretical reason, scholars have
concluded that the age—crime curve reflects changes in the
prevalence of offending among certain age groups. It is log-
ical, then, that changing numbers of adolescents and young
adults in the population should produce corresponding
changes in crime rates (Phillips, 2006). This provides the

potential opportunity to forecast changes in crime trends
based on the age distribution of the population (Marvell &
Moody, 1991).

Some research has suggested that the dramatically
increasing crime rates during the 1960s and 1970s were
attributable, at least in part, to demographic changes in the
age structure of the population. Steffensmeier and Harer
(1999) also suggested that the decline in crime during the
first half of the 1980s was partly due to the declining popu-
lation of teenagers. During this time, the sizable population
of Baby Boomers was moving out of the most crime-prone
years (i.e., aging out of crime). However, Marvell and
Moody (1991) noted that although forecasts suggested a
massive decline during the 1980s as the Baby Boomers aged
out, the decline occurred for only the first half of the decade.
Crime rates then increased again to record highs in the early
1990s even as the size of the teenage population declined
(Fox, 1996; Marvell & Moody, 1991). Despite this confu-
sion and apparent complexity in using age to predict crime
rates, the declining crime rates during the 1990s were again
attributed largely to the declining population of young adults
(Steffensmeier & Harer, 1999).

In 1999, Steffensmeier and Harer found that changes in
the age composition of the population did not appear to
account for changes in crime rates as measured by both
the Uniform Crime Reports and the National Crime
Victimization Survey. Phillips’s (2006) cross-national
research also finds no real relationship between the size of
the youth population and crime rates. Most important, she
found that the relationship between the percentage of
young people in the population and homicide is attenuated
when other criminogenic social conditions (e.g., low social
control, high economic deprivation) are present. She sug-
gested that the relationship between age and crime is com-
plex and that the exact nature of the relationship depends
on other social and cultural conditions. Levitt (1999) also
concluded that, although forecasting crime rates on the
basis of the number of teenagers in the population may be
a logical assertion, the magnitude of the impact of age
structure on crime remains unclear. His research suggests
that changes in the age structure of the population account
for no more than a 1% change in crime rates per year.

Marvell and Moody (1991) argued that demographic
changes should not be used to forecast crime trends, because
the age—crime relationship may not be strong enough to base
predictions on, and other criminogenic forces may be more
important. Despite the apparent complexity of this relation-
ship, scholars and the popular media continue to forecast
trends in crime rates based on the age structure of the popu-
lation. In 1996, for example, Fox pointed to a “demographic
time bomb” of crime and violence related to the increasing
population of adolescents and young adults expected
through 2010. This echoed earlier suggestions that a new
crime wave would be fueled by a new, large generation of
“super-predators” (Steffensmeier & Harer, 1999). By 2005,
the teenage population was expected to reach its largest size



in three decades (Fox, 1996). However, crime rates declined
substantially throughout the decade of the 1990s and
remained low in the early 2000s (Steffensmeier & Harer,
1999). Marvell and Moody (1991) summarized this diffi-
culty by concluding from their review of 90 studies that “the
age/crime relationship is far from established” (p. 251), lim-
iting its utility in predicting future crime trends based on the
age distribution of the population.

Conclusion

That the age—crime curve is a well-known and consistent
correlate of crime often is taught as one of the major facts
of crime in criminology courses. Yet the implications of the
age—crime relationship for research methods, criminologi-
cal theory, and practice remain a subject of debate. Largely
prompted by Hirschi and Gottfredson’s (1983) strong
assertions about the age—crime curve, scholars have con-
tinued to argue about its implications. Although Hirschi
and Gottfredson argued that explanations accounting for
the age—crime pattern are unnecessary, other scholars find
various components of the criminal career to be relevant
and fruitful avenues for research. Research in this tradition
has increasingly turned to longitudinal designs, and theo-
ries specifically built around explaining the age—crime
curve have become popular in recent years. The practical
and policy implications of the curve have proved to be
more difficult. The relationship between age and crime is
complex, and researchers will likely continue to explore
the various issues raised in this chapter.
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AGGRESSION AND CRIME
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ne of the most consistently documented findings
O flowing from criminological research is that

approximately 5% to 6% of the U.S. population
commits more than 50% of all criminal offenses. This
small cadre of offenders is often referred to as career crim-
inals or habitual offenders, to capture their prolonged and
frequent involvement in criminal offenses. Even more
striking than the sheer volume of crime committed at the
hands of habitual offenders is their widespread use of
physical violence. Compared with other criminals, career
criminals are more likely to use serious violence; they also
use physical aggression much more frequently. Rape, rob-
bery, assault, and murder, for example, are crimes that are
almost exclusively confined to habitual offenders. In all
respects, then, career criminals represent the most serious
violent offenders, and they also pose the greatest danger to
society.

Career criminals are thus very different than all other
offenders in terms of their frequent involvement in crime
as well as their frequent use of aggression. The questions
that come to bear, then, are the following: (a) What are the
factors that contribute to the development of habitual
offenders, and (b) are these the same factors that contribute
to the development of all other types of offenders? The
answers to these questions are obviously complex, but rich
insight can be garnered by focusing on two intertwined
issues. First, the use of aggression appears to be one of the
main elements that distinguishes chronic offenders from
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other offenders. Second, and closely related, the making of
criminals is a sequential process that begins at conception
and continues throughout the rest of the life course. Any
understanding of chronic, habitual offending, therefore,
must begin by unraveling the developmental origins of
aggression. This chapter explores these issues in great
detail and examines the close nexus between aggression
and crime.

Defining Aggression

Before moving into a discussion of the development of
aggression and how it relates to crime, it is first necessary
to arrive at a definition of aggression. Many types of
behaviors can be categorized as aggressive. Lying, steal-
ing, and vandalism are often used as visible indicators of
aggression. Although disruptive and socially annoying,
these types of behaviors do not necessarily constitute acts
of aggression, and they certainly are not harbingers of
chronic offending in adulthood. As a result, scholars often
divide aggression into different components, each reflect-
ing a relatively homogeneous set of behaviors. The under-
lying assumption is that different types of aggression may
have different etiologies and may differentially relate to the
odds of engaging in offending behaviors later in life.

One of the main distinctions made by scholars trying to
define aggression is delineating indirect aggression and



direct aggression. Indirect aggression is usually verbal and
covert and includes actions such as gossiping and
ostracism. Direct aggression, in contrast, is typically phys-
ical and overt and includes behaviors such as hitting, kick-
ing, punching, and biting. In general, females are more
likely than males to use indirect aggression, and males are
more likely than females to use direct aggression.
Although both forms of aggression have important ramifi-
cations, it is direct aggression that is most applicable to the
etiology of criminal behaviors. As a result, this chapter
focuses exclusively on direct aggression.

Simply focusing on direct aggression leaves open a lot
of room for ambiguity and treats all forms of direct aggres-
sion as the same. For example, consider two men, both of
whom engaged in a serious physical fight in the past week.
Unprovoked, one of the men attacked an elderly woman.
The other man, in contrast, was jumped by a group of
teenagers and fought back in self-defense. These two types
of direct aggression clearly are different, and thus it is
essential that the definition of aggression be able to delin-
eate between the two. In the preceding example, the behav-
iors were the same: Both men were fighting; however, the
intentions were quite different. For one man, using aggres-
sion was a way of inflicting harm on someone, whereas for
the other man, using aggression was a defense mechanism.
To take differences in intentions into account, this chapter
defines aggression as direct aggression whereby the actor
intends to inflict harm on or intimidate another person.

The Development of Aggression

One of the most firmly established criminological findings
is the age—crime curve, which captures the age-graded
nature of delinquency. The age—crime curve resembles an
inverted U, whereby delinquent involvement does not exist
until around the age of 12, then rises sharply until around
the age of 18 or 19, at which point it begins to decline rel-
atively quickly. By age 30, rates of criminal involvement
hover near zero and remain that way throughout the rest of
life. The age—crime curve has been observed at different
time periods, in different countries, and by means of dif-
ferent methodological techniques—it is, in short, a robust
criminological finding. As a direct result, there has been
little reason to suspect that the age—crime curve may not be
painting an accurate picture of the ebb and flow of delin-
quency over time.

Part of the reason that there has been little dispute of the
age—crime curve is because most criminologists study ado-
lescents and adults but fail to investigate antisocial behav-
iors among children. After all, how could children commit
crimes such as rape, robbery, or assault? This is, of course,
a rhetorical question; children do not—in fact, they can-
not—commit these types of crimes. However, they can
begin to display signs of antisocial behaviors, and they can
engage in various forms of aggression during the first year

Aggression and Crime o 37

or two of life. The problem, however, is that this section of
the life course has not been studied extensively among
criminologists. In recent years, a small group of resear-
chers, spearheaded by Richard Tremblay, have examined
the use of physical aggression among children (Tremblay,
2000, 2006; Tremblay et al., 1999). Their scholarship has
pointed to the possibility that theory regarding the age—
crime curve may perhaps need to be revamped.

Tremblay and his colleagues have examined aggressive
behavior in very young children and tracked them through-
out childhood. The results of their studies have been quite
striking. They have found that some children begin using
aggression, including hitting and kicking, well before their
first birthday; in some cases, around 7 or 8 months of age
(Tremblay, 2000). Even more revealing is that Tremblay
et al. have reported that more than 80% of children began
using physical aggression by age 17 months (Tremblay
et al., 1999). Within childhood, the peak age at which
children use aggression and violence is around 2 to 3
years, after which rates of aggression decline until mid-
adolescence. Other types of antisocial behaviors that are
not necessarily aggressive per se are also almost universal
behaviors among children. For example, Tremblay and
associates (1999) found that approximately 90% of chil-
dren took things from others. With age, all of these types
of behaviors become less prevalent.

Against this backdrop, Tremblay and others have argued
that there are really two distinct age—crime curves
(Tremblay, Hartup, & Archer, 2005). The first, the tradi-
tional age—crime curve described earlier, is based on official
crime measures and captures involvement in law-violating
behaviors. The second age—crime curve measures not crim-
inal involvement per se but rather physical aggression. This
age—crime curve also resembles an inverted U, whereby
physical aggression does not appear until around the age of
1, then increases sharply until around age 3, declining
quickly thereafter. Keep in mind that this latter age—crime
curve indexes only acts of physical aggression, not official
acts of crime or delinquency.

The fact that there are two age—crime curves is a
somewhat new finding, and the next logical question is
whether these two age—crime curves are interrelated or
whether they are distinct from each other. Before tackling
this issue, it is first necessary to determine whether
behavior is stable and what is meant by behavioral
stability. There are, in general, two types of stability:
(a) absolute stability and (b) relative stability. It is easiest
to make the distinction between these different types of
stability clear by providing an example. Suppose a group
of children was examined when they were 10 months old,
again when they were 18 months old, and again when
they were 24 months old. Suppose, further, that at each of
these three ages, they were assigned an aggressiveness
score (based on a valid measure of aggression) that
ranged from 0 to 10, with higher scores representing
more aggressiveness.
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In order for absolute stability to be preserved, the scores
for each person must remain the exact same at each age.
For example, if a child received a score of 3 on the aggres-
sion scale at age 10 months, that child must also receive a
score of 3 on the scale at age 18 months, and he or she
must also receive a score of 3 at age 24 months. Any
change in the value of the aggression scale across time
would reduce absolute stability. Perfect absolute stability,
where everyone has the exact same score at each age, is
rarely, if ever, observed in the social sciences. However, it
is possible to approach perfect absolute stability in some
instances. Absolute stability, in short, measures the degree
to which people have identical scores on some measure
over time.

Relative stability, in contrast, compares all people being
assessed (on the aggression scale, in this example) and
rank orders them. So, for instance, suppose that there were
three children who were once again assigned an aggres-
siveness score (again, based on a valid measure of aggres-
sion) when they were 10 months old, 18 months old, and
24 months old. At each age, it would be possible to rank
order these three children, whereby one child would be
rated as the most aggressive, another would be rated as the
second most aggressive, and the last would be rated as
the least aggressive (or the third most aggressive). Relative
stability is achieved when the rank ordering of people
does not change over time. In the current example, the
most aggressive child at age 10 months would also be
the most aggressive child at age 18 months, and he or she
also would be the most aggressive child at age 24 months.
With relative stability, then, change is possible on an
absolute level, as long as the rank orderings remain the
same. In reality, perfect relative stability is rarely, if ever,
achieved, because there is usually at least some change in
the rank ordering of people.

The distinction between absolute stability and relative
stability is critical, especially when one is examining
behaviors over the life course. After all, the frequency with
which aggression is used varies drastically across different
stages of the life course, and just because someone uses
aggression on a daily basis at the age of 18 months does
not necessarily mean that he or she will also use aggression
on a daily basis at age 35 (absolute stability); however, it is
quite a different question to ask whether the most aggres-
sive 18-month-old will mature into the most aggressive
20-year-old (relative stability). In this case, an 18-month-
old might use aggression daily, which would make him or
her a highly aggressive child. As an adult, however, this
individual may not use aggression as frequently and instead
may resort to aggression perhaps twice a month. If this is
the case, then as an adult this person would still rank near
the high end of the aggression spectrum. It is clear that his
or her use of aggression has dropped appreciably from an
absolute stability perspective, but from a relative stability
perspective this person remains one of the most aggressive
persons when compared with other adults. From a develop-
mental standpoint it makes more intuitive sense to speak in

terms of relative stability when one is examining the stability
of behavior over time. As a result, for the most part when
criminologists speak of stability they are referring to rela-
tive stability, not absolute stability, and in this chapter sta-
bility should be equated with relative stability.

A wealth of studies have examined the stability of anti-
social behaviors, including violent aggression, over long
swaths of the life course, and the results have been remark-
ably consistent. Across samples, generations, and coun-
tries, and regardless of the sample analyzed and the
methodological techniques used, extremely high levels of
relative stability in aggressive behaviors have been
observed. In a classic article, Dan Olweus (1979) reviewed
studies that had examined the stability of aggressive
behavior over time; he found that aggression was
extremely stable, even more so than IQ scores. Findings
from more recent reviews have upheld Olweus’s original
article by showing that aggressive and violent behaviors
are highly stable across long periods of the life course.
Persons with the highest degrees of stability, moreover, are
those who score extremely high or extremely low on
aggression. In other words, people who are the most
aggressive (or the least aggressive) at one point in time are
likely to be characterized as the most aggressive (or the
least aggressive) at another point in time. Change, in other
words, is highly unlikely. With this information in hand, it
is probably not too surprising to learn that one of the best
predictors of future criminal behavior is a history of
aggressive behavior in childhood and adolescence.

Building on the studies that have examined behavioral
stability, criminologists have also examined whether the
age of criminal onset is associated with offending behav-
iors later in life (DeLisi, 2005). Age of criminal onset typ-
ically is broken down into two categories: (1) an early age
of criminal onset and (2) a later age of criminal onset.
Although there are many ways to operationalize an early
age of criminal onset, most criminologists measure early-
onset offending by examining the age at first arrest.
Offenders who were arrested at or before age 14 are usu-
ally considered early-onset offenders, whereas those who
were arrested after age 14 are considered as having a later
age of criminal onset.

Results culled from an impressive body of literature
have shown that offenders who have an early age of crim-
inal onset are more violent and aggressive when com-
pared with offenders who have a later age of criminal
onset. Early-onset offenders, in contrast to later-onset
offenders, engage in delinquent acts more frequently;
commit more serious, violent offenses; and continue to
commit criminal behaviors for a longer period of time,
usually well into adulthood. By all objective standards,
early-onset offenders have a much worse prognosis in
terms of criminal outcomes than do offenders who have a
later age of criminal onset.

One of the main pitfalls of measuring early-onset
offending with official crime statistics (e.g., age at first
criminal arrest) is that aggressive propensities begin to



emerge much earlier than the age of official offending.
This is why Tremblay and others have argued that the age—
crime curve does not necessarily portray an accurate pic-
ture of criminal involvement over time; instead, it ignores
early childhood and pretends that this stage of the life
course has no bearing on later-life aggressive conduct.
With this in mind, it is now possible to return to the origi-
nal question: Are the two age—crime curves related, or are
they separate? According to Tremblay and others, the two
age—crime curves are indeed intertwined, and in the fol-
lowing sections a number of different theoretical perspec-
tives are presented that are able to shed some light on the
link between early-life aggression, or the early age—crime
curve, and later-life involvement in crime and delinquency,
or the later age—crime curve.

Theoretical Perspectives Linking
Early-Life Aggression With Later-Life Crime

Because early-life aggression is such a strong predictor of
adolescent delinquency and adult criminal behavior, any
sound theory must be able to explain the rise of aggression
in childhood, how aggression in childhood is linked to later-
life crime, and why most aggressive children do not become
criminal as adults. Most mainstream criminological theories
collapse when they attempt to provide an explanation for
these known behavioral patterns. There are, however, a
handful of theories that hold some promise in their ability to
explain some of these patterns. Two of the more influential
theories—at least within mainstream criminology—are
Michael Gottfredson and Travis Hirschi’s (1990) general
theory of crime and Terrie Moffitt’s (1993) developmental
taxonomy.

Gottfredson and Hirschi’s
General Theory of Crime

In 1990, Gottfredson and Hirschi published a widely
read and highly influential book titled A General Theory of
Crime, in which they set forth a parsimonious and easily
testable theory of crime. Unlike most criminological theo-
ries that focus almost exclusively on social factors,
Gottfredson and Hirschi centered their attention on a psy-
chological personality trait: low self-control. According to
this theory, low levels of self-control are the cause of
crime; delinquency; aggression; and analogous acts, such
as smoking, drinking, and arriving late to class. Low self-
control was defined through six different dimensions:
(1) an inability to delay gratification, (2) a preference for
simple tasks, (3) a penchant for risk seeking, (4) a prefer-
ence for physical activities as opposed to mental ones,
(5) an explosive temper, and (6) self-centeredness. Persons
who score high on these six dimensions have, on average,
relatively low levels of self-control and thus are at high risk
for engaging in antisocial and criminal behaviors. A rich
line of research has tested this proposition, and the results
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have been strikingly supportive of the theory. Indeed, of all
the existing criminological theories, Gottfredson and
Hirschi’s theory of low self-control is among the most
empirically supported, and measures of low self-control
are often the strongest predictors of delinquent acts.

It appears, then, that variation in individual levels of
self-control is an important contributor to adolescent delin-
quency and adulthood crime. Still, the questions that
remain are whether this theory can explain (a) aggression
in childhood and (b) the link between early-life aggression
and later offending behaviors. To address these issues, it is
necessary to examine the nature of self-control.

Gottfredson and Hirschi (1990) maintained that self-
control is engineered during childhood, typically by the
ages of 8 to 10 years. Parents, according to the general the-
ory, are the main agents responsible for shaping and mold-
ing their children’s level of self-control. Specifically,
parents who monitor their children, recognize their chil-
dren’s misbehavior, and punish their children’s transgres-
sion will raise, on balance, children with relatively high
levels of self-control. Parents who fail to engage in these
parenting techniques will, in general, raise children with
comparatively low levels of self-control.

If this part of the theory is correct, then it takes about
8 to 10 years for parents to shape a child’s level of self-
control. Moreover, it is not inconceivable to assume that
most parents do not engage in much discipline before
their children are approximately age 18 months. It is
around this time that most children begin to display signs
of aggression and consequentially is approximately the
same time that most parents begin to punish and correct
their child’s misbehavior. Over the course of the next few
years, at least according to the logic of self-control theory,
most parents will continue trying to blunt their children’s
aggressive behaviors. Most children will respond to
parental socialization, their use of aggression will sub-
side, and between the ages of 5 to 8, their aggressive
behavior will not be nearly as widespread as it was during
early childhood. Parental socialization tactics thus might
be able to explain the early age—crime curve set forth by
Tremblay and his colleagues (2005).

During the time between childhood and early adoles-
cence the use of aggression is not nearly as high as it was
early in life. With the onset of adolescence, delinquent
involvement begins to rise sharply to form the initial
upswing in the more traditional age—crime curve.
Proponents of Gottfredson and Hirschi’s (1990) theory
argue that variations in self-control can also explain this
age—crime curve. Although not well understood, and rarely
studied, there is some reason to believe that levels of self-
control are, on average, at their lowest during mid-to-late
adolescence, around the same time that delinquent involve-
ment is at its pinnacle. Near the end of adolescence and
during early adulthood, levels of self-control begin to
climb, which corresponds to the rapid drop in delinquency
participation rates. The precise reasons for why levels of
self-control change over time, however, are not known.
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Also, it is important to note that the general theory places
a relatively heavy emphasis on the role that criminal oppor-
tunities play in transforming low levels of self-control into a
criminal act. If there is no crime opportunity available, then
no one—not even persons with very low levels of self-
control—will commit a crime. Thus, it is possible that there
are more crime opportunities available during adolescence
(especially because youths are able to escape the constant
surveillance of their parents) than earlier in life (between the
ages of 8 and 12 years). If this is the case, then self-control
theory may be able to explain at least part of the age-graded
nature of adolescent delinquent involvement.

The preceding discussion highlights the possible ways
in which self-control theory can explain both the early
age—crime curve and the later age—crime curve. However,
can this theory also explain the stability in antisocial
behaviors over time, including the link between early-life
aggression and later-life crime? According to Gottfredson
and Hirschi (1990), the answer is a resounding “Yes!” To
understand their explanation of stability it is important to
remember that levels of self-control purportedly emerge by
around the age of 8 to 10. Furthermore, according to this
theory, after levels of self-control are established, they
remain relatively stable over the remainder of the life
course. This means that a child with relatively low levels of
self-control will mature into an adolescent with relatively
low levels of self-control, who in turn will develop into an
adult with relatively low levels of self-control. Given that
low self-control is the cause of antisocial acts, including
aggression and crime, then children with low self-control
will be at risk for using aggression and, because they will
develop into adolescents with low self-control, they will
also be at risk for using aggression in adolescence. In
adulthood, persons with low self-control will be apt to
engage in aggression as well as criminal acts.

To recap, according to the general theory, the reason
that aggression is prevalent during childhood is because
self-control has not yet been acquired. As children age and
as their parents socialize them, they begin to accumulate
much higher levels of self-control. This emergence of self-
control is accompanied by a concomitant drop in aggres-
sive behaviors. Of course, not all children develop high
levels of self-control, and those children who are typified
by low levels of self-control are, according to Gottfredson
and Hirschi (1990), the same children who are at greatest
risk for continuing to engage in aggressive behaviors in
adolescence, and they are also at great risk for engaging in
criminal conduct during adulthood. Gottfredson and
Hirschi’s theory of low self-control has the potential to
explain the link between early-life aggression and later-life
law-violating behaviors.

Moffitt’s Developmental Taxonomy

Moffitt’s (1993) developmental taxonomy is one of the
most influential criminological theories advanced in recent
years. One of the theory’s most noteworthy contributions is

that, instead of treating all offenders as having the same
developmental pathways, Moffitt recognized that there
were at least two different types of offenders, each with
their own unique etiology. The first type of offender, which
she labeled life-course-persistent (LCP) offenders, begins
to display signs of antisocial behavior, including aggres-
sion, early in life, often well before the age of 2. LCP
offenders, according to the theory, persist with their anti-
social behaviors throughout childhood and, during adoles-
cence, they engage in all different types of delinquent acts,
ranging from very minor (e.g., underage drinking) to very
serious (e.g., assault and robbery). As adults, LCP offend-
ers continue their violent behaviors and criminal conduct;
as a result, they often spend a considerable amount of time
incarcerated. Approximately 6% of all males are consid-
ered LCP offenders, and there is debate over whether there
are any female LCP offenders. Although LCP offenders
comprise only a relatively small percentage of the popula-
tion, they make up a disproportionate amount of all crimes,
and they are responsible for the majority of all violent
crimes.

According to Moffitt (1993), two interrelated factors
are responsible for producing LCP offenders. First, LCP
offenders are born with neuropsychological deficits. These
neuropsychological deficits can be the result of birth com-
plications, exposure to toxins in utero, genetics, or a range
of other factors. Second, LCP offenders are born into
adverse, criminogenic family environments, where their
parents may be abusive, cold and withdrawn, or emotion-
ally detached. To understand how these two factors (i.e.,
neuropsychological deficits and an adverse family envi-
ronment) work together to produce LCP offenders it is
important to recognize that children born with neuropsy-
chological deficits are often challenging to care for; they
tend to be fussy and socially taxing, and they typically
have difficult temperaments. Parents who are warm, lov-
ing, caring, and attached to their children are often in a
position to override the problem behaviors displayed by
children with neuropsychological deficits. Some children
with neuropsychological deficits, in contrast, are born into
criminogenic family environments where their parents are
not well equipped with the necessary skills needed to over-
come the difficult nature of their child. Over time, the fam-
ily environment exacerbates the antisocial behaviors of
children with neuropsychological impairments, thereby
setting the child onto an antisocial pathway that ultimately
culminates in the creation of an LCP offender.

Moffitt’s explanation of LCP offenders also has the
ability to explain the association between aggression in
childhood and crime in adulthood. LCP offenders show
extremely high levels of behavioral stability, wherein early-
life aggression is associated with serious physical violence
in adolescence, followed by criminal involvement during
adulthood. Moffitt explained the stable antisocial behav-
ioral patterns of LCP offenders by focusing on transac-
tional processes that occur between the difficult
temperaments of LCP offenders and the environment. In



brief, aggressive temperaments propel LCP offenders into
certain criminogenic situations. For example, highly aggres-
sive children often have difficulties excelling in school,
which may lead to difficulties excelling in school during
adolescence. LCP offenders, because of their problems at
school, may drop out or, if they do graduate, face career
prospects that often are circumvented and not very promis-
ing. As adults, then, LCP offenders are somewhat “knifed
off” from conventional society, thereby embedding them
even further into an antisocial lifestyle where behavioral
change is unlikely to occur.

Because only a small fraction of all persons would be
considered LCP offenders, Moffitt was left to explain why
rates of delinquent involvement are so high during adoles-
cence. To answer this question, she identified a second
class of offenders, which she termed adolescence-limited
(AL) offenders. AL offenders do not display antisocial ten-
dencies in childhood; neither do they engage in criminal
behaviors during adulthood. Unlike LCP offenders, who
engage in antisocial behaviors at all stages of the life
course, AL offenders confine their offending behaviors to
adolescence, and their delinquent acts are much less seri-
ous than those committed by LCP offenders. The types of
delinquent behaviors that most AL offenders commit are
relatively minor and mostly include status offenses (e.g.,
underage drinking, truancy) or other forms of minor delin-
quency (e.g., petty theft). Most youth would be considered
AL offenders because the majority of adolescents dabble
in delinquency but are not antisocial as children and never
commit a crime in adulthood.

Moffitt (1993) provided a unique and provocative expla-
nation for the factors that contribute to the development of
AL offenders. Unlike LCP offenders, who suffer from neu-
ropsychological deficits and an adverse home environment,
AL offenders engage in delinquency because of what
Moffitt called the maturity gap. The maturity gap, accord-
ing to Moffitt, captures the disjuncture that exists between
biological maturity and social maturity for adolescents.
Most adolescents would be considered biologically mature
in the sense that they are capable of reproducing. In histor-
ical times, youth around the age of 13 did, in fact, begin to
marry and produce offspring. They were also afforded the
same rights and privileges that were extended to adults. In
other words, their biological maturity was matched to their
social maturity. In contemporary times, in most industrial-
ized countries, however, adolescents are subjected to a
series of laws and rules that adults are not. These regula-
tions limit youths’ ability to partake in adult behaviors.
Adolescents in the United States, for example, are not
allowed to drive a car until they turn 16 years old, they are
not allowed to vote until they turn 18, and they may be
required to attend school until a certain age. The end result
is a gap between biological maturity (i.e., they are able to
reproduce) and social maturity (i.e., society places limits on
their privileges) in which adolescents are trapped.

The maturity gap creates dissonance in adolescents and,
as a result, they search out ways (unconsciously) to reduce
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the disjuncture between their biological maturity and their
social immaturity. To do so, they turn their attention to
LCP offenders. LCP offenders live their lives with a total
disregard for rules. They skip school, drink alcohol, have
promiscuous sex, and basically thumb their nose at any and
all regulations that seek to limit their freedom. In many
ways, then, they engage in minor acts of delinquency that
are reminiscent of “adult-like” behaviors (e.g., drinking
alcohol, not going to school). To reduce the maturity gap,
AL offenders mimic these adult-like behaviors being dis-
played by LCP offenders. By doing so, AL offenders
increase their social maturity and erase, at least in part, the
disjuncture between biological maturity and social imma-
turity. As adolescents mature into adults, they begin to be
afforded the same privileges that are bestowed to adults.
Maturation thus eliminates the maturity gap and, conse-
quentially, delinquent involvement decreases appreciably
as adolescents become adults.

Moffitt’s (1993) theoretical perspective has the poten-
tial to explain the conventional age—crime curve, but can it
also explain the newer age—crime curve discovered by
Tremblay and associates (1999, 2005)? Even though
Moffitt did not directly confront this issue when setting
forth her theory, there is some reason to believe that the
developmental taxonomy may be able to shed some light
on the early age—crime curve. During childhood, LCP
offenders obviously display various signs of antisocial
behaviors, including aggression. According to Moffitt’s
theory, however, AL offenders do not show any signs of
aggression early in life. Thus, the developmental taxonomy
is able to explain why LCP offenders use aggression in
childhood, but it is not able to explain why almost all chil-
dren, including AL offenders, use aggression. Moreover,
Moffitt’s theory does lend itself to an explanation of why
aggressive behaviors decline around age 3 only to reappear
once again in adolescence. Overall, however, the develop-
mental taxonomy provides some needed insight into how
aggressive behaviors in childhood may be tied to criminal
behaviors later in life.

Implications for Crime Prevention

Rates of recidivism (being rearrested after being released
from prison, probation, or parole) in the United States and
other countries are extremely high, often hovering around
70% to 80%. Criminals who are released from prison, as
well as newly released probationers and parolees, are all at
very high risk for committing another crime in the near
future. This holds true even among offenders who complete
intervention modalities, such as drug and alcohol abuse
programs. Part of the explanation for why the United States
is not very good at reducing crime is that intervention pro-
grams focus almost exclusively on adolescents and adults
and ignore children. As this chapter has discussed, this is a
serious oversight, because the roots of violence begin to
take hold early in life, and early-life antisocial behaviors
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remain relatively stable over time. Thus, it would seem log-
ical to conclude that the best way to reduce crime is to pre-
vent it from ever surfacing. This is exactly what the
research tends to show. Although some programs that focus
on adolescents and adults have been found to be successful
at reducing recidivism, the overwhelming majority of such
programs have dismal success rates—that is, recidivism
rates are extremely high. There is some good news:
Programs that focus on the critical time periods of child-
hood and infancy have been shown to be extremely suc-
cessful at preventing crime.

To understand how it is possible to intervene in the lives
of young children to reduce offending behaviors later in
life, it is first necessary to recognize that not all children
are equally likely to become habitual offenders. Career
criminals, for instance, disproportionately come from
impoverished, urban neighborhoods, from single families,
and from families in which one or both parents have been
arrested previously. A number of other factors have also
been found to relate to serious, violent offenders, but the
key point is that these factors can be used to identify fam-
ilies who are at risk for producing career criminals. This is
precisely the information that early intervention programs
use to seek out children who are at risk for future offend-
ing behaviors.

Perhaps the most well-known and most successful early
intervention program is David Olds’s (2007) nurse—family
partnership (NFP). The NFP identifies mothers who are
pregnant with their firstborn child and who are also from
low-socioeconomic classes (typically, they are unwed ado-
lescents). Although the original aim of the NFP was to
reduce abuse, neglect, and negative birth outcomes,
emphasis also has been placed on reducing antisocial
behaviors among these children. This latter goal is an espe-
cially daunting task given that the NFP focuses on families
that are at elevated risk for producing criminals.

Once the women agree to participate in the NFP, they
immediately have a meeting with a nurse; this meeting
occurs while the women are pregnant. There typically are
approximately six to nine nurse visits while the women are
pregnant. These nurse visits are designed to accomplish
three goals. First, they are concerned with improving the
outcomes of pregnancy by helping mothers improve their
prenatal health. This entails educating women about the
harms associated with drinking, smoking, and using drugs.
Improvements in nutrition also are discussed. Note that
this part of the NFP is consistent with Moffitt’s (1993)
explanation of LCP offenders because it targets known risk
factors that interfere with healthy brain development and
that are linked to neuropsychological deficits. Second,
nurses attempt to improve the child’s health and develop-
ment by helping mothers learn about competent care. This
part of the program focuses on parental socialization, such
as reducing abuse and maltreatment, and increasing effec-
tive parenting tactics. Note how this part of the NFP is in
line with Gottfredson and Hirschi’s (1990) theory on the
development of self-control, and it is also consistent with

Moffitt’s explanation of LCP offenders. Third, the NFP
attempts to help mothers after their children are born by
promoting smart choices about education and employ-
ment. Nurse visitations continue to occur throughout
childhood to promote positive outcomes.

To evaluate the effectiveness of the NFP, Olds (2007)
used random assignment, whereby families were randomly
assigned either to the NFP or to some other type of pro-
grams. To say that the results showed that NFP is effective
would be a gross understatement. Compared with children
who were placed into another type of program, NFP chil-
dren accrued 61% fewer arrests, they had 72% fewer con-
victions, and they spent 98% fewer days in jail. These are
truly remarkable gains, especially given that the NFP
focuses on infancy and childhood and yet the effects are
visible decades into the future. Contrast this with the fact
that programs that focus on adolescents and adults rarely
achieve such marked reductions in crime. Other early
intervention programs, such as the High/Scope Perry
Preschool Programs, have also been found to be very
effective at reducing and preventing antisocial behaviors in
the future (Schweinhart, 2007). The common theme that
cuts across most effective intervention programs is that
they are established very early in the life course and the
earlier the intervention is implemented, the better the
results.

Conclusion

The overarching goal of this chapter was to examine the
association between aggression displayed early in life and
acts of criminal violence committed during adolescence
and adulthood. This discussion led to five key points. First,
there is now a rich line of empirical research indicating
that the use of aggression peaks during childhood, typi-
cally around age 3 years. Second, although the use of
aggression usually wanes by late childhood, and is not a
predictor of future criminal behavior, most violent offend-
ers have long histories of aggression that can be traced
back to early childhood. Third, aggressive behaviors are
relatively stable, even across very lengthy periods of time.
Fourth, the traditional age—crime curve that captures the
ebb and flow of official delinquency in adolescence is
complemented by a similar age—crime curve that captures
the ebb and flow of aggression during early childhood.
Fifth, research has revealed that the most effective inter-
vention programs focus on at-risk families and implement
prevention programs immediately after conception. In gen-
eral, the earlier interventions are established, the larger the
reduction in antisocial outcomes.

These findings have important implications for crimi-
nologists and for the criminal justice system. To begin with,
less attention needs to be paid to offending during adoles-
cence, and more attention needs to be expended on exam-
ining the development of aggression in childhood. As it
stands now, mainstream criminological research typically



fails to study this important section of the life course and
usually focuses narrowly on adolescence and adulthood.
However, as an abundance of research outside of criminol-
ogy has shown, childhood is perhaps the key stage of the
life course in terms of the etiology of violent offending.
More and more research needs to be directed at unpacking
the development of aggression during childhood. Focusing
research efforts on childhood advance the understanding of
the causes and correlates of crime and delinquency. This
important knowledge base then can be used to develop
early intervention programs that are based on and guided by
methodologically rigorous research findings.

The development of criminal behavior, as this chapter
has discussed, is complex, involving a multitude of factors
that interlock across time and space. To gain a complete
picture of what causes offending behaviors to emerge, how
they develop, and why they are stable is a daunting yet
exciting enterprise. Insight into these issues is most likely
to be garnered from research that takes an interdisciplinary
approach and examines environmental and genetic influ-
ences on human behavior across the entire life course.
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and noncitizens alike, is one of the most curious

shortcomings in the development of race/ethnicity
and social science scholarship. This oversight is interest-
ing, because the 1931 Wickersham Commission report
focused on police treatment of Mexican immigrants.
Moreover, early research on Latinos and police by Julian
Samora (1971) includes overlooked studies on Border
Patrol mistreatment of noncitizens or illegal aliens and
state police abuse of persons of Mexican origin in Texas.
The contentious relationship between ethnic minorities
and urban police departments during World War II was
also highlighted by the “zoot-suit hysteria” and police mis-
conduct in the 1940s, when the singling out of Latinos
by various facets of the criminal justice system laid
the foundation for protracted animosity between the
Los Angeles Police Department (LAPD) and the city’s
Mexican-origin community (Martinez, 2002). In fact,
Edward Escobar (1999) contended that, even in the
absence of solid data on this topic, the LAPD and general
community stereotyped Mexican-origin youth as inher-
ently delinquent or criminal aliens for the last half of the
20th century.

Even though early research on immigrants and the
police exists, contemporary research on Latino perception
of local police, U.S. citizen and noncitizen encounters with
federal police agents (i.e., Immigration and Customs
Enforcement agents), or city police by residents of heavily

T he scarcity of research on Latinos and crime, citizens
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immigrant communities across the United States is scarce.
Scholars have understandably directed attention to black
and white attitudinal differences toward the police and
documented the perception and prevalence of police mis-
conduct in some African American areas, in particular
extremely poor communities, where aggressive police
strategies are concentrated. Still, researchers interested in
examining racial and ethnic variations in experiences with
the police and other criminal justice agencies should
extend attention to Latinos, because they are the largest
immigrant group in the United States; also, almost one
third are unauthorized, or illegal, making them one of the
largest noncitizen groups in the nation.

This failure to conduct research is even more apparent
when one considers that over the last two decades, social
scientists have argued that not only is the Latino experi-
ence quite different from that of non-Latino whites and
blacks but that distinctions also exist among Latino sub-
groups and gender. In addition to immigration and legal-
ity status, these include variations in terms of historical,
cultural, political, demographic, economic, and religious
patterns. Although a comprehensive discussion of these
differences across the social sciences disciplines is
beyond the scope of this chapter, it is important to recall
that ethnic and immigrant groups require attention by
criminologists. More important, a historical foundation on
Latinos and crime exists, and that starting place should be
used to inform contemporary studies while ensuring that



the incorporation of Latino citizens and noncitizens is a
routine development in criminological research.

The purpose of this chapter, then, is to remind readers
that noncitizens, especially Latinos and other immigrant
group members, usually reside in economically disadvan-
taged communities. Sampson and Bartusch (1998) noted
that legal cynicism and dissatisfaction with police were
both intertwined with levels of neighborhood disadvan-
tage, an effect that trumped racial differences in attitudes
toward the police, even after controlling for neighborhood
violent crime rates. Moreover, ecological characteristics
of policing also include the use of physical and deadly
force at the city level, officer misconduct in police
precincts, and slower response times in communities,
highlighting research that attitudes toward the police may
be a function of neighborhood context. These actions hit
young black males harder than others, but the impact on
Latino youths is an open issue, as is the impact of recent
immigration and the role of immigrant concentration in
shaping police encounters. These issues potentially appear
to construct a different story with respect to Latinos, vio-
lence, and the police.

This chapter closes with suggestions for future
research. U.S. society is now composed of multiethnic
populations, and the time has come to routinely examine
Latinos in police research as well as differences within
citizenship status groups, including naturalized citizens,
legal residents, and unauthorized migrants. Pioneering
research, together with early immigration and crime stud-
ies, includes issues relevant to Latinos and the police.
Before addressing what we do and do not know about
Latinos and police, the consequences of ignoring the
Latino population is emphasized.

Why Is Research on Latinos Important?

The need to transcend the black—white paradigm of U.S.
criminological research is obvious. Latinos comprise both
native-born (60%) and foreign-born (40%) individuals,
making them a very diverse group in terms of historical
background, their manner of reception, and their year of
entry into the United States. This last factor is important to
acknowledge, because since 1960, the Latino population
has experienced substantial growth due to rapid migration
from Latin American countries and the Caribbean, along
with high levels of fertility. Latinos are now the largest
racial/ethnic minority group in the United States, meaning
that the nation is as racially, ethnically, and linguistically
diverse as it was at the turn of the 20th century, and the
Latino population will likely continue to grow in the near
future. Also, according to the U.S. census, the population
of immigrants who are eligible for naturalization was
8.5 million in 2005; of these, more than one third, or nearly
3 million, were Mexican-origin Latinos (Rodriguez,
Saenz, & Menjivar, 2008). Thus, not only are Latinos of
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Mexican origin are less likely to become U.S. citizens, but
also the number of naturalized citizens from Mexico rose
by 144% from 1995 to 2005—the sharpest increase among
immigrants from any major country.

This growth has implications for the United States.
Stereotypes regarding the Latino population proliferates
in public discourse in the United States, fueled by media
reports and perpetuated by some politicians. Most of these
stereotypes go unchallenged even while they contribute to
the notion that Latino immigrants are a dangerous threat
to the nation. According to Leo Chavez (2008), these
stereotypes include that Latinos are uneducated peasants,
drug dealers, on welfare, and prone to commit crime.
Moreover, new policy mandates for tightening the border
and singling out illegal immigrants or criminal aliens,
who are primarily of Mexican origin, are encouraged by
politicians and commentators for the sake of enhancing
national security. These mandates include the deployment
of the National Guard, the building of a fence at the bor-
der between Mexico and the United States, and the label-
ing of undocumented immigrants as criminal aliens.
Immigration policy now reflects national concern about
local crime even though there is little systematic research
linking these topics.

The failure to conduct research in this area also means
that our understanding of this group, relative to whites and
blacks, will be underdeveloped. This change requires
researchers to consider whether Latinos are exposed to
police tactics in a manner similar to black or white resi-
dents. If the groups are treated similarly, does immigration
or legality status shape the manner in which Latinos are
treated by the criminal justice system? As noted earlier,
undocumented Latinos are now being targeted by local and
federal police agencies, singled out from others in disad-
vantaged communities, which sets the stage for potential
conflict between police and residents. Much like the neigh-
borhoods studied by pioneering researchers in 1931, these
activities are concentrated in economically disadvantaged
communities, reminding us that economic conditions
shape crime, violence, and perhaps police reactions to res-
idents in some poor neighborhoods. However, the out-
comes of criminal justice tactics are underexamined for
Latinos, and many questions about Latinos and reactions
to the police remain unanswered.

For example, although much of the Latino growth is in
traditional settlement areas in the southwestern United
State, there is substantial movement to places that are new
Latino destinations or places where few Latinos resided in
previous decades. Havidan Rodriguez and colleagues
(Rodriguez, Saenz, & Menjivar, 2008) noted that the emer-
gence of anti-immigrant laws or ordinances have prolifer-
ated in these new destination points, aimed at preventing
“illegals” from securing housing, punishing business own-
ers, and allowing local police to search for “illegals” or to
ask about legality status, an issue typically in the federal
domain. Take, for example, the village of Hazleton,
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Pennsylvania, which, according to the 2000 census, has a
population of approximately 23,000 residents, about 5% of
whom were Hispanic/Latino (Martinez, 2002). In 2006,
local officials passed the Illegal Immigration Relief Act, a
measure that would have resulted in racial profiling, dis-
crimination, and denial of benefits to legal immigrants.
This ordinance imposed fines of up to $1,000 to landlords
who rented to “illegal” immigrants, denied business per-
mits to corporations who employed undocumented immi-
grants, and made English the official language of the
village. Latinos bore the brunt of the latest anti-immigrant
hysteria in Hazleton and other places that implemented
similar restrictions. Thus, the consequences of anti-
immigrant/Latino initiatives are that all Latinos, legality of
citizenship status aside, are singled out by politicians and
the media and are presumed to be in the country illegally.

It is important to note that not only is the composition of
the Latino population (e.g., Mexican, Cuban, Puerto Rican,
Salvadoran, Dominican) unlike that of most other racial and
ethnic groups but also that the Latino population differs
from earlier immigrants. The Latino population is growing
and is estimated to represent about one quarter of the U.S.
population by 2030 (Chavez, 2008). Although they are still
concentrated in the southwestern states, Latinos are also
drawn to other regions of the country, and they work in
diverse sectors of the economy. Last, they are connected to
their home countries, and many send money back to their
country of birth. Remittances or money sent from immi-
grants in the United States is an important source of rev-
enue for many countries in Latin America and the
Caribbean. A decline in this revenue is ominous and shapes
interactions with others left behind as well as Latino immi-
grants’ absorption into U.S. society. It also potentially cre-
ates more poverty in the home country.

Historical Background

This chapter is a reminder that early research on
Latinos/immigrants has not adequately informed contem-
porary criminal justice studies. F. Arturo Rosales (1999)
contributed to the nascent body of research on Latino crime
and policing and made an important contribution toward
our understanding of early-1900s immigration trends. This
included how Mexican immigrants responded to the U.S.
criminal justice system and to crime and violence within
that system as well as immigrants’ reaction to non-Latino
white hostility, which emerged during the era of massive
Mexican immigration in the 1890s to 1930s. In other
words, early border problems, such as the smuggling of
liquor, drugs, and illegal immigrants, persist in contempo-
rary society, as do concerns about an emerging “Mexican
problem”—a stereotype that assumes an innate propensity
to crime in newcomers who hail from south of the Rio
Grande. This stereotype is still reflected in contemporary
society by politicians and the media and now targets illegal

immigrants, a demographic group most likely to include
persons of Mexican origin.

Regarding policing, some scholars contend that immi-
grant Mexicans experienced the negative presence of the
police system as soon as they landed on the U.S. portion of
the border. For example, drawing on historical data, includ-
ing the 1931 Wickersham Commission Report on Crime
and the Foreign Born, early researcher Paul Warnshuis
(1931) noted that many Mexican immigrants were dispro-
portionately arrested for disorderly conduct, a “color-less
charge” used to “keep them in check,” and that “indiscrim-
inate dragnets and brutal arrest tactics” were routine in
Latino communities. These activities were undoubtedly
linked to the widespread stereotype that Mexicans were
inclined toward criminality. Warnshius also quoted a
Chicago police sergeant stating that ““You know, Indian and
Negro blood does not mix very well. That is the trouble
with the Mexican; he has too much Negro blood” (p. 39), a
stereotype that persists to this day.

In fact, the notion that Mexican Americans were “born
criminals” has not only endured, but also, as Edward
Escobar (1999) documented, eventually contributed to
national concern about this group, culminating in harsh
measures singling out Mexican youth and young adults. By
1943, many residents of the Los Angeles barrios believed
that the LAPD regularly violated the rights of Mexican
Americans and that police misconduct in the Latino com-
munity was routine. In one nationally publicized incident,
between June 3 and June 10, 1943, white military service-
men, civilians, and policemen attacked Mexican American
youth dressed in the distinctive zoot suits (suits with wide
shoulders, thigh-length jackets, and tapered pants). Many
were assaulted, shaved, and left naked in the Los Angeles
streets. During the riot, LAPD officers allowed servicemen
to beat and strip the zoot suiters, usually arresting the
Mexican American youth for disturbing the peace. Police
officers arrested only a handful of servicemen but jailed
more than 600 Mexican Americans. With the police watch-
ing, servicemen entered bars, theaters, dance halls, restau-
rants, and even private homes in search of victims. By the
end of the rioting, servicemen were targeting all Mexican
Americans and even some African Americans. It is clear
that, for some Latinos, hostility and animosity probably
defined the relationship between the Latino community
and the LAPD even long after the end of World War II.

The extent of this enmity, however, was largely ignored by
criminology researchers as scholars in the United States
directed their attention to race and crime for several decades,
ignoring Latinos. This is unfortunate, because a research
foundation existed that could be built upon to inform current
research, including learning more from the well-documented
police mistreatment of Mexican immigrants in the early half
of the century. As early as 1919, the Texas Rangers, a state
police force, were involved in “murder; intimidation of citi-
zens; threats against the lives of others; torture and brutality;
flogging, horsewhipping, pistol whipping, and mistreatment



of suspected persons; incompetency; and disregard for the
law” (Gamio, 1971). The Texas Rangers were also routinely
engaged as strike-breakers and took an active role in pro-
tecting employers’ interests. They interfered with the peace-
ful farmworkers’ strike of 19661967 and arrested persons
without cause.

Julian Samora (1971) wrote that the Border Patrol regu-
larly restricted or relaxed the movement of illegal Mexican
aliens according to business cycles in the agriculture indus-
try. The relaxation of immigrant policy, border-crossing
enforcement, and the employment of “illegals” were linked
to ebbs and flows in the U.S. border economy. When crops
needed to be harvested, the Border Patrol participated in
getting workers into the field. In contrast, when crop season
ended and the workers were no longer needed, the number
of apprehensions and deportations spiked. Thus, the peri-
odic roundup of “illegals” was linked to agriculture indus-
try policy and law enforcement practices.

Samora (1971) recognized that routine Border Patrol
operations were shaped by concerted efforts to thwart
“invasions of illegals” crossing the U.S.—-Mexican border.
Periodic moral panics created concern about the “growing
number of Mexican aliens,” or a financial recession directed
attention to the undocumented workers. There was also
anxiety about perceived high levels of crime at the border
and the potential of disease-ridden “aliens” crossing the
border into the United States. During periods of height-
ened fear, Border Patrol officers saturated entry points; in
1952, they deported more than 500,000 undocumented
Mexicans when the decision was made to close the border.
As we now know, over time, the Border Patrol redirected
its attention elsewhere, and the number of deportees
dropped throughout the late 1950s and 1960s.

Thus, racial or ethnic conflict existed for some time in
the southwestern United States. Present researchers should
draw on work produced by early scholars. The hostile rela-
tionship between the Chicano/Latino community and the
LAPD lingered for most of the 20th century, and the long-
simmering tension from the LAPD zoot suit riot in 1942
can inform current scholars concerned with urban minor-
ity group crime, in particular those interested in the causes
of urban riots and how police exacerbate racial—ethnic ten-
sions, such as in the 1992 Los Angeles riots. The role that
border police play in tightening up enforcement of immi-
gration policy also is not new. The next section draws from
a body of ecological research on race and crime and closes
with suggestions for future studies.

Latino/Immigrant Neighborhood
Disadvantage and Police Research

Much of the recent research on race/ethnicity and crime has
been conducted at the aggregate level, on the basis of offi-
cial data reported to the police. This literature does not pon-
der individual variations in propensity to engage in criminal
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offending but instead considers variations in violent crime
victimization or offending across places such as metropoli-
tan areas or cities. Ecological research on crime and vio-
lence also draws attention to the relationship between
race/ethnicity and place, whether that is the city, metropol-
itan, or community level, and proposes that racial dispari-
ties are linked to the varying social contexts in which
population groups exist. A consistent finding in this litera-
ture is that violent crime rates, both offending and victim-
ization, are higher in places with greater proportions of
blacks or African Americans, and this finding persists over
time. Most of these studies use homicide or violent crime
rates or counts of racial/ethnic specific violence as the
dependent variable, because homicides are routinely
detected and reported to the police, but even these studies
typically focus on black or white crime differences.

These aggregate-level studies have been valuable
because they demonstrate the need to consider racial dis-
parities in crime and in some cases encourage scholars to
push conceptions of race and crime to include Latino com-
position in crime studies. Indeed, researchers have recently
evaluated whether the neighborhood conditions relevant to
black and white violence also apply to Latinos. At the fore-
front of recent ecological analyses of Latino violence is a
series of articles based in the city of Miami, Florida, a
heavily impoverished multiethnic city with large immi-
grant Latino and foreign-born black populations and high-
profile inner-city communities (Peterson & Krivo, 2005).
Latino-specific homicides were analyzed either alone or in
comparison with models for native-born blacks and whites,
and sometimes immigrant Haitians, Jamaicans, or Latino
groups, such as the Mariel Cubans. All of these are
racial/ethnic/immigrant groups that reside in high-crime
and disadvantaged communities in need of police services,
and that regularly encounter police officers, but the extent
of positive or negative police—citizen interactions is not
clear. Moreover, these Miami studies also noted that
Latinos usually follow a pattern similar to that among blacks
and whites in terms of the all-encompassing effect of con-
centrated disadvantage or heightened economic problems
even though some predictors of Latino homicide are, to
some extent, distinct. Thus, the basic linkages among dis-
advantage and homicide hold for African Americans,
Haitians, and Latinos in the city of Miami, even in areas
that are dominated by immigrants. This suggests that a
need exists to further examine the interactions between
police and residents and to explore levels of police treat-
ment because, by extension, the study of Latinos and
police encounters at the community level could vary from
studies of blacks or whites.

This body of work is important because there is a strong
relationship among economic disadvantage, affluence, and
violent crime, and this connection has received a great deal
of attention given the racial-ethnic differences in the
strength of the association between crime and socioeco-
nomic context at the community level. To a large extent,
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this notion is rooted in Robert Sampson’s and William J.
Wilson’s (1995) claim that the “sources of violent crime
appear to be remarkably invariant across race and rooted
instead in the structural differences across communities,
cities, and states in economic and family organization”
(p. 41), which helps explain the racial—ethnic differences
in violence. The premise of this claim is that community-
level patterns of racial inequality give rise to the social
isolation and ecological concentration of the truly disadvan-
taged, which in turn leads to structural barriers and cultural
adaptations that undermine social organization and in turn
shapes crime. Therefore, race is not a cause of violence but
rather a marker deriving from a set of social contexts
reflecting racial disparity in U.S. society. This has become
known as the racial invariance thesis of the fundamental
causes of violent crime. Still, the racial invariance thesis
has rarely been applied to ethnicity, crime, and policing.
Although other conceptual or theoretical overviews on
Latino crime and delinquency exist, attention is directed to
macrolevel approaches, because this is where the bulk of
Latino violence research is located.

The study of neighborhood disadvantage and violence
has generated similar findings for blacks and Latinos in the
border cities of San Diego, California, and El Paso, Texas.
Other researchers have compared and contrasted the
characteristics of black, white, and Latino homicides in
Chicago; Houston, Texas; and Los Angeles or have con-
trolled for social and economic determinants of crime
thought to shape racial—ethnic disparities across neighbor-
hoods (Peterson & Krivo, 2005). None have found evi-
dence that more immigration means more homicides in a
given area. For the most part, these studies also have led to
the conclusion that the “disadvantage link” to homicide is
similar for African Americans and Latinos.

Therefore, the impact of disadvantage holds in the case
of Latinos on the border and might be extended to ethnic
variations in terms of community-level causes of violence.
By extension, it also appears that residents of heavily
Mexican-origin communities might have enhanced contact
with Immigration and Customs Enforcement agents con-
centrated on or around the Mexican border who are
increasingly engaged in aggressive crime control strategies
designed to stop the movement of undocumented workers
into the United States. Much like the case of young African
American males, perceptions of unfair and disrespectful
treatment by law enforcement authorities, hand in hand
with increased targeting by police in search of immigration
violations and undocumented workers to deport, might
influence Latino males’ perception of police. As immigra-
tion crackdowns increase, young Latino adults are singled
out regardless of citizenship status, which shapes their
views of police and increases their distrust and negative
interactions with criminal justice officials. The aggressive
targeting by police typically occurs in extremely poor
Latino communities and potentially strains relationships
with community members and law enforcement officials.

This research discussed in this section supports the
notion that structural disadvantage matters for violence

across racial, ethnic, and immigrant groups, and it should
also matter for police treatment. However, research on
neighborhood contexts and police encounters remains in
short supply for Latinos. In short, future research should
pay closer attention to potential variations across and within
groups of various immigration status, ethnic variations, and
perceptions of the police at the neighborhood level.

Recommendations for Future Research

A number of other important questions should be addressed
in the future. For example, how does economic disadvan-
tage operate to produce violence within and across Latino
groups with varying levels of citizenship status but in sim-
ilar communities? Also, is citizenship shaping ethnic dif-
ferences in dissatisfaction with the police? Moreover,
Latinos reside in areas with high levels of disadvantage, but
many Latino communities have high levels of labor market
attachment, even though typically it might mean employ-
ment in menial jobs. What happens when law enforcement
officials target specific areas populated by working poor
Latinos with aggressive policing tactics designed to subdue
immigration policy violations but not necessarily crime?
Will native-born Latinos be content with these tactics when
pulled off the streets in these sweeps along with docu-
mented and undocumented immigrants?

It is not surprising that Latinos disapprove of recent
stepped-up immigration enforcement. In a recent survey
by the Pew Hispanic Center, Latinos reported wholeheart-
edly disapproving of a variety of enforcement measures
(Menjivar & Bejarno, 2004). More than 80% said that
immigration enforcement should be left mainly to the fed-
eral authorities instead of the local police; approximately
76% disapproved of workplace raids, 73% disapproved of
the criminal prosecution of undocumented immigrants,
and 70% disapproved of the criminal prosecution of
employers who hire undocumented immigrants. Most
Latinos agreed that there has been an increase in the past
year in immigration enforcement actions targeted at
undocumented immigrants, and more than one third of sur-
veyed Latinos said there has been an increase in anti-
immigrant sentiment. A majority of Latinos also reported
worrying about deportation.

The potential rise of racial profiling among Latinos is an
important topic to consider. In the Pew survey nearly 1 in
10 Latinos, both native and foreign born, reported that in
the past year the police or other authorities had stopped
them and asked about their immigration status. Thus, will
Latino profiling increase hand in hand with police strate-
gies disseminated in reaction to the growth of immigration
across the United States? This tactic has the potential to cre-
ate fear and distrust of the police in many Latino commu-
nities, where some families are blended, including
immigrant parents and children born and raised in the
United States. For example, the Border Patrol recently
announced plans to check the documents of Texas residents
in the Rio Grande Valley in event of a hurricane evacuation



before they are allowed to board evacuation buses. Some
residents were concerned that this policy would encourage
some people to not evacuate, further endangering immi-
grant communities and burdening agencies engaged in
evacuation, rescue, and relief efforts.

This, of course, has a potential parallel in many immi-
grant communities. As immigrant blacks, such as Haitians
in Miami, move into older African American areas, should
we expect more or fewer negative encounters with police
profiling in the cities of Miami, Miami Shores, North
Miami, El Portal, Biscayne Park, and adjacent communi-
ties? Similarly, what about when whites were replaced by
Haitians in these areas? These are neighborhoods or
municipalities where the lack of attention to heavily immi-
grant black communities versus African American areas is
another unfortunate oversight. Will border police, in search
of immigrant blacks, profile African Americans, creating
even more hostility in a community already resistant to
police authority? Miami is an ethnically diverse commu-
nity, with many Latino groups hailing heavily from the
Caribbean basin. Perhaps cities such as Los Angeles and
Houston, where the Mexican-origin population resides
alongside Salvadorans and other Latino group members,
provide yet another alternative scenario to the study of
Latinos and police.

What is the impact of public or police corruption in the
home country for Latino immigrants? It is possible that, as
disadvantaged as conditions may be, that immigrants may
use their home countries, which might have even worse
economic and political conditions, as reference points when
assessing their economic position relative to others, but the
impact of these comparisons on police encounters requires
more research. For example, research on human smuggling
suggests that law enforcement officials actively aid in facil-
itating illegal immigrants’ exit from their country of origin
to the United States. Public officials openly request money
and gifts to facilitate the immigration process to the extent
that workers in the smuggling business consider public cor-
ruption a cost of doing business (Chavez, 2008). Even
though they develop a general distaste for corruption and
the extraction of bribes, which cuts into their profit mar-
gins, in the end public or police corruption is part of the
price built into the smuggling business. These activities
probably shape immigrants’ perceptions, expectations, and
tolerance of American law enforcement. It very well might
be that an immigrant’s prior experience in his or her home
country has set such a low standard of expectation that it
affects what he or she expects and will tolerate in the
United States. Given the widespread popularity of immi-
gration crackdowns, researchers should reconsider what
works and what does not work when trying to improve
police—citizen relations in Latino communities.

The growth of Latino populations across the United
States has probably sparked an interest in increasing eth-
nic diversity among many police organizations; however,
relatively few major departments are primarily Latino,
and thus more research is needed on how the changing
ethnic composition of these organizations influences the
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relationship between race/ethnicity and crime. Communities
of varying racial-ethnic makeup potentially have unstable
relations with criminal justice organizations, especially in
regard to police behavior. The extant literature has clearly
provided a foundation on which to build an awareness of
how Latino police officers interact with others beyond
Miami, especially in the southwestern United States,
where the history of racial—ethnic relations is very differ-
ent from that in the rest of the country. Research on per-
ceptions of police by family members, friends, coworkers,
school mates, and neighbors of Latino residents who
interact with law enforcement agencies routinely remains
in short supply.

Conclusion

Scholars clearly should broaden their focus beyond blacks
and whites to include Latinos with varying levels of citizen-
ship status whenever possible in future research on police
treatment and the criminal justice system. The growth of
Latinos across broad sectors of U.S. society requires a
renewed focus on multiple racial/ethnic/immigrant groups
in the comparison of experiences with the police across a
variety of communities and regions. Related to the growing
ethnic diversity across the nation is the renewed concern
about the influx of immigrants and the perpetuation of
stereotypes on criminal immigrant Latinos by political com-
mentators, policymakers, and residents in areas with grow-
ing immigrant Latino populations. The incorporation of
Latinos will help scholars of violent crime, serious delin-
quency, and policing produce a broader understanding of the
race/ethnic and violent crime linkages and expand that focus
to include the diverse ecological contexts in which blacks,
whites, and Latinos reside.

In addition, early scholars had an intimate understand-
ing of the role Latinos and immigrants played in crime and
police research in their era. Regrettably, that degree of
familiarity seems to have disappeared from much of the
recent criminology and policing literature, making it diffi-
cult for readers to benefit from the insights arising not only
from the violent crime and disadvantage literature but also
from other areas in the social sciences, especially the
insights yielded by recent immigration studies. Until we
bring Latinos and immigrants back into the study of crime,
while considering citizenship status, our understanding of
race/ethnicity will be underdeveloped at best.
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WEATHER AND CRIME

DERRAL CHEATWOOD

University of Texas at San Antonio

Ithough questions about weather and crime, climate
Aand crime, and season and crime are each different,

they share a common assumption: that weather
somehow influences criminal behavior. Many of the oldest
beliefs about an association between weather and human
behavior were based on otherworldly causes, ranging from
weather gods to the positions of heavenly bodies. Astrology,
which dates back 5,000 years, is a classic example of that
approach. Other explanations, from Hippocrates some
2,400 years ago to Montesquieu in 1748, have assumed that
the climate of specific areas influenced the populations liv-
ing in those areas—for example, that hot southern climates
produced hot-blooded people and cold northern climates
produced cold-blooded people. Beginning in the 1800s,
criminologists from Adolphe Quetelet to Cesare Lombroso
argued that climate influenced the biology of the individual,
which could lead the population of a given climate toward
higher rates of crime. Most of those assumptions—in fact,
pretty well all of them—have been discounted by recent sci-
entific research. However, a number of modern theories of
crime provide some well-reasoned arguments as to why
weather and, by extension, climate and season, should quite
logically be expected to influence criminal behavior.

This chapter defines what is generally meant by
weather, season, and climate. It considers some of the the-
ories that would lead one to expect a relationship between
weather and crime and concludes that the routine activities
theory of crime and theories that focus on stress in social

interactions offer the best explanations for the relation-
ships seen. It then looks at the data that suggest that
weather, climate, or season have an effect on crime.
Finally, taking all this into consideration, it reaches some
conclusions as to whether weather, climate, or season
influence crime rates or crime patterns and if so, how.

Weather, Climate, and Season

There are actually three aspects of weather that have been
studied in criminology: (1) weather itself, (2) season, and
(3) climate. Weather, as defined in the Glossary of Meteo-
rology (Glickman, 2000), is the state of the atmosphere of
the earth, and the major components of that atmosphere
that criminologists examine (and on which the local mete-
orologist reports) are temperature, humidity, precipitation,
cloudiness, wind, and barometric pressure. The Glossary
notes that weather commonly refers to short-term atmos-
pheric conditions, usually thought of in terms of hours or
days. Many of the modern studies of the impact of weather
on crime use day-to-day changes in these weather elements
as independent variables.

All natural events, including weather, occur in the
dimensions of space and time. Climate is a pattern of
weather characteristic of some given space, usually a large
geographic area. Obviously, the weather will vary day to
day and month to month both in southern Texas and in
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northern Minnesota. However, just as obviously, the
weather in southern Texas will characteristically be hotter
and drier, and the weather in northern Minnesota will be
colder and wetter. A pattern of weather characteristic of a
period of time, usually months, that recurs with regularity
from year to year constitutes a season. No matter what one
day’s weather may be, or what the climate may be, in
almost all locations the weather changes during the year,
being hotter during one period and cooler during another.
The fact that the changing seasons affect human behavior
patterns is confirmed by data on almost all human activity,
including crime.

Because climate and season describe different aspects
of weather, it is important to consider each of them sepa-
rately when discussing the impact of weather on crime.
Crime is a social behavior, and virtually every behavior in
which humans engage is affected in minor or major ways
by the weather that surrounds us, the change of seasons
that change that weather, and the common weather patterns
that define our climate. Both logic and a superficial review
of crime data support the appearance of some relationship
of weather to crime, and criminologists address questions
about what the nature of that relationship is and how we
can explain how weather either directly or indirectly brings
about that relationship.

Theoretical Models of the
Relationship of Weather and Crime

Early Explanations

Early philosophers believed that the weather had an
effect on the biological and psychological makeup of indi-
viduals, and thus of cultures, with temperate climates mak-
ing for temperate personalities and hotter climates making
for more aggressive personalities. Characteristically, they
argued that hotter days, hot seasons, and hot climates influ-
enced individuals directly, making them less capable of
controlling their inhibitions and more subject to impulsive
and often aggressive behavior. Society, then, merely
reflected those individual influences.

During the birth of modern social science in the 1800s,
a Belgian statistician named Adolphe Quetelet formulated
the thermic law of delinquency, which held that crimes
against person are more common in hotter climates and sea-
sons, whereas crimes against property are more common in
cooler climates and seasons. During the rest of that century
and into the 20th century, many of the first criminologists,
from Cesare Lombroso and Enrico Ferri to Gustav
Aschaffenburg, supported this thermic law. In the United
States, some researchers blamed excessive heat for stimu-
lating the emotions, increasing irritability, and bringing
about lower levels of social inhibition, with a resultant
inability to control one’s impulses. All of these factors, they
argued, led to the higher murder rates seen in the hotter

southern areas of the United States. This was carried further
to a racist climatic determinism that argued that blacks,
tracing their ancestry to the hot regions of Africa, carried a
hereditary tendency to aggression and lower impulse con-
trol derived from that climate, which resulted in the higher
murder rates among African Americans.

Others, however, rejected this biological determinism
and began to observe that the correlation of weather and
crime was mediated by culture and the changing nature of
social interactions (Falk, 1952, provided an excellent
review of this literature). In his comprehensive examina-
tion of suicide as a social phenomenon, one of the out-
standing early sociologists, Emile Durkheim (1897/1951),
countered these explanations and the thermic law of delin-
quency. Examining data on crime as well as suicide, he
was one of the first scholars to bring a systematic scientific
method to bear on the relationship of weather to crime. He
pointed out that the patterns of personal aggression, both
murder and suicide, that appear characteristic of certain
climates at one time in history are not necessarily charac-
teristic of those same climates at other times in history. He
also demonstrated that within any climate different subcul-
tures in the population will display different levels of
aggression. It is, he argued, not the climate but the cultur-
ally framed social activity of the people who live in that
climate that fosters or prevents aggression.

In examining seasonality, Durkheim (1897/1951) used
data on Europe from much of the 1800s that did in fact
indicate higher murder rates and suicide rates in the sum-
mer. However, after an analysis of those data, he concluded
that it is not heat per se that brings about changes in the
individual that lead him or her to commit murder or sui-
cide. He argued that instead, the rates for those instances of
premature or voluntary death occur during the summer
because during that season social life is far more active,
and social interactions are more intense. In noting this he
was among the first to understand that the influence of
weather, including seasonal or climatic effects, was indi-
rect, bringing about changes in social interactions, which
then changed the levels of crime and suicide.

Modern Theories

During the growth of modern criminology in the
20th century, theorists increasingly came to follow
Durkheim’s lead and examined how weather, climate, or
season affects our day-to-day social interactions. Throughout
the century, a variety of explanations were tested using
increasingly sophisticated methods, and by the beginning
of the 21st century two models had evolved to explain
weather’s impact on crime: (1) interactional theories focus-
ing on stress and (2) routine activities theory.

Interactional theories look at the relationship of the
individual to the social milieu in which he or she lives. In
short, how do people manage to get along with each other
day to day? In this model, stress—the need to constantly



adapt to changing conditions and accommodate others in
social interaction—is a constant in all human behavior.
We react and respond to our environment using socially
learned habits of adaptation provided by our culture. That
environment consists not only of other people and our
interactions with other people but also the physical
world. These adaptations usually are quite functional and
allow the individual to deal with normal levels of stress.
In cases of extreme weather, however, these normal adap-
tations are stretched beyond their functional limits, and
normal physical, psychological, and social reactions
begin to break down.

The way we are taught to accommodate increased stress
brought about by hot weather, and even the way we are
allowed to accommodate, is culturally, socially, and eco-
nomically conditioned. In very hot weather in public work
settings in the United States, men may take their shirts off.
Women, by law and by cultural convention, may not. In
very hot weather, middle- and higher-class people can stay
inside their air-conditioned homes. The poor, unable to
afford air conditioners and the energy to run them, cannot.
In other words, the way groups of people are able to adapt
to increased stress is based on everything from economic
status to gender. During times of stress, these differences
can result in increases in criminal behavior in some popu-
lations more so than others.

This stress is not all social or psychological. Heat has a
very real physical impact on our bodies. During periods of
increased heat we perspire, and blood flow is increased near
the skin to better dissipate heat. However, at some point our
bodies are physically unable to keep up with the stress pro-
duced by increasing heat (and accented by increasing
humidity). Research has established that there are qualitative
points, called discomfort points, at which heat (or the rela-
tionship of heat and humidity) begins to noticeably affect
most people, and those points show up as having a relation-
ship to some crimes, notably, assault and murder.

Beyond the biology of the individual, however, crimes
are more often the result of stresses that derive from
human interaction, and both weather and season change
our patterns of behavior and thus, indirectly, the nature and
level of stress to which we are subjected. These common
patterns of behavior are called routine activities, and they
are the focus of the second major approach to understand-
ing the impact of weather and season on crime.

Routine activities theory, developed by Cohen and
Felson (1979), is probably the most widely used model to
explain the relationship of weather, climate, and season to
crime. This theory holds that crime is the result of the con-
vergence in time and in space of motivated offenders, suit-
able targets, and the absence of capable guardians. Note
that it is not a causal theory that seeks to explain why indi-
viduals become motivated to commit crime; instead, it sim-
ply states that when people who might decide to commit a
crime (or who are already intent on committing a crime)
wind up at the same place and at the same time as people
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or places that are suitable targets, and there are no other
people or structures or props present that can protect those
suitable targets, crime will increase.

Weather, climate, and season can have an impact on all
three of those components (i.e., motivated offenders, suit-
able targets, and lack of guardians). The time around
Christmas, for example, often finds us economically
stressed, with an immediate need for cash to buy presents
(or to pay bills from credit cards used to buy those pre-
sents). Field studies of armed robbers have revealed that
robbery is often the result of a perceived need for immedi-
ate cash and that the preferred targets are individuals who
are likely to have cash or valuables and unlikely to have a
defensive weapon. Those two factors predominate around
Christmas. Furthermore, the mass of shoppers in malls and
in parking lots can overwhelm security personnel and nor-
mal security measures, leaving the suitable targets without
adequate guardianship. And sure enough, FBI data con-
firm that robbery is the only Crime Index crime that is reg-
ularly more common in the deep winter months (December
and January; Falk, 1952).

Even a look at the same type of crime, but different sets
of victims, reveals that the common activities in which
people engage are significant influences on the crimes
they commit. McCleary and Chew (2002) examined sea-
sonal risks for homicide but focused on victims who were
children under age 15. They confirmed that the summer
season peak found for adult victims was also characteristic
of school-aged children, but for children under age 5 they
found a significant peak in homicide victimization during
the winter months. Most offenders in these child murders
were young mothers, and the event precipitating the homi-
cide was likely to have involved demands for food, cloth-
ing, or attention. These demands were most likely made at
home, were more stressful for young mothers with less
experience, and were accented during winter months, all of
which explain the higher murder rates for young children
during that season.

In research that compared routine activities theory with
a more traditional psychological theory suggesting a direct
association of temperature and aggression, Hipp and col-
leagues (Hipp, Bauer, Curran, & Bollen, 2004) found that
routine activities theory was more effective in explaining
the differences found in both violent and property crime.
As we will see, data on a variety of different crimes over a
number of years and in a variety of places support that con-
clusion. It is also important to point out that we have to be
very careful not to confuse levels of scale when comparing
a sociological theory such as routine activities theory with
a biological or psychological theory. Even when consider-
ing stress, we have to be careful to make sure our data and
our theory are derived at the same level of scale. Durkheim
(1897/1951) pointed out that one should explain social
facts only with other social facts. If we have data on crime
rates that are derived from large population groups, for
example, we have to be sure our theories are not reducing
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our explanations for a group’s crime rate to the psycholog-
ical makeup of the individuals of that group.

Most modern explanations of how weather affects
crime, then, rely either on a model suggesting that weather
increases the level of interactional stress and pushes our
culturally provided adaptations to their breaking point or
one that suggests that weather has a role in changing the
routine activities and patterns of social interaction, which
changes the likelihood of crime. These theories are based
on crime and weather data, and they are continually being
tested by researchers using ever more detailed and exten-
sive data sets. This research has yielded findings that do
seem to be consistent as criminologists examine the impact
of weather and season on crime.

The Data

First, there is no question that very extreme weather condi-
tions affect crime patterns, just as they affect all other
human activities. If a hurricane strikes a city with 100-mph
sustained winds, burglary will go down during the hours that
those winds are present. This is not because there are no
motivated burglars in the city, or because there are no unpro-
tected homes or businesses with valuables in them (in fact,
there are probably more unprotected homes, because indi-
viduals with resources may have evacuated the area). The
simple fact is that when it is impossible to walk on a street,
the burglars cannot get to the homes. However, in a study of
the impact of Hurricane Hugo, James LeBeau found that,
once the hurricane had passed, there was a significant
increase in calls to police for burglary as well as to report a
“man with a gun,” suggesting a possible increase in defen-
sive gun use (LeBeau, 2002). When the motivated offender
is able to move about, when suitable targets are available,
and when the activities of guardians such as the police are
directed elsewhere, crime increases.

In general, criminologists do not look at such extreme
weather events. Instead, they conduct their research on the
range of normal variations in weather factors, seasonality,
or climate, and look for changes in crime patterns that
relate to changes in those factors.

Climate

Although variations in climate and its effect on people
served as explanations of differing crime rates in much of
the early literature on weather and crime, the impact of cli-
mate on crime has been largely discounted. The earliest
observations that led criminologists to suggest climatic
impacts on crime were geographic differences in crime
rates. In the United States, this was in particular the consis-
tently higher murder rates found in the South. It is a fact that
murder rates in the South have been higher than in any other
region of the United States since data on crime have been
collected. Examinations of the correlation of the South with

homicide rates has became progressively sophisticated over
the past hundred years, and a significant debate has devel-
oped in criminology as to whether the association of murder
and “Southern-ness” is due to cultural differences (particu-
larly among minority populations) or to structural differ-
ences along economic lines. What is significant, however, is
that in the dozens of scientific articles published on this
question since the 1960s, climate is no longer considered as
a possible explanation.

Research conducted by DeFronzo (1984) near the end
of the 20th century may have effectively laid the climate
and crime argument to rest. After controlling for noncli-
matic variables, climate had only weak and indirect associ-
ations with crime rates. DeFronzo found that economic
conditions, urbanization, and population demographics
remain the primary predictors of overall crime rate (again,
with the debate continuing over exactly which of the three
carries the primary explanatory power).

From this, the research shifted initially toward seasonal
effects on crime. Then, as computers gave us the ability to
do increasingly complex research on increasingly large data-
bases, criminologists turned to the examination of more pre-
cise, short-term weather factors.

Season

Quetelet’s thermic law of delinquency argued that heat
and violent behavior were related, such that violent crimes
should be higher in the summer months and property
crimes higher in the winter. A casual examination of
Uniform Crime Reports data indicates that there is a con-
siderable seasonal effect for both violent and property
crime in the United States. However, when one looks at the
Uniform Crime Reports for 1990 through 2003, it is obvi-
ous that the months in which the property crimes of bur-
glary and larceny are highest are not in the cooler seasons
but in July, August, September, and June (Hipp et al.,
2004). Thus, a simple examination of the data challenges
the thermic law. Research in other locations has also found
seasonal patterns for particular crimes, although some of
these patterns are not the same as those found in the United
States. In England and Wales, robbery and burglary both
increase in the winter, whereas personal crimes peak dur-
ing the summer; in Ghana, the personal crime of assault is
also highest between June and September. Landau and
Fridman (1993) examined the seasonality of robbery and
homicide in Israel and found that robbery followed a
strong seasonal pattern of higher rates in the winter but
that homicide, although somewhat more common during
certain months, displayed no seasonal pattern (August was
high, but July was low; March was high, but April was
low). In the Southern Hemisphere, where the seasons are
reversed, the patterns also are reversed. Studies of sexual
abuse in Chile indicated that the months in which the num-
ber of cases were highest were November, October, and
December (late spring and early summer in Chile), with



the lowest number of cases appearing in late autumn and
winter during the months of May, June, and July (Tellez,
Galleguillos, Aliaga, & Silva, 2006).

Indeed, in the United States, a temporal pattern in which
certain months are significantly high and certain other
months significantly low is apparent in almost all crimes.
The problem is to determine whether the pattern variation
is seasonal or monthly. This may sound like the same thing,
but there is a difference, and it is a very important differ-
ence for theory, research, and policymakers. If one looks at
American data over the past five decades, one can see that
a number of crimes are highest in the warmer months of
June, July, August, and September (Hipp et al., 2004).
Larceny (theft), burglary, aggravated assault, and rape all
have peaks in July and August, with the third highest month
most commonly being either June or September. So, look-
ing at American data we see a seasonal pattern for rape,
assault, larceny and burglary, with all being higher during
summer months. Because two of these are personal crimes
and two are property crimes, they obviously do not support
Quetelet’s thermic law of delinquency.

Robbery and murder, on the other hand, show significant
monthly patterns, but the months involved do not appear in
any one season. July and August are also among the three
highest months for murder in the United States, but the third
most common month for high murder rates is December.
This indicates a significant monthly pattern for homicide, yet
it is clearly not a seasonal pattern. Also, robbery, which is
considered a personal crime by the Uniform Crime Reports,
is consistently at its highest during the months of December,
January, October, and August (Cohn & Rotton, 2000).

What these data lead us to suspect, and research con-
firms, is that in any country the seasonal or monthly patterns
characteristic of any crime are determined in large part by
cultural patterns. In one of the most pronounced cultural
effects, Zimring and associates (Zimring, Ceretti, & Broli,
1996) discovered that crime of all types drops by half in
Milan, Italy, during the month of August, the month in
which a large proportion of the Italian population goes on
holiday. They noted that the opportunities for crime (suitable
targets and the absence of capable guardians) do not
decrease; in fact, there should be more unguarded homes
and fewer guardians in place. The only conclusion that
seems to fit their data is that “social processes unknown in
American cities reduce criminal activity in Milan almost in
half during the vacation month of August . . . Crime takes a
holiday in Milan during August apparently because crimi-
nals take a holiday” (Zimring et al., 1996, p. 277).

In sum, the relationship between the hotter months of
summer and a peak in rape and assault seems to be almost
universal. However, although there is no such universal
seasonal pattern for property crimes, robbery, or murder,
many locations do show a pronounced monthly pattern for
those crimes. Oddly, it appears that the thermic law of
higher personal crimes in the summer and higher property
crimes in the winter may hold for other locations, including
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parts of Europe (Rotton & Cohn, 2002, p. 487), but not for
the United States.

When we examine the data on season and specific
crimes in more detail, the results strengthen the idea that
the seasons act on crime by bringing about changes in rou-
tine activities and increases in interactional stress. Recall
that July and August are the most common months for
murder but that the third month in which murder is most
likely to occur is December. Obviously, July, August, and
December have drastically different weather patterns.
However, these are the months in which we tend to take
vacations as well as the ones during which we interact
more frequently with friends and family. As many of us are
aware, those people who can cause us the most stress—
who can really push all our buttons—are the same people
to whom we are closest. These months also see an increase
in alcohol consumption. Alcohol releases inhibitions and
can increase aggression, and it is a common drug of abuse
among young males, who constitute the group with the
highest murder rates (as both offenders and as victims).
Increased interactions among people with strong emo-
tional ties, which produce increased stress, and the
increased use of alcohol by high-risk groups during the
summer and over the holidays should be expected to
increase the incidence of homicides, and that is what we
see. It is not the weather characteristic of the season but the
nature of social interactions that are influenced and
changed by that weather.

This proposition is further supported when one compares
seasonal patterns of murder and assault. Criminologists
frequently make the argument that aggravated assault and
homicide are “sibling” crimes; that is, they are the same
behavior—an attack by one person with the intent to do
serious bodily harm to another—and the only real distinc-
tion is whether the victim lives or dies as a result of the
attack. If this is correct, then we would expect to see
the same pattern of July, August, and December being the
most common months for aggravated assault, just as we did
for murder. However, that is not the case. The months with
the highest reported cases of aggravated assault are July
and August, but then June and September tie for third. Not
only is December not one of the highest, but also it is con-
sistently the month in which the lowest number of aggra-
vated assaults are reported. On the one hand, that could
mean that murder and aggravated assault are not the same
behaviors at all, but it is also possible that assaults occur-
ring around Christmastime are less likely to be reported
because, as our theories suggest, they are more likely to
occur between friends or members of an extended family.
And that is exactly what happens when criminologists look
at the reports made to police. The reporting of assault goes
down near the holidays, often because fights between
friends or family are hidden, but fights that result in a
death cannot be hidden, and the number of murders
increases. As Anderson noted as early as 1989, “It is prob-
ably the case that within families, assaults are relatively



56 ¢« CORRELATES OF CRIME AND VICTIMIZATION

unlikely to be reported to the police. Obviously, within-
family [or within-friend] homicides cannot be correspond-
ingly underreported” (p. 84).

In sum, it is not the weather characteristic of the season
that directly increases aggression in individuals; instead, it
is the social behavior characteristic of the season for each
culture that changes the probability that criminal behavior
may result, and this seems to apply across cultures. Most
of the findings on the subject of weather and crime are
based on American data, but research conducted in other
nations suggests that although seasonal and weather effects
on crime appear to be universal, the form they take is
shaped by unique cultural patterns.

Weather

Although the results of research testing the impact of
the full range of weather variables vary from study to
study, there is fairly solid evidence for a relationship
between crime and temperature, with lesser support for
such a relationship between crime and humidity, precipita-
tion, or changes in barometric pressure. A few isolated
studies have found some impact of cloudiness, precipita-
tion, or barometric pressure on crime, but most research
using those variables does not. Only temperature seems to
produce relatively consistent findings over the years
(Rotton & Cohn, 2002, provided a good review of this
research). Furthermore, temperature has been examined in
a number of different ways. Basic raw temperature, as well
as the discomfort produced by the addition of humidity in
the temperature humidity index (originally called the dis-
comfort index), have been tested. The temperature
recorded at periods of time as short as 3 hours has been
examined, as has the effect of consistently high tempera-
tures over a number of days. Regardless of how it is tested,
in one study or another, an increase in temperature has
been found to correlate with increases in assault, homicide,
rape, robbery, burglary, larceny, and domestic violence.

Studies that have examined the combination of weather
effects and time effects on crime patterns have found that
they are related. In line with routine activities theory, street
crimes are consistently higher during weekends, when peo-
ple engage in more leisure activities, have more time on
their hands, are more likely to use alcohol, and are more
likely to leave their homes for other entertainment venues.
As a result, weekends are more likely to reduce guardian-
ship for crimes such as larceny and burglary and are more
likely to place demographic groups with higher propensi-
ties for aggressive crime (young males) in entertainment
situations involving alcohol and in contact with suitable
targets for aggression (anything from other young males to
young females), with a concomitant increase in murder,
aggravated assault, rape, and robbery. Temperature not
only has a general impact on crime, but it also appears to
compound or accentuate the impact that day of the week
has on crime. Crime consistently increases on weekends,

but research shows that it increases more on hotter week-
ends than on cooler weekends. Taking this even further,
LeBeau and Langworthy (1986) made the insightful obser-
vation that the increase in both crime and police calls for
service during the summer months should thus not be con-
sidered unusual, “since vacations from work and school
are primarily extended weekends” (p. 139).

So, routine activity models are strongly supported by both
seasonal and weather data, but what about stress? Re-
searchers looking at assaults in Dallas during the early 1980s
divided neighborhoods into low status, medium status, and
high status and found that the link between the discomfort
produced by a combination of heat and humidity during the
summer and an increase in aggravated assaults during that
time was significantly more pronounced in low-status neigh-
borhoods. This fits neatly with the argument that it is the abil-
ity to cope with increased stress and discomfort over time
that provides a key to understanding the relationship between
weather and assaultive crime. Increases in assault were asso-
ciated with increases in the temperature humidity index
across Dallas. All three classes of neighborhoods showed cal-
endar variations, with some increase during summer months
and a peak in assaults during the weekend, but the increase
was significantly more pronounced in neighborhoods where
economic disadvantage limited residents’ options to accom-
modate increased discomfort. In those low-status neighbor-
hoods, during periods of increased heat, assault increased at
a higher rate than in the more affluent neighborhoods
because the poor “are less able to control the comfort of their
home and work spaces and are perhaps more susceptible to
the complex manifestations of heat stress” (Harries, Stadler,
& Zdorkowski, 1984, p. 598).

In sum, most factors of weather—rain, snow, fog, weather
fronts, barometric pressure, or wind—do not display con-
sistent results when tested for their impact on crimes.
Only temperature seems to be related, and the relationship
is both robust and consistent across most studies of
weather and crime or season and crime. Higher tempera-
tures, or higher temperatures combined with higher
humidity, produce such discomfort that our adaptations to
stress are stretched to their limits. This discomfort also
changes our patterns of routine activities in ways that
place us at higher risk of both property and personal
crimes. At the societal level, the impact of weather is fur-
ther mediated by day of the week, the demographic struc-
ture and cultural matrix of the population, and the
socioeconomic structure of the population. As with so
many other things, our cultural, economic, and physical
environments modify how we are affected, and how we
respond to, everything we encounter.

Conclusion

Complex research on weather factors and crime across
long periods of time or in numerous locales requires the



handling of extremely large data sets, and this has been
possible only with the development of sophisticated data-
gathering meteorological instruments; the advent of the
computer; and the development of analytical techniques to
handle large, complex data sets. As a consequence, and
despite significant early studies conducted with the limited
data and analytical techniques available, the study of
detailed weather patterns and resultant crime changes is
only a little over three decades old. In that short history
there are some contradictory results in the research, often
based on results obtained only for very limited geographic
areas or periods of time. There are also a number of ques-
tions that have not yet even been addressed. Despite those
problems, however, there do appear to be some basic con-
clusions we have reached that can be taken as a starting
point for future research:

1. Of all of the weather variables measured, only higher
temperatures, often augmented by higher humidity, show
a consistent and robust relationship to crime.

2. In the United States there are pronounced seasonal
patterns for rape, assault, burglary, and larceny, with all
of these crimes increasing during the summer months.
Other nations also display seasonal patterns for specific
crimes, but they do not always have the same summer
peak seen in the United States.

3. Both murder and robbery show regular monthly patterns,
but not along seasonal lines. From this, it is important to
understand that the impact of weather, whether seasonally
or day by day, on any population is mediated by the
culture, the social and economic status, and the
demographic structure of that population.

4. The most effective model explaining the observed
relationship between weather or season and crime is
routine activities theory. Activities common to hotter
weather or hotter seasons tend to directly or indirectly
influence the probability of a convergence of motivated
offenders, suitable targets, and reduced guardianship.
Interactionist models that consider changes in stress
produced by differing behavior patterns occurring in
different weather situations or seasons also show promise
in explaining changes in personal crime.

5. Climate as an explanatory variable for crime differences
or the alleged criminality of any population has been
largely discounted.

It is inherent to the nature of science that conclusions
that are accepted at one point in time will change as more
research is conducted to test those conclusions. Crimi-
nology scholars need to continue studying the relationship
of weather and homicide in order to sophisticate theory, to
test previous results with more accurate data and better ana-
lytical techniques, and to produce policy recommendations
that can help reduce crime.

There is a need to improve criminological theories that
address the relationship of weather and crime. Criminology
needs better integration of the existing theoretical models,
and there is a need to continue research that specifically tests
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theories of the weather—crime relationship. Some studies
have done this, but future research needs to develop very spe-
cific testable propositions that would enable us to integrate
(or to distinguish between) two or more theories and then
perform the research necessary to test those propositions.

We now have ever more complex and detailed data.
Where early research often had only the number of crimes
reported in some area over some period of time and, at best,
daily weather data for those areas and times, modern tech-
nology can now secure hour-by-hour weather and crime data
for any number of places over long periods of time.
However, only improvements in theory can lead to more
carefully selected data and more precisely targeted analysis.
The research conducted from the 1970s through the 1990s
began to explore the possibilities. Now, in the 21st century,
criminology has enough consistent findings, much more
sophisticated analytical techniques, and equipment capable
of applying these techniques to massive data sets.

With all of this, further research is needed across broader
geographic areas and over longer periods of time. We are
becoming aware that weather “works” in interplay with tem-
poral data, for example. We know that weather conditions
can change the impact of time of day or day of the week, and
we suspect this applies to major holidays as well. If some
assumptions of interactional stress are correct, we need to
begin to examine these interactions in more detail, including
examining whether these weather and time interactions are
different in hotter versus cooler climatic areas.

It is also significant for the future study of weather
effects on crime that we are controlling our weather envi-
ronment far more than we used to. We air-condition our
homes, our cars, our businesses, and our places of entertain-
ment. The data may be hard to obtain, but criminologists
need to begin to consider what impact that has, particularly
as it spreads (or fails to spread) to subgroups in our society,
specifically, the poor. If these changes allow most people to
mitigate much of the impact of increased heat and concomi-
tant stress, but are not available to the poor, what impact will
that have on crime rates in those neighborhoods in which
crime is already a significant problem?

In this regard, criminologists need to begin to consider
ways to apply the knowledge obtained. We cannot change
the weather—at least, not yet. However, if we understand
the impact of weather conditions on different areas, differ-
ent times, and different populations, then we should
become better able to prevent, or at least reduce, increases
in crime resulting from this impact. It is possible that some
of the most basic understandings of how temperature
affects people’s routine activities or increases their levels
of social stress, with resulting increases in crime, might
enable us to act to head off some of those increases. We
cannot yet put climate-controlled weather domes over our
major cities, but with well-developed theory leading us to
examine detailed data, we might be able to find some ways
to address the weather—crime interaction with the technol-
ogy we now have.
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of the topic of education and crime. Although at first

glance this appears to be a simple task, there is an
inherent complexity to examining such a broad subject.
There are many different perspectives from which a discus-
sion of education and crime could develop. Criminologists
might assume that a discussion of education and crime
would comprise an overview of the impact that an individ-
ual’s education level may have on his or her criminal or
antisocial behavior. Alternatively, parents might assume it
is a discussion of the impact of school violence and crime
on the safety and learning of their children, and legislatures
might assume it to be a comparison of the monies spent on
fighting crime in the United States versus those spent to
improve American schools. A novice might be expecting all
or none of these approaches. This chapter attempts to
address all of these views, albeit briefly.

The chapter begins with an overview of the generally
accepted views about the relationships between education
and crime. Given the volume of research on this topic,
researchers have generally agreed on several basic
specifics that they believe reflect the true relationship
between crime and education. Next, this chapter attempts
to clarify several points that need to be addressed initially.
First, several general terms are defined (e.g., education,
educational attainment, intelligence, street smarts, and
crime) and then discussed as they are used in the study of
the connections between education and crime. Finally, a
discussion of how these terms intermingle is offered.

T he purpose of this chapter is to provide an overview

In order to develop a comprehensive framework from
which to examine the concept of education and crime, two
overall perspectives are addressed: (1) education’s impact
on crime and (2) crime’s impact on education. It is hoped
that through a discussion of these two general perspectives
readers can develop an appreciation for the complexity of
such a broad research area.

The concept of education’s impact on crime is exam-
ined first. In this examination, education is in essence dis-
cussed as a definite inverse correlate between its attainment
and criminal behavior; that is, as one (education) increases,
the other (crime) decreases. A discussion of education’s
preventative nature is also presented, with a focus on its
repressive nature in regard to initial criminal behavior
and eventual recidivism rates. This examination involves a
brief discussion of the connection between intelligence
(IQ) and crime.

Crime’s impact on education is also discussed as the
second overall perspective in examining education and
crime. In this discussion, crime is identified as a potential
barrier to educational opportunity and attainment. Strong
evidence supports the belief that criminal behavior and
crime often block many people from beginning the educa-
tional process. That many others are prevented from edu-
cational attainment due to arrests, periods of incarceration,
and past convictions/criminal histories also has strong
empirical support. Finally, violence and safety issues in
schools are briefly discussed in regard to the way they
influence these subjects.
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General Perspectives

Although the topic of education and crime may seem straight-
forward, there are many different viewpoints from which it
can be examined. Researchers have studied this topic from
many different perspectives. As a result of this research, sev-
eral connections between education and crime have been
introduced into the literature and are widely accepted. The fol-
lowing are a few of the empirically supported beliefs about
the connections between education and crime:

e A person’s lack of education often increases the likelihood
that he or she will become involved in crime and
antisocial behavior. The opposite is considered true as
well: The more education an individual has, the increased
likelihood that he or she will live a crime-free life.

e The lack of educational attainment generally decreases
one’s future employment opportunities because of
increasing hiring standards in society, thus leading to
possible criminal behavior for those individuals who
cannot obtain viable employment.

e The lack of education and educational attainment
generally limits one’s 1Q, thus making him or her more
vulnerable to others for exploitation and potential
secondary criminal involvement.

e The more educated a community is, the less crime it
experiences.

e The more educated a person is, the less he or she fears
crime, and the less it significantly affects his or her life.

e [t is generally believed that increases in one’s criminal
behavior decrease his or her ability (and motivation) to
complete higher levels of education (i.e., dropping out of
school, getting expelled).

e History has demonstrated that increases in crime rates
will almost always drain valuable resources from a
community’s educational needs and require that those
resources be directed toward crime control efforts.

e History has also shown that an increase in local
neighborhood crime very often decreases the
effectiveness of local schools’ educational programs and
even student attendance.

e African Americans and Hispanics, overall, have less
educational attainment than other racial groups. They
also have a higher dropout rate than other racial groups.
African Americans and Hispanics who drop out of
school have a much higher rate of incarceration than
those who do not. Research has empirically supported
the theory that African Americans and Hispanics have
higher rates of criminal behavior, and many scholars
argue that there is a definite correlation between race
and crime.

e On a practical level, one need only look at the fact that
on days when school is in session, the level of property
crime committed by juveniles decreases drastically.

Given these findings, it is difficult for many people to
believe that, given that the United States has one of the

highest incarceration rates in the industrialized world, its
rate of spending on educational systems is among the low-
est. Many consider this to be one of the major catalysts for
the ongoing increases in delinquent and violent behavior in
America.

Definitions

To understand the possible connections and correlations
between education and crime, one must first have an
understanding of the essential parts of this discussion.
These essential parts are actually definitions of several
basic terms that people often use without giving much
thought to their proper connotation. These terms may seem
universally understood, but, as with many seemingly basic
concepts, they have many different interpretations. In the
sections that follow, definitions are provided for several
key terms: education, educational attainment, intelligence,
street smarts, and crime.

Education

The word education encompasses both the teaching and
instruction and the learning of knowledge and information.
This could involve the learning of proper social conduct
and/or the absorption of technical competency. Simply put,
education is one’s ability to know something and his or her
ability to then do something with this information. It very
often focuses on the development of one’s skills to work
effectively in various trades or professions. It also involves
the development of one’s mental capacity, moral develop-
ment, and global understanding.

Formal education consists of methodical instruction,
teaching, and training by professional teachers, instructors,
trainers, and professors, whereas informal education gen-
erally consists of instruction from parents, families, peers,
or social interactions. The former consists of the applica-
tion of pedagogy (i.e., strategies and/or styles of instruc-
tion) and the development of curricula (i.e., a set of
instructional activities to offer instruction), whereas the
latter consists of the social learning that a person gains
from interactions with his or her intimate peer groups.

In evaluations of the topic of education and crime, edu-
cation is most often viewed as something that one is given,
has, or accepts, that influences his or her future behavior;
that is, education is something that changes how a person
views himself or herself and his or her environment.
Education is generally viewed as a positive influence on
one’s behavior and life. It is widely accepted that the more
education a person has, the more social that person’s
behavior will be, and the more opportunities he or she will
have; he or she ultimately will have a better quality of life.
A basic assumption in the field of criminology is that the
higher a quality of life one experiences, the less likely he
or she will be motivated to be involved in criminal or anti-
social behavior.



Educational Attainment

Educational attainment is generally viewed as a mea-
sure of the amount of education a person has completed at
any given point in his or her life. This usually involves a
listing of the highest level of education a person has suc-
cessfully completed (e.g., high school diploma, college
degree). The term also can refer to any other type of tech-
nical learning that one may have, such as a technical certi-
fication or professional license.

In discussions of education and crime, educational
attainment often is seen as an accomplishment that is
believed to have a positive immediate or long-term impact
on a person’s prosocial behavior and success in life. The
general view is that higher levels of educational attainment
allow people more options for higher levels of employment.
In turn, higher levels of employment generally lead to more
income. The logic in this line of thinking is that the more
income one has, the less likely he or she will be to seek
criminal behavior or be interested in antisocial behavior.

Intelligence

Intelligence (also often referred to as infellect) is an all-
encompassing term used to describe the capacity of one’s
mind and its associated abilities, including such human
capabilities as the ability to reason, to plan, to solve prob-
lems, to think abstractly, to comprehend ideas, to use lan-
guage, and to learn.

There are, of course, many ways to define intelligence.
This is especially true when one is applying this trait to ani-
mal behavior, or even to plants. Some scholars argue that the
concept of intelligence also includes such traits as creativity,
personality, character, knowledge, and/or wisdom. Some
have also argued that traditional measures of intelligence
such as IQ tests, for example, are inadequate, because people
can demonstrate intelligence in many ways. Some arguments
claim that people can demonstrate their intelligence in eight
different ways: (1) linguistic intelligence (“word smart”),
(2) logical-mathematical intelligence (‘“number/reasoning
smart”), (3) spatial intelligence (“picture smart”), (4) bodily—
kinesthetic intelligence (“body smart”), (5) musical intelli-
gence (“music smart”), (6) interpersonal intelligence (“people
smart”), (7) intrapersonal intelligence (“self smart”), and
(8) naturalist intelligence (“nature smart”).

In examinations of education and crime, intelligence
often takes on several interesting perspectives. Some people
argue that extremely high and extremely low levels of intel-
ligence often lead to criminal and antisocial behavior.
Individuals with very high levels of intelligence can use
their intellect to mastermind large criminal efforts, and those
with very low levels of intelligence are victimized and often
the pawns of these more highly educated individuals. Higher
levels of intellect are often found in people who are involved
in organized and white-collar crime (e.g., embezzlement),
whereas lower levels of intellect are often found in disorga-
nized and blue-collar crime (e.g., street crime).
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Street Smarts

Although street smarts is not a very technical or academic
term (some people consider it to be a slang term), many use
it to describe the unique abilities possessed by many indi-
viduals. It often is used to describe a person who does not
have much formal education (i.e., educational attainment),
or a great deal of mental capacity or ability (i.e., intelli-
gence), but who has a great or cunning ability to survive in
almost any environment (especially in dangerous ones).
The skills and abilities often demonstrated by people who
have street smarts are things such as a unique ability to read
others’ body language and behavior. Such individuals also
have the ability to understand the complexities of human
behavior, drives, and motivations. Very often, these abilities
are developed by people who need to survive in impover-
ished and dangerous neighborhoods that provide very little
assistance or support to their inhabitants. Some people also
call these skills common sense, that is, the ability to figure
out what works and what does not work in any given situa-
tion without any formal instruction or study.

In examinations of education and crime, street smarts
often are viewed as behaviors or abilities that lead a person
toward criminal or antisocial behavior. Much of this view
originates from the belief that most crime is street-level, or
blue-collar crime; thus, it is activity most often engaged in
by people living on the street who are either unemployed
or employed in blue-collar positions. Many people would
argue that common sense is something possessed by most
law-abiding citizens but that street smarts are possessed
only by the so-called criminal element.

Crime

Crime is most often defined as any breach of an estab-
lished rule, regulation, or law committed by someone for
whom a punishment may ultimately be prescribed by some
governing authority or law enforcement body. Crime is
also often defined as any deviant behavior that violates
prevailing norms, specifically, cultural standards prescrib-
ing how humans ought to behave normally.

Academics often approach this topic through efforts to
identify the complex realities surrounding the concept of
crime. They seek to understand how changing social, polit-
ical, psychological, and economic conditions may affect
the current definitions of crime. Criminologists understand
that this will affect the form of the legal, law enforcement,
and penal responses made by any given state.

There are many different ways to classify crimes. A
very basic method is to separate them into two types:
(1) mala prohibita and (2) mala in se. Mala prohibita
(“evil prohibited”) crimes are those that are illegal because
legislatures label and identify them as such. These are
crimes such as seat belt laws, helmet laws, or gambling
laws. The other type of crime is labeled mala in se (“evil in
itself””). These acts, such as murder and sexual assault, are
almost universally deemed harmful and negative.
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In examinations of education and crime, crime often is
viewed as acts committed by people who lack education;
lack any educational attainment; and, most often, lack any
higher level of intelligence. However, crime is a much
more complex human experience and behavior than this
view represents.

Education’s Impact on Crime

The topic of education and crime can be approached from
many different perspectives, so a framework for a basic
understanding must be developed. The first area of dis-
cussion is education’s impact on crime and criminal
behavior. Although this issue is debatable, there is an
overwhelming consensus among public officials, aca-
demics, teachers, and parents that postsecondary edu-
cation is one of the most successful and cost-effective
methods of preventing crime. Much of this consensus has
been derived from the volumes of empirical research that
has examined educational attainment as it relates to crime
trends and public safety. Comparisons of state-level edu-
cation data and crime and incarceration rates have consis-
tently supported the fact that states that have focused the
most on education (in general, financial support) tend to
have lower rates of violent crime and incarceration.
Although education can never be viewed as a “cure all” or
magic bullet that will guarantee reductions in criminal
activity or crime rates, research suggests that increased
investments in quality education can have a positive pub-
lic safety benefit.

Education as Crime Prevention

One of the most dominant ideas under the umbrella
concept of education’s impact on crime is the belief that a
reduction in crime can most often be achieved by increased
crime prevention and that the most effective form of crime
prevention is achieved through education. Most people
would argue that education can be an important element in
preventing individuals from engaging in criminal behavior.
Given the previous discussions in this chapter, increased
levels of education generally lead to many other character-
istics that are viewed as positive correlates of lessening
one’s criminal or antisocial behavior.

The literature generally offers two explanations for the
preventive force of education on crime and antisocial
behavior. The first is that education may change individu-
als’ preferences (and, in turn, their breadth of choices). The
second explanation is that education contributes to a lower
time preference (i.e., learning the consequences of one’s
actions often make that individual postpone the direct sat-
isfaction of needs). Some scholars argue that education
leads to a lower time preference for consumption in the
present (teaching one the potential negative aspects of
immediate gratification) and a higher time preference for

consumption in the future (teaching one the benefits of
working in the present to prepare for the future).

Many researchers argue that formal education (i.e., edu-
cational attainment) has a very strong impact on teaching
students (through the study of history, sociology, and other
subjects) on which they should focus more of their atten-
tion in the future. Formal schooling and instruction can
communicate images of the situations and difficulties of
adult life, which are inevitable future issues for all adoles-
cents. Thus, educated people should be more productive at
reducing the remoteness of future pleasures.

Many researchers also argue that the more education an
individual has, the more heavily he or she will weigh the
future consequences (i.e., punishment) of his or her current
criminal or antisocial actions. If more education leads indi-
viduals to understand the benefit of delayed gratification,
then people with a higher education should be deterred
from committing criminal acts. It is believed that higher
levels of education will make the immediate gratification
of an individual’s preferences and desires through criminal
activities less important.

Most empirical studies have addressed the relationship
between education and crime. Some have found that ado-
lescents who are involved in paid employment or attend
K-12 education are less likely to engage in criminal behav-
ior. This suggests that a reduction in criminal behavior
contributes largely to the social rate of return for the
monies spent on education in the United States. There is
much debate on the correlation between the money spent
on education and the quality of education and its resultant
overall impact on criminal behavior.

Not all studies find that more highly educated people
are less likely to engage in criminal behavior, however.
Some researchers argue that a country’s average education
level does not necessarily have a statistically significant
effect on the number of violent crimes (e.g., homicides and
robberies). As discussed earlier, many have also argued
that increased levels of education actually facilitate the
criminal behavior in some individuals because of their
increased abilities and knowledge (e.g., computer fraud,
pyramid schemes).

The following is a list of empirically supported find-
ings about the connections between crime prevention and
education:

e Most studies have found that graduation rates are
generally associated with positive public safety outcomes
and lower crime rates for communities.

e States with higher levels of educational attainment also
have crime rates lower than the national average.

e States with higher college enrollment rates experience
lower violent crime rates than states with lower college
enrollment rates.

e States that make more significant monetary investments
in higher education experience more positive public
safety outcomes and lower crime rates.



e The risk of incarceration, higher violent crime rates, and
low educational attainment are concentrated among
communities of color, whose members are more likely to
suffer from barriers to educational opportunities.

e Disparities in educational opportunities contribute to a
situation in which communities of color experience less
educational attainment than whites, are more likely to be
incarcerated, and are more likely to face higher violent
crime rates.

For most people, the connection between education
and crime prevention is easy to see. Criminologists have
spent centuries trying to determine the causes of criminal
and antisocial behavior. A central component that emerges
over and over is the idea of individual motivation and
desire. Human motivation and desire are very complex
natural occurrences, and they are difficult to understand,
although most people would argue that it is easy to under-
stand the connection between these traits and criminal
behavior.

The Connection Between
Intelligence (IQ) and Crime

Many trends have been supported by contemporary
research that has examined possible connections between
education and criminal behavior. That levels of education
(higher and lower) are significant in the manifestation of
criminal behavior has received empirical support, as has
the notion that individuals with learning disabilities (and
thus with lower education, intelligence, and coping skills)
are more prone to violent behavior.

The major reason for these connections is the interre-
lated causal pattern of events that occur in learning, with
education at the center. School achievement is generally
predictive of prosocial behavior, designated as upholding
the moral values of a society. Most people would argue
that school achievement predicts prosocial behavior
because in most societies academic achievement is inter-
related with several other variables, such as financial suc-
cess, high self-esteem, and an internal locus of control.
This particular model may account for the reasoning
behind the general idea that individuals with a high 1Q
generally have fewer tendencies for criminal behavior
than individuals with a low 1Q.

Investigations of the connection between criminal
behavior and 1Q often are based on the general hypothesis
that having a higher IQ results in easier achievement in
school. As stated earlier, doing well academically is asso-
ciated with several societal factors as well. Individuals
with a lower IQ may not succeed as much academically,
which would result in lower self-esteem and not as much
financial success, resulting in an increased disposition
toward criminal behavior. This would seem to highlight the
importance of stressing education and addressing issues of
learning disabilities at an early age to prevent, or at least
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mitigate, these negative attributes, thus preventing future
criminal behavior and the resulting increased crime rates.

The connection between one’s intelligence level and his
or her criminal behavior is a very complicated and contro-
versial area. Empirical research most often finds that IQ and
crime are actually negatively correlated; that is, as one
increases, the other decreases. Explanations for this gener-
ally fall into three approaches: (1) IQ and crime are spuri-
ously, not causally, correlated; (2) low IQ increases criminal
behavior; and (3) criminal behavior actually decreases I1Q.

There are also popular arguments against IQ as a cause
of crime. Some scholars argue that standardized IQ tests
measure only middle-class knowledge and values instead
of innate human intelligence. As a result, the fact that
most minority groups and impoverished populations
score lower on IQ tests simply reflects their diverse cul-
tural backgrounds. These same groups also commit pro-
portionately more crime because they suffer structural
disadvantages, such as poverty and discrimination. Con-
sequently, the same people who score low on IQ tests also
tend to commit more crime, and so IQ and crime are
empirically correlated. Thus, this correlation is not causal
but reflects only culturally biased testing of intelligence
(see Gardner, 1993).

A variation of this argument holds that the structural
disadvantages that increase crime rates also reduce educa-
tional opportunities, thus lessening individuals’ ability and
motivation to score well on IQ tests. Many researchers
argue that the IQ—crime correlation occurs only because
both are rooted in structural disadvantage, which, in statis-
tical terms, represents a spurious correlation at best.
Although these discrimination-type hypotheses have wide
appeal, they have received fairly little support in empirical
studies, because 1Q and crime are significantly correlated
within race and class groups as well as when one statisti-
cally controls for race, class, test-taking ability, and test-
taking motivation.

Another argument against IQ as a cause of crime holds
that schoolteachers and administrators treat students dif-
ferently according to their perceptions of the students’
intelligence, thus giving negative labels and fewer educa-
tional opportunities to those whom they see as less intelli-
gent. These labels and constrained opportunities in turn
produce feelings of alienation and resentment that lead stu-
dents toward delinquent peers and criminal behavior. As
such, society’s reaction to intelligence, and not any pro-
perty of intelligence itself, increases criminal behavior.
Unfortunately, few studies have adequately tested this
labeling-type hypothesis (i.e., that deviance is derived
from the labeling and mistreatment of certain individuals).

Education and Recidivism

Given the various aspects of this discussion, many
people argue that the U.S. government should resume its
long-standing policy of releasing a portion of Pell Grants
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(student educational grants) and other types of financial
aid to qualified incarcerated individuals. They argue that
the benefits of such a practice (reductions in recidivism
rates) will always far outweigh the public protests against
such efforts (arguing that this reduces the funds available
to nonincarcerated individuals).

The focus of the pro-grant arguments is that resuming
this policy would drastically decrease rates of recidivism
and save individual states millions of dollars each year.
Again, there seems to be overwhelming consensus among
many people that postsecondary education is the most suc-
cessful and cost-effective method of preventing crime.
However, this often becomes controversial when one starts
applying these ideas to people who have already commit-
ted criminal acts. More than 1.5 million individuals are
housed in adult correctional facilities in the United States.
The U.S. Department of Justice generally portrays offend-
ers as impoverished and uneducated prior to incarceration.
Inside American prisons, many adult inmates are illiterate,
and many more are functionally illiterate.

Most researchers would argue that social, psychologi-
cal, and demographic factors correlate strongly with
recidivism. Most persons are released from prison into
communities unskilled, undereducated, and highly likely to
become reinvolved in crime. Rates of recidivism in the
United States are extraordinarily high. Although prison-
based education has been found to be the single most
effective tool for lowering recidivism, today these pro-
grams are almost nonexistent. Many would also argue that
prison education is far more effective at reducing recidi-
vism than are boot camps, shock incarceration, or voca-
tional training.

In response to the American public’s growing fear of
crime and the call for more punitive measures to combat
such fear, many legislators and policymakers have pro-
moted building more prisons, enacting harsher sentencing
legislation, and eliminating various programs inside pris-
ons and jails. With rearrest rates increasing almost daily, it
is clear that incarceration alone is not working in the
United States. In fact, the “get tough” philosophy (origi-
nating in the mid-1980s), which pushes for more incar-
ceration, punishment, and limitations of the activities
available to prisoners, has often resulted in the elimination
of strategies and programs that seek to prevent or reduce
crime. As has been discussed repeatedly in this chapter,
research has consistently shown that quality education is
one of the most effective forms of crime prevention and
that educational skills can help deter young people from
committing criminal acts as well as greatly decrease the
likelihood that people will return to crime after release
from prison.

Despite this evidence of their extraordinary effective-
ness, educational programs in correctional facilities have
in many cases been completely eliminated. As of 2008,
more than 1.6 million individuals were housed in adult cor-
rectional facilities in the United States, and at least 99,682

juveniles are in custody. The majority of these individuals
will be released into communities unskilled, underedu-
cated, and highly likely to become reinvolved in criminal
activity. With so many ex-offenders returning to prison, it
would seem clear that the punitive, incarceration-based
approach to crime prevention has not worked as a basis for
criminal justice policy in America. Therefore, it should not
be surprising that so many people argue that the country
needs to promote policies and procedures that are success-
ful. Education, particularly at the college level, can afford
individuals with the opportunities to achieve and maintain
productive and crime-free lives and help to create safer
communities for all.

Crime’s Impact on Education

A second overall perspective on the concept of education
and crime is to examine the impact of crime on education.
As with education’s impact on crime, crime’s impact on
education has several directions from which it can be
approached. The following sections discuss crime as a bar-
rier to educational opportunity and attainment as well as
briefly consider school safety issues.

Crime as a Barrier to Educational Opportunity

One of the major areas in which crime’s impact on edu-
cation can be found is in how crime very often serves as a
barrier to educational opportunity for many people. This
barrier status can appear from two directions: (1) the neg-
ative mobility patterns for some groups in terms of tradi-
tional and nontraditional criteria for upward movement and
educational achievement and (2) individuals’ lack of
opportunity for educational attainment due to their own
criminal behavior (e.g., incarceration, dropping out of
school, and expulsions).

For many people, going to college or achieving higher
levels of education is an unrealistic goal because of finan-
cial constraints or living conditions; instead, daily survival
is of utmost concern. Many of these individuals have had to
drop out of school at an early age to help support their fam-
ilies and/or take care of younger siblings; for others, their
own criminal behavior became a barrier to their future edu-
cational attainment. Incarcerated individuals obviously
have very few opportunities (if any) above remedial instruc-
tion that generally leads to a GED. Others, because of their
behavior, have been forced out of their local schools by sus-
pensions and/or expulsions. As state budgets become more
and more restrictive, educational programs in general have
been eliminated or greatly decreased.

Crime’s Connection to High School Graduation

As stated previously, many individuals are forced
to drop out of traditional K—12 educational programs



because of their own criminal or delinquent behavior.
These individuals usually start off with in-school sus-
pensions, which evolve into out-of-school suspensions
and, ultimately, to expulsions. In most states where the
compulsory education age is 16, these individuals often
find themselves forced to attend alternative educational
programs. Research has supported the belief that the
majority of these youth do not seek any postsecondary
educational opportunities; many do not finish high school
or GED programs.

Most, if not all, of the typical criminal or delinquent
school behaviors, such as skipping school, drug use, vio-
lent behavior, and engaging in property crime, correlate
strongly with a lack of high school graduation. Many edu-
cational systems across the United States have adopted a
zero-tolerance policy stance when it comes to any type of
negative student behavior. The primary result of these
policies is expulsion from school of the delinquent child,
and the primary result of most expulsions is that the indi-
vidual never returns to school. Thus, lacking the proper
educational attainment (and, possibly, intellect), he or she
is not able to be competitive in most job markets. As stated
earlier, a lack of employment is a major factor in an indi-
vidual’s decision to turn to criminal behavior to meet his or
her financial needs.

School Safety Issues

A final area of discussion is the very practical impact
that crime can have on education. The scope of this chap-
ter does not allow a full examination of the issues related
to school violence and its results, but it would be improper
not to mention this issue at least briefly. Readers would be
well advised to seek further information about the various
impacts of school violence on students and teachers. There
are volumes of research dealing with the most common
forms of school violence: sexual harassment and bullying.
These two issues alone, many people would argue, are
responsible for a great deal of high school dropouts,
assaults, and even school shootings.

School safety and the proper protection of students are
very strongly connected to crime. The more crime a school
has, the less safe the students are going to feel, and the less
secure they feel, the less they will learn. When students
have to worry about their safety on a daily basis at a
school, the academic experiences very often get left
behind. Most people would agree that learning becomes
secondary very quickly when a child has to worry more
about death then failure in the classroom.

Many of the connections that crime has with K—12 edu-
cation relate to incidents that occur between students.
There is a significant problem with bullying and sexual
harassment on the campuses of many American schools.
These acts, although not obviously violent, many times go
unnoticed and can have an extremely negative impact on
the victims. As previously stated, such treatment has been
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connected to high dropout rates, failing grades, and even
juvenile suicides.

Conclusion

It is extremely difficult to argue against the philosophy that
substantial savings on the social costs of crime could be
obtained by investing in education. Empirical research
repeatedly has supported the theory that the likelihood of a
person committing a criminal act decreases with years of
education, although research also has found that the proba-
bility of committing some types of acts (e.g., tax fraud and
embezzlement) actually increases with years of education.

It is also interesting to find that more highly educated
people very often have more permissive attitudes and
social norms toward criminal behavior. One possible rea-
son for this is that they are confronted less frequently with
criminality and are less likely to be victims of a violent
crime. It is a known fact that criminality tends to be higher
in areas where less-educated people live. A second reason
for more permissive attitudes and social norms toward
criminality might be that more highly educated people
have a more liberal worldview in general. It also is a
known fact that people with higher education generally
earn more than less educated people and thus have a bet-
ter, and safer, quality of life.

The potential benefits of, and access to, certain types of
criminal behavior simply increase as one’s earnings
increase. Activities such as money laundering and insider
trading often do not concern people who have no or very
little funds. A second explanation is that more highly edu-
cated people are simply more knowledgeable and more
informed about the possibilities of committing certain
types of white-collar crimes. Thus, criminologists often
point out that the key to white-collar or upper class crimi-
nal behavior is access (i.e., to funds, to inside information).

This is also true with blue-collar types of criminal
behavior (e.g., shoplifting, vandalism, and violent street
crimes). Research has supported the realization that most
often these types of acts are committed by people with
lower levels of education. One explanation is that people
with less education have a “higher time discount”—that
they see the future and calculate it differently than do peo-
ple with more education. Moreover, they very often take
into account the future consequences of their actions
(punishment and sentencing) less than more highly edu-
cated people.

A final few notes on this subject should be pointed out
from the discussion earlier about views on time consump-
tion. It is argued that education leads to a lower time pref-
erence for consumption in the present and a higher time
preference for consumption in the future and that, in turn,
education very often teaches people to control their emo-
tions (restraint and self-control). Most scholars hope that
higher education attainment will lead to more intelligence,
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which will lead to more understanding of the consequences
of one’s actions, whether positive or negative.
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from criminology, psychology, family science, and

sociology regarding the role of family processes in
the etiology of delinquent and criminal behavior. Theory
and research in the area of crime and delinquency have
increasingly emphasized the importance of family
processes in explaining the development of deviant behav-
ior. Hirschi’s (1969) social control theory, Sampson and
Laub’s (1990) life course perspective, Akers’s (1973)
social learning model, and Gottfredson and Hirschi’s
(1990) general theory of crime, for example, all identify
parental behavior as a cause of delinquent behavior.
Furthermore, criminologists have begun to focus on fam-
ily-related issues such as marital violence, child abuse, and
the manner in which romantic partners influence each
other’s involvement in antisocial behavior.

For the majority of Americans, the cultural ideal of
the family emphasizes affection, consensus, harmony, and
caregiving. There is, however, another side to families.
Although families often function as an important source
of nurturance and support, it is also the case that many
categories of criminal and antisocial behavior are rooted
in family processes or are directed toward family mem-
bers. Most people have some awareness of this fact.
Indeed, if asked why some individuals commit crimes, the
average person is likely to provide an explanation that
focuses on how the deviant individual was parented while
growing up. Furthermore, in the last two decades, there

This chapter brings together research and theory

has been an increase in the public’s awareness of domes-
tic violence. Most individuals appreciate the fact that
spouse and child abuse are a part of everyday life for
many families; however, other connections between fami-
lies and crime are less well understood. Few people are
aware, for example, of the various ways in which a per-
son’s criminal behavior or involvement with the criminal
justice system tends to disrupt the lives of other family
members, or of the role that marital partners often play in
fostering or deterring their spouse’s involvement in crime.
Social scientists have defined the terms deviant behav-
ior and family in a variety of ways. Although the family is
a basic social institution in all societies, its form tends to
vary considerably from one culture to another. “The fam-
ily” is an abstract phrase used to denote an array of forms
and practices that serve a common set of social and psy-
chological needs for a group of two or more people who
share kinship or affective ties. Given the wide variety of
forms, perhaps the simplest and most straightforward
approach to studying families is to focus on the two core
relationships present in most families: (1) the parent—child
relationship and (2) the committed relationship between
two adults. The parent—child unit and the adult couple unit
are fundamental components of a family, and a particular
family may have one or both of these relational units.
Social deviance is any thought, feeling, or behavior that
is viewed as objectionable by a group of people because it
violates the social norms that the group members share
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regarding how a person should behave. The present discus-
sion focuses on acts such as childhood aggression, adoles-
cent delinquency, adult crime, and child and spouse abuse as
they relate to family processes. Researchers often refer to
persons who engage in such behavior as antisocial. Such
actions stand in contradistinction to prosocial behavior,
which takes into account the needs and concerns of others
and thereby contributes to the welfare of the group.
Antisocial behavior, on the other hand, is selfish, hostile,
and disruptive, and it threatens the integrity of the group.

Expressions of antisocial behavior tend to vary by age.
Antisocial behavior during the elementary school years
tends to consist of actions such as bullying others, lying,
refusing to comply with adult requests, showing extreme
anger and resentment, deliberately annoying others, and
being spiteful and vindictive. Delinquency during adoles-
cence consists of antisocial actions that are illegal, such as
initiating physical fights, shoplifting, stealing, setting
fires, destroying property, or using illegal drugs. Finally,
there is the antisocial behavior displayed during adulthood.
This can involve a wide variety of criminal behaviors, such
as robbery, burglary, physical assault, fraud, sexual coer-
cion, and domestic violence. Individuals who engage in
such acts also often display various deviant behaviors that
are antisocial but not illegal. This includes actions such as
lying, cheating, sexual promiscuity, substance abuse, and
general irresponsibility.

This chapter is concerned with the relationship among
the family and child, adolescent, and adult antisocial behav-
ior. The family is a core social institution that exists in all
societies. In addition to providing food and shelter to its
members, the family is the context within which children
learn fundamental social skills and satisfy their affective
needs. Family relationships offer children a context for
learning moral values, self-control, and to love and trust
others. Families also meet the emotional and companion-
ship needs of adults. Although individuals in modern soci-
ety are influenced by many sources other than the family,
family factors account for more variance in the rates of anti-
social behavior than any other single variable. Therefore, it
is essential to focus on the family when trying to gain a
complete understanding of antisocial behavior.

Linking Parenting to Delinquency

One of the most widely accepted findings in criminology
and developmental psychology is that childhood conduct
problems are a strong predictor of subsequent involvement
in antisocial behavior. Results from a variety of longi-
tudinal studies show that children who are aggressive and
noncompliant during elementary school are at risk for
adolescent delinquency and adult crime (Caspi & Moffitt,
1995; Conger & Simons, 1997; Patterson, Reid, &
Dishion, 1992; Sampson & Laub, 1993). These findings
indicate that antisocial tendencies tend to become manifest
during childhood. The roots of an adult antisocial lifestyle

appear to be planted during the person’s formative years.
Parents are generally seen as the primary agents of social-
ization in the early years of a child’s life. Although inborn
traits involving temperament and personality are consid-
ered to be important, most social scientists assume that a
child’s psychological and behavioral development is heav-
ily influenced by the family environment provided by the
parents.

Sociologists, psychologists, and criminologists have
completed scores of studies that examined the relationship
between parental behavior and delinquency. Various par-
enting behaviors, including parental warmth, monitoring,
and consistent discipline, were all found to be inversely
related to the chances that a child would become delin-
quent (L. G. Simons & Conger, 2007). A guiding frame-
work for much of this work was the parenting typology
developed by Maccoby and Martin (1983).

Maccoby and Martin’s (1983) typology is based in large
part on the work of Diana Baumrind (1971) and is orga-
nized around two dimensions of parenting: (1) responsive-
ness and (2) demandingness. Responsiveness involves the
extent to which parents are approachable, warm, support-
ive, and attuned to the needs of the child. Demandingness
refers to the extent to which the parents exercise control
over the child through supervision, disciplinary efforts,
and a willingness to consistently impose consequences for
violations of expected behaviors. These two dimensions of
parenting can be used to generate a typology of four par-
enting styles. Permissive parents are high on responsive-
ness but low on demandingness, whereas authoritarian
parents are low on responsiveness but high on demanding-
ness. Neglectful/rejecting parents are low on both respon-
siveness and demandingness. Finally, authoritative parents
are high on both responsiveness and demandingness.
Baumrind asserted that the best approach to parenting is
the style displayed by authoritative parents. In other words,
children need support and nurturance combined with
structure and control. Consistent with this contention,
three decades of research has shown that authoritative par-
enting is positively related to school achievement, psycho-
logical well-being, and social adjustment and negatively
related to conduct problems and delinquency. Further evi-
dence regarding the importance of parenting was provided
by longitudinal studies showing that aggression and con-
duct problems during childhood predicted adolescent
delinquency and adult crime. This suggests that exposure
to inept parenting during childhood may set the stage for a
deviant life course trajectory.

One of the early criminological theories that included
the parent—child relationship as part of an explanation for
deviant behavior was Travis Hirschi’s (1969) social control
theory. Although many researchers felt this theory began to
address the importance of parental behavior in explaining
child conduct problems, studies indicated that something
more than the parent—child bond, as suggested by social
control theory, explained this link. Later, self-control theory
was proposed. In A General Theory of Crime, Gottfredson



and Hirschi (1990) argued that it is persons low in self-
control who are attracted to crime. They described individ-
uals low in self-control as impulsive, uncompromising,
self-centered, insensitive, prone to risk taking, and uncon-
cerned about long-term consequences. Such persons are
attracted to crime, which provides immediate gratification,
whereas they avoid activities that involve a lot of time,
energy, and delayed gratification. According to Gottfredson
and Hirschi, adolescent delinquents and adult criminals are
lazy, lacking in self-discipline, and looking for the easy way
to get what they want.

Gottfredson and Hirschi (1990) argued that we all enter
the world low in self-control. Infants and toddlers, for
example, are impulsive and self-centered, and they want
immediate gratification. With time, however, most individ-
uals learn to delay gratification. Instead of giving in to
their desire for immediate reward, they exercise self-
control and act in a manner that takes into account the con-
sequences of their actions for themselves and others. This
being the case, where does this self-control come from?
Gottfredson and Hirschi asserted that the answer involves
parenting. In addition to being caring and supportive, the
child’s primary caregiver must set behavior standards,
monitor the child’s behavior, and be willing to discipline
the child when the standards are not met. When caretakers
do this in a consistent fashion, the child learns self-control.
On the other hand, children fail to develop self-control if
they are raised by caretakers who are lax in nurturance,
monitoring, and discipline.

Overall, evidence from various studies suggests that
self-control explains only a portion of the relationship
between parenting and antisocial behavior. The available
evidence suggests that the story of crime is more compli-
cated than that suggested by Gottfredson and Hirschi
(1990). Whereas social control theory emphasizes the
impact of parental behavior on children, social learning
theory focuses on the reciprocal or mutual influences that
exist between parents and children, and it stresses the
importance of peer effects as well as the manner in which
parents influence their children’s friendship choices.
Perhaps the best example of research based on this per-
spective has been conducted by Gerald Patterson (e.g.,
Patterson, 1982). Over the past several years, Patterson and
his colleagues have pursued longitudinal studies con-
cerned with the manner in which family and peer processes
combine to produce child and adolescent conduct prob-
lems. The findings from this program of research provide
support for their coercion model of antisocial behavior,
which posits that delinquency and crime develop in the fol-
lowing fashion.

The process begins with an irritable, explosive parent.
Regardless of the reasons for such a disposition, such indi-
viduals tend to engage in negative scanning of their child’s
behavior so that even neutral actions evoke criticism and
denigration. These verbal assaults often produce an angry,
defiant response from the child, who feels unfairly attacked
and mistreated. The result is an escalating spiral of aversive
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exchanges that operate to reinforce the child’s antisocial
behavior and the parent’s inept parenting. It is important to
note that in families with antisocial children, at least half of
the time these escalating aversive exchanges terminate with
the parent capitulating. The parent engages in verbal
remonstrations and threats but little or no actual follow-
through. The child responds defiantly, and the parent even-
tually backs down. Using the principles of social learning
theory, the parent gives in to the child, thereby positively
reinforcing the child’s oppositional and defiant behavior.
The child learns that if he is nasty enough, he will get his
way. Also, negative reinforcement is operating as the child’s
aggressive behavior neutralizes or deflects the unpleasant
intrusions of the parent. The child behaves aggressively,
and the parent discontinues his or her criticism and threats.

Concomitantly, the parent is negatively reinforced for
giving in to the child. Usually, once the parent backs down
the child’s behavior improves, and his aggressive posturing
gives way to a more pleasant demeanor. In addition, the
parent experiences punishment when he or she tries to dis-
cipline the child. Any attempt to correct the child elicits a
very unpleasant response from the child. Therefore, the
interaction taking place within such families trains parents
to be inconsistent and to back down while training children
to use aggressive actions to coerce others into giving them
their way. Instead of learning prosocial, problem-solving
behaviors that involve sharing and compromising, these
children learn to use anger and defiance as a way of solv-
ing problems and getting what they want from others.

This interpersonal style tends to be generalized to inter-
actions with peers. The coercive child insists on having his
or her way; refuses to compromise; and uses angry, aggres-
sive behavior to bully others into complying with his or
her wishes. Much of the time, this behavior is rewarded,
because conventional children often give into this display
of belligerence and hostility. Thus, interaction with peers
tends to reinforce the aversive interpersonal style that the
child learned at home. Although the behavior of the anti-
social child often leads to immediate or short-term
rewards, the long-term effect is usually quite different.
Conventional youth do not want to play with someone who
uses aggression and defiance to get his or her way. Thus,
the long-term consequence of the antisocial child’s aver-
sive behavior is rejection by conventional peers. What such
children fail to recognize, however, is the manner in which
their own coercive style of interaction contributes to their
interpersonal and academic difficulties.

By default, these socially rejected youth establish
friendships with each other, forming a deviant peer group.
It is important to note here that affiliation with deviant
peers is the primary avenue whereby a child’s coercive
interpersonal style escalates to delinquent and criminal
behavior. The deviant peer group provides a context for
experimenting with various deviant behaviors. It serves as
a training ground for shoplifting, drug use, fighting, and
the like. Association with other deviant youngsters pro-
vides antisocial youth with attitudes, motivations, and



70 ¢ CORRELATES OF CRIME AND VICTIMIZATION

rationalizations that support involvement in a wide variety
of illegal activities.

The coercion model does not address the way parents
influence a child’s selection of a peer group. There is rather
strong evidence that parental behavior influences a child’s
friendship choices. Past research indicates that parents often
use a variety of strategies to structure their children’s peer
affiliations: They encourage their children to join one group
over another; they select the schools that their children
attend; and they promote participation in various conven-
tional activities, such as organized sports and other extracur-
ricular activities at school. Such efforts reduce the
probability that a child will affiliate with deviant peers.

The Corporal Punishment Controversy

As described earlier, several contemporary theories of
deviant behavior agree that effective parenting behaviors
decrease the probability of delinquent behavior. In recent
years, some researchers have argued that there is convinc-
ing evidence for another generalization regarding the effect
of parental behavior on child conduct problems. They con-
tend that research has confirmed that children subjected to
corporal punishment are at risk for delinquent and criminal
behavior. Physical discipline has this effect, they argue,
because parents who engage in this behavior inadvertently
teach their children that aggression and coercion are legiti-
mate approaches to solving problems, and corporal punish-
ment fosters anger and generates opposition and defiance.
Thus, instead of deterring misbehavior, it operates to
amplify a child’s antisocial tendencies. These researchers
consider exposure to corporal punishment during childhood
to be a major cause of adolescent delinquency and adult
crime and aggression. On the basis of arguments such as
these, the American Academy of Pediatrics and the
American Psychological Association have taken firm
stances against the use of any corporal punishment. Some
people believe that scientific support for this position is so
strong that Congress should follow the example of several
European countries and pass legislation prohibiting adults
from using corporal methods to discipline children. Cur-
rently, parents are forbidden to use corporal punishment as
a form of discipline in Austria, Cyprus, Denmark, Finland,
Germany, Italy, Latvia, Norway, and Sweden.

The majority of American parents sometimes use cor-
poral punishment to discipline their children. One investi-
gation found, for example, that over 90% of American
parents have spanked their children by the time they are
3 or 4 years of age (Straus & Gelles, 1986). The effects of
corporal punishment are an empirical question. Moral
objections are a separate issue. This chapter focuses on
research findings and lets readers draw their own conclu-
sions regarding the ethics of physical forms of punishment.

It is important to distinguish spanking from harsh physi-
cal punishment. In 1996, a conference of developmental
psychologists defined spanking as an approach to physical

discipline that is noninjurious and is administered with an
opened hand to the extremities or buttocks. At most, such
punishment inflicts only a minor, temporary level of physi-
cal pain. More severe forms of corporal punishment involv-
ing slapping, kicking, shoving, and hitting with an object
would be considered abusive.

Research indicates that modeling often results in dis-
criminative learning whereby we learn to recognize (or dis-
criminate) between the circumstances under which an action
is or is not appropriate. Consider the example of a parent
who uses low-impact spanking (i.e., a swat to the buttocks
using an open hand) as a last-resort punishment when her
preschooler misbehaves, but never uses corporal punish-
ment with her older children and frequently talks about the
importance of people not being violent or aggressive with
one another. Also, when she administers a swat to her
preschooler, she explains the importance of the rule that her
child violated and indicates that little children get spanked
when they defy their parents’ guidance. In this case, the
child might be expected to learn that it is legitimate for par-
ents to sometimes spank a misbehaving preschooler whereas
in general people should not hit each other.

Children often respond with anger, aggression, and defi-
ance when they perceive that they have been treated unjustly.
Past research shows that corporal punishment is most apt to
be perceived as legitimate if it is mild, is used with young
children, is administered by a warm and caring parent, and
occurs within a cultural context that legitimates corporal
punishment. Under such circumstances, physical discipline
is apt to operate as a deterrent to child conduct problems.
Conversely, physical discipline is likely to elicit perceptions
of injustice and mistreatment when it is severe, is directed
toward older children, is dispensed by a rejecting parent, or
occurs within a cultural context that disapproves of corporal
punishment. Under these circumstances, physical discipline
is apt to generate belligerence, defiance, and other conduct
problems.

Unfortunately, much of the research on corporal pun-
ishment usually does not distinguish between the conse-
quences of mild forms of physical punishment and more
extreme forms that might be considered abusive. The few
studies that have taken severity into account, however, have
found that individuals exposed to moderate levels of phys-
ical punishment are no more likely to engage in antisocial
behavior than those whose parents did not use corporal
punishment, whereas persons who experienced severe
physical punishment show significantly higher levels of
antisocial behavior than those who received either no pun-
ishment or moderate corporal punishment. Several studies
have reported that physically abused children are at risk for
a variety of antisocial behaviors, including delinquency
and substance abuse. In general, the association between
harsh parenting and antisocial behavior is stronger for chil-
dren who have experienced more extensive abuse.

The effects of physical discipline are likely to differ
by age of child. Although moderate spanking may be a
deterrent for preschoolers, corporal punishment might be



expected to escalate the deviant behavior of older children
and teens. Past research provides support for this observa-
tion. Clinical studies with preschoolers or kindergarteners
have found that spanking increases compliance, as well as
the effectiveness of time-outs and reasoning, whereas those
that focus on parental behavior during late childhood or
early adolescence tend to find a positive relationship
between spanking and antisocial behavior.

A child’s reaction to physical punishment may depend, at
least in part, on the quality of the relationship that she has
with the caregiver. Warm and supportive parents may be
able to use corporal punishment to obtain child compliance.
On the other hand, corporal punishment may foster defi-
ance and aggression when it is administered by cold, harsh,
or uninvolved parents. Although few studies have addressed
this issue, the evidence suggests that corporal punishment
tends to escalate child behavior problems when it takes
place within the context of a troubled parent—child relation-
ship. These negative effects are much less likely to occur
when physical discipline occurs within a warm and nurtur-
ing family environment.

There are also differences in the effects of corporal pun-
ishment by ethnicity. Several studies have reported that
physical discipline is more widely used and accepted by
African American parents than by European American
parents. Furthermore, research shows that European
American children often view physical discipline as an
expression of parental hostility and disregard, whereas
African American children tend to accept such discipline
as a valid expression of parental concern. Several studies
indicate that African American children show less aggres-
sion and defiance, and more compliance, in response to
physical punishment than European American children. It
appears that corporal punishment tends not to have nega-
tive consequences when the family is part of a culture that
legitimates such parenting practices.

In summary, physical discipline is apt to foster compli-
ance and be perceived as legitimate when (a) it is mild
(e.g., a spank to the buttocks with an open hand); (b) is
administered by a caring, supportive parent; and (c) the
child is between 2 and 6 years of age. In contrast, physical
discipline is likely to foster defiance and aggression when
(a) it is severe; (b) is administered by a harsh, rejecting par-
ent; and (c) the child is a preadolescent or teen. However,
the decision to use physical punishments to discipline chil-
dren involves more than the question of efficacy; it is also
an ethical matter. Whereas social scientists can address the
question of effectiveness, it is beyond the scope of science
to draw moral conclusions. Ultimately, each individual
must determine the circumstances, if any, under which it
might be appropriate to use physical discipline.

Family Structure and Delinquency

There has been a substantial increase in many types of ado-
lescent problems since the mid-1960s. The rates of adolescent
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crime, substance abuse, suicide, school dropout, and teen
pregnancy, for example, all have shown dramatic growth dur-
ing this period. Some scholars have noted that the rise in child
and adolescent problems parallels the increase in divorce,
cohabitation, and births to never-married mothers that has
occurred in recent decades. Indeed, several studies have
reported strong associations between the proportion of
female-headed households and adolescent and adult antiso-
cial behavior. In most of these studies the effect of family
structure is as strong as or stronger than variables such as
poverty or race. Research conducted by Rob Sampson (1986),
for example, found that rates of violent victimization are two
to three times higher among residents of neighborhoods with
high levels of family disruption.

Although family structure is a risk factor for child
behavior problems, it is also true that there is great vari-
ability in outcomes among children from single-parent
families and stepfamilies. The evidence indicates that
the majority of these children do not manifest behavior
problems. In fact, the rates for such behavior problems
increase from 5% among children from intact, nuclear
families to 10% to 15% of children from single-parent or
divorced families (Hetherington & Stanley-Hagan, 1999,
R. L. Simons & Associates, 1996). The vast majority of
children from a single-parent family or stepfamily do not
develop conduct problems; hence, such an expectation
would turn out to be erroneous more often than not.
Accurate prediction of which individuals are most vulner-
able to a particular risk factor usually requires knowledge
of the mechanisms by which the condition produces its
deleterious effects. Thus, if we are to identify children
from single-parent and stepparent families most at risk for
adjustment problems, we need information regarding the
manner in which family structure increases a child’s odds
for developmental difficulties. Research indicates that
in large measure, family stress and disrupted parenting
explain which children are likely to manifest conduct
problems (Amato, 2000).

Given that diverse family forms are an inevitable feature
of American society, there is some controversy associated
with conducting research on the consequences of variations
in family structure. The findings of such research are often
used by political groups that are opposed to diversity and
gender equality. Also, most parents who divorce undoubtedly
do so as a last resort, and the welfare of their children is of
great concern to them. Some people have suggested that to
do research on these families that highlights their problems
may seem cruel in light of the other difficulties they face.
Although these issues are important, social science is con-
cerned with describing and explaining empirical reality.
Hence, it is essential that we as scientists do our best to avoid
denying or distorting facts because of personal values or ide-
ology. Such a commitment is not only in the best interest of
science but also is the approach most likely to benefit soci-
ety. Research has clearly established a link between family
structure and an elevated risk for developmental problems.
This effect is quite modest, however, and appears to be
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largely explained by the fact that the stresses associated with
single parents, divorced parents, and stepfamilies tend to
compromise the quality of parenting that children receive.

The Effect of Poverty
and Neighborhood Conditions

Although the family may be the primary agent of social-
ization for children, it does not exist in a vacuum. Families
are embedded in a broader social environment that can
operate to either enhance or undermine parental effective-
ness. A family’s ability to effectively perform its socializa-
tion function is strongly affected by the social context in
which it is embedded. This context consists of social insti-
tutions such as the economy, the polity, the church, and the
neighborhood or community. The values, policies, and
integrity of these social systems necessarily influence the
functioning and efficacy of families.

Unfortunately, there is strong evidence that children
who grow up in poor families are at increased risk for a
variety of negative developmental outcomes, including
conduct problems and delinquency. Past research indicates
that poverty tends to have a disruptive effect on quality of
parenting, and this is one of the major reasons that poverty
increases a child’s chances of deviant behavior. Several
studies have reported that economically stressed parents
provide less support and monitoring and higher levels of
inconsistent and harsh discipline than parents who are
more affluent (Brody et al., 2001; Conger et al., 1992;
R. L. Simons & Associates, 1996). There appear to be sev-
eral reasons why financial hardship has a deleterious effect
on parental behavior.

At least in part, the less effective parenting demonstrated
by poor parents is a consequence of their being preoccupied
and consumed with the challenges and stresses of every-
day life. Given these concerns, they are often minimally
involved in the parenting role until serious or flagrant child
misbehavior jars them into action. Such transgressions are
likely to demand a harsh response, so that the pattern of
parenting displayed is inconsistent and explosive.

The psychological distress associated with economic
hardship also increases the chances of ineffective parent-
ing. Economic strain is apt to foster an irritable, aggressive
psychological state that operates to decrease warmth and
increase hostility toward others, including one’s children.
Finally, depressed parents are more likely than nondis-
tressed parents to be dissatisfied with social relationships,
including the relationships with their children. Several
studies have reported, for example, that depressed mothers
tend to perceive their children as difficult, and parents are
more likely to engage in harsh or punitive parenting when
they perceive their children as difficult.

Thus, past research suggests several ways in which the
preoccupation and psychological distress that accompany
financial hardship tend to decrease warmth and monitoring
while increasing inconsistency and hostility. As mentioned

in previous sections, this approach to parenting places a
child at risk for conduct problems and delinquent behavior.

Linking Childhood Delinquency
and Adult Crime

Research indicates that antisocial behavior in children is
one of the best predictors of antisocial behavior in adults.
Children who are aggressive and noncompliant during ele-
mentary school are at risk for adolescent delinquency and
adult crime. This finding indicates that the roots of an adult
antisocial lifestyle appear to be planted during the person’s
formative years. It is extremely rare that a person who was
a model child and adolescent suddenly begins to engage in
criminal behavior as an adult. Of course, the relationship
between childhood conduct problems and adult antisocial
behavior is far from perfect: Many delinquent children
grow up to be conventional adults. So, what accounts for
the link between past and future offending?

The criminological literature contains two very differ-
ent views of antisocial behavior across the life span.
Gottfredson and Hirschi’s (1990) self-control theory
argues that differences in self-control are established by
age 10 and remain reasonably stable throughout the life.
Caregiver parenting practices and, to a lesser extent, child
temperament are seen as the primary determinants of a
child’s self-control. The theory views variations in levels of
self-control as the primary explanation for individual dif-
ferences in antisocial behavior throughout life.

Sampson and Laub’s (1990) life course approach, on the
other hand, posits that the stability of antisocial behavior
across the life course is a consequence of deviant behavior
at early stages of development that undermines relation-
ships and activities that are important sources of control
during later stages. In addition to describing the causal
process that accounts for the continuity of antisocial behav-
ior, life course theory identifies events and circumstances
that serve as the turning points, enabling individuals with
a history of antisocial behavior to adopt more conventional
lifestyles. In other words, life course criminologists are
concerned with explaining both stability and change in
antisocial behavior.

According to Sampson and Laub (1990), childhood
conduct problems increase the chances of delinquency dur-
ing adolescence because they reduce ties to parents, con-
ventional peers, and school. More specifically, in response
to childhood opposition and defiance, parents often reduce
their efforts to monitor and discipline. A noncompliant
attitude also increases the chances that a child will experi-
ence academic failure. Finally, conventional peers tend to
reject difficult children, increasing the probability that
they will drift into a deviant peer group. Unencumbered by
parental controls, disinterested in school, and under the
influence of a deviant peer group, these antisocial young-
sters graduate from oppositional/defiant behavior to more
serious delinquent acts. Childhood antisocial behavior



leads to delinquency because of its disruptive effect on par-
ents, school commitment, and peer affiliations.

Life course theory also notes, however, that numerous
children who exhibit this sort of problem behavior do not fol-
low this pattern. In fact, longitudinal research shows that that
the majority of antisocial children go on to lead conventional
lives. For example, past research shows that somewhere
between 15% and 20% of 10-year-old boys are oppositional
and defiant. They are aggressive, impulsive, self-centered,
and noncompliant; tend to be rejected by their conventional
peers; and represent a challenge to their parents and teachers.
By age 18, a small proportion of the cohort, roughly 10%, is
severely delinquent. They engage in fights, truancy, robbery,
drug sales, and the like. Finally, a somewhat smaller propor-
tion of the cohort, perhaps 5%, is involved in serious crime
at age 26. Their criminal activities include a wide variety of
illegal acts, such as robbery, burglary, drug trafficking, gam-
bling, and prostitution. Nearly all adult criminals were seri-
ously delinquent during adolescence, and virtually all of the
seriously delinquent adolescents were oppositional/defiant at
age 10. This does not mean that all antisocial children grow
up to be criminals. Only about half of all children with con-
duct disorder go on to engage in serious delinquency during
adolescence, and only about half of all seriously delinquent
adolescents engage in criminal behavior as adults. Thus,
although childhood deviance increases the chances of adult
antisocial behavior, many individuals age out of their antiso-
cial tendencies and adopt a more conventional way of life.

The finding that many antisocial individuals embrace a
conventional lifestyle with the passage of time is contrary to
self-control theory’s contention that by age 10, the window
of opportunity for socialization is slammed shut, with those
who have not acquired self-control being doomed to a life of
delinquency and crime (Burt, Simons, & Simons, 2006).
The evidence suggests instead that antisocial behavior
shows both continuity and change: Some individuals mani-
fest antisocial behavior throughout their lives, whereas oth-
ers change and adopt a more conventional lifestyle. There is
evidence that children who were highly oppositional but
who subsequently experience improved parenting, increased
school commitment, or reduced involvement with deviant
peers show no more conduct problems during adolescence
than boys who displayed little oppositional behavior during
childhood. Furthermore, studies have found that job satis-
faction and a committed, happy romantic relationship and
other family ties mediated a significant proportion of the
relationship between adolescent delinquency and adult
crime (Simons & Conger, 2007). Thus, troubled adolescents
who are able to achieve these successes are more likely to
adopt a conventional lifestyle in adulthood, whereas those
who fail to do so are more likely to continue on their trou-
bled path toward adult criminal behavior.

Thus, recent longitudinal research tends to support the
life course perspective over self-control theory. These stud-
ies explain why some individuals manifest antisocial behav-
ior throughout their lives, whereas others desist and adopt a
more conventional lifestyle. Studies generally have found
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that low commitment to conventional social activities and
relationships explains much of the relationship between
childhood measures of self-control and future deviant
behavior. These investigations also show that antisocial indi-
viduals who buck the odds and develop strong commitments
to such activities and relationships tend to discontinue their
deviant lifestyles. These findings are consistent with the life
course perspective but contradict self-control theory.

Marital Violence

The first national survey of family violence was conducted
by Murray Straus and his colleagues (Straus, 1974).
Sixteen percent of married couples reported a violent inci-
dent in the preceding year, and 30% reported at least one
incident at some point during the course of the marriage.
Slightly more than 6% indicated that there had been an
incident of severe violence. To the surprise of almost
everyone, the data indicated that wives hit their husbands
slightly more often than husbands hit their wives. This pat-
tern has since been corroborated by many studies.

Although this is interesting, it should not be taken as an
indication that husband abuse is a serious social problem
comparable to wife abuse. This female-to-male pattern is
typically confined to fairly minor acts of violence, such as
slapping or shoving, and it is unlikely to involve injury.
Police records, emergency room data, and criminal victim-
ization surveys indicate that women are far more likely to
sustain serious injury at the hands of men. Eighty percent of
the partner assaults reported to the National Crime Victi-
mization Survey involved men attacking women (Felson,
2002). Men and women vary tremendously in terms of size
and strength, ability to deliver forceful blows, and capacity to
defend or escape. Studies that have examined injury rather
than just number of incidents conclude that men are much
more violent toward their partners than women are.

Researchers have made distinctions between two types
of intimate partner violence (Johnson & Ferraro, 2000).
The first type, called common couple violence, occurs
infrequently, does not escalate over time, and rarely results
in physical injury or psychological trauma. This is not the
type of violence that most human service workers, policy-
makers, or everyday citizens have in mind when they refer
to spouse abuse or battering. Instead, it is the phenomenon
called intimate terrorism that concerns society. This type
of violence is frequent, persistent, and severe, and it results
in physical injury and emotional trauma. It is in response
to this social problem that people have established shelters,
strengthened restraining orders, instituted mandatory
arrest policies, and implemented treatment programs. This
assaultive behavior is relatively rare and is usually com-
mitted by a man against a woman.

Past research indicates that two types of men tend to
engage in intimate terrorism. The first group consists of
men who engage in a wide variety of antisocial behaviors
besides spouse abuse. For these individuals, severe partner
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abuse is an expression of a more general antisocial orien-
tation. Their antisocial behavior appears to be, in large
measure, a consequence of having grown up in a disorga-
nized, violent family. In contrast, the second category of
batterers displays the characteristics of borderline person-
ality disorder and engages in little antisocial behavior out-
side of the couple relationship. Their intimate violence
appears to be an expression of fear and anger regarding
rejection instead of a component of a more general antiso-
cial orientation. Some evidence suggests that these abusers
often have grown up in a family characterized by emo-
tional and physical abuse. Apparently, the parents of these
individuals set rules and engage in the consistent discipline
necessary to otherwise produce a basically conventional
lifestyle. The rejection and abuse, however, result in a vio-
lent, turbulent approach to intimate relationships.

There is still much to be learned about the types of men
who engage in severe partner abuse and the childhood fac-
tors that give rise to such behavior. Given the low base rate
of intimate terrorism, it is difficult to generate samples of
participants. As a result, most studies have focused on
common couple violence. Thus, we know much more
about minor acts of partner violence than we do about
more extreme forms of assault.

Child Maltreatment

Past research has established that there is a tendency for
adults to repeat the abuse they experienced as a child
(Heyman & Slep, 2002). This phenomenon is often labeled
“the cycle of violence.” Although most victims of child-
hood abuse do not go on to abuse their offspring, they are
10 to 15 times more likely to be abusive parents than per-
sons who were not exposed to abusive parenting. The most
popular explanation for this finding involves the idea of
modeling, from social learning theory. It is assumed that
children observe the behavior of their parents and consider
it to be normal or typical parental behavior. Later, when
they achieve adulthood, they are likely to use these parent-
ing scripts in a reflexive, rather unthinking fashion when
parenting their own children.

Recently, some scholars have argued, largely on the basis
of work by criminologists, for an alternative explanation for
the cycle of violence phenomenon. These researchers argue
that abusive parenting fosters a general antisocial orientation
instead of simply teaching a dysfunctional approach to par-
enting. Abusive parenting is seen as increasing the chances
that a person will grow up to engage in a wide variety of
criminal and deviant behaviors, including harsh and abusive
parenting practices. Furthermore, there is evidence that
males who were the victims of harsh parenting practices have
an increased risk of perpetrating intimate partner violence
and sexual coercion (L. G. Simons, Burt, & Simons, 2008).

These two points of view suggest very different images
of the abusive parent. The modeling perspective portrays
perpetrators as ordinary citizens, conventional in all respects

except for their abusive behavior. Scholars who support the
antisocial orientation point of view, on the other hand,
argue that most abusive parents are far from being ordi-
nary; instead, parents who engage in extreme abusive prac-
tices are likely to have a history of involvement in a wide
variety of criminal and deviant behaviors as well. We will
have to wait for future research to establish which view-
point is more correct.

Conclusion

Although this chapter has focused on a wide range of
topics, it has provided clear and consistent support for a
simple but important thesis: Exposure to inept parenting
practices increases an individual’s risk for childhood con-
duct problems; adolescent delinquency; and adult antiso-
cial behavior, including marital violence and child abuse.
However, factors such as educational success, a conven-
tional friendship network, a happy marriage, and a satisfy-
ing job can operate to moderate this risk. Unfortunately,
individuals exposed to inept parenting often possess anti-
social characteristics that reduce their probability of
acquiring or gaining access to these moderators.

The theories and studies discussed in this chapter all
suggest that inept parenting increases the chances of child
conduct problems, adolescent delinquency, and adult
crime; however, it is important to not overstate the case. On
the one hand, it is true that the roots of an adult antisocial
lifestyle appear to be planted during a person’s formative
years, and parenting has much to do with the formation of
these roots. The evidence reviewed in this chapter indicates
that it is extremely rare that a person who was a model
child and adolescent suddenly begins to engage in criminal
behavior as an adult. On the other hand, the relationship
between childhood conduct problems and adult antisocial
behavior is far from perfect—indeed, the majority of delin-
quent children grow up to be conventional adults!

It is also important to remember that other factors
besides parenting have been shown to influence involve-
ment in delinquent and criminal behavior. Factors such as
lack of occupational opportunity, living in a disadvantaged
neighborhood, stressful events, and racial discrimination
are associated with crime and delinquency. If society is to
address the problems of crime and delinquency, it must pur-
sue policies that address the full range of factors that influ-
ence participation in such behavior. It is important that
social scientists and policymakers not overlook the family.
Indeed, the effects of many of the social factors just men-
tioned may be mediated by family processes. Family reli-
giosity, for example, appears to reduce delinquency, at least
in part, because religious parents tend to engage in high lev-
els of monitoring and consistent discipline. Also, there is
evidence that part of the association between community
disadvantage and delinquency is explained by the disrup-
tive effect that such community conditions have on parental
behavior. In the past, criminologists and sociologists have



often ignored findings regarding a link between parenting
and delinquency, treating such findings as narrow and
socially conservative. Research results are not socially con-
servative, however, if they lead to social change.

It is important that social scientists and policymakers
think systematically about steps that might be taken to
enhance the quality of care provided to children, especially
during the formative years. Unlike criminological theories
concerned with economic and community factors, theories
of deviant behavior that focus on family processes are
often seen as having few policy implications. This is sim-
ply not the case. It is probably no more difficult to formu-
late policies that enhance quality of parenting and child
care than it is to design policies that increase access to jobs
or reduce poverty and discrimination. Instead of simply
blaming parents for not doing a better job of raising their
children, society needs to pursue social policies that
strengthen families and enhance the quality of child care.
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largely been the study of the nature and extent of

male crime. The results of largely male-based
studies have been used to craft programs, interventions,
and punishments that would be applied to all offenders.
These male-based interventions have historically been
merely used to respond to girls’ and women’s crime
on the basis of the assumption that a one-size-fits-all
model of crime, punishment, theory, and intervention
works for both genders. Researchers in the 20th and
21st centuries, though, have challenged the notion that
female offenders are the same as male offenders, that
the two commit crimes for the same reasons and should
be treated in exactly the same manner by the criminal
justice system.

The subject of gender and crime is complex, multifac-
eted, and certainly worthy of serious scholarly attention.
For the sake of cohesiveness and general education, this
chapter focuses on women and crime; specifically, it out-
lines the historical lack of specific focus on female crimi-
nality and the complications this paucity of attention has
thus created for female offenders. Attention is paid to
important theoretical perspectives informing the field of
gender and crime; female pathways to crime; recent trends
in female criminality; and, finally, women’s experience of
the criminal justice system, including important trends in
the imprisonment of girls and women.

The study of the nature and extent of crime has
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Male-Based Criminology and
Explanations of Female Criminality

As this chapter is being written, we can say that a lot is
known about the nature and extent of criminal offending.
The earliest thinking about crime came from religious
leaders and philosophers; often, these perspectives specu-
lated on both the origins and morality of criminal acts as
well as the proper sort of responses to these offenses. The
first true empirical studies of criminal offending were con-
ducted by Cesare Lombroso, who believed that there was
an important link between biological factors and crime
causation. In other words, it was believed that certain
offenders were born criminal and could be identified by
certain biological defects, such as high cheekbones, bald-
ness, and shifty eyes. Scholarship on the nature and extent
of crime has moved far beyond these appearance-based
biological factors. Contemporary thinking about crime
causation is much more complex and often involves a mix
of sociological or psychological factors.

Regardless of the scope of the theoretical perspective
taken or the variables included, criminology has historically
been a field dominated by male scholars seeking to explain
the criminality of other men. Girls and women who com-
mitted crimes were for too long the forgotten offenders.
Indeed, the term the invisible offender is often used by fem-
inist scholars to describe the lack of scholarship on and



knowledge of female offenders. Women were either elimi-
nated from samples or data on them were excluded from
analyses seeking to explain crime or understand the effec-
tiveness of the criminal justice system. The result of this
andocentric focus is that theories of crime and justice were
really theories of male crime and justice. The specific focus
on female offenders began in the 1970s largely because
of the work of feminist scholars. Indeed, the number of
scholars labeled feminist criminologists has continuously
increased during this time span and has resulted in a widen-
ing of the research agenda for scholars exploring the topic
of gender and crime. Prior to this era, research on girls or
women and crime tended to be haunted by stereotypes
about “evil” and “bad” women, and the work focused
almost exclusively on prostitution. Feminist scholars, by
contrast, began to explore whether girls and women com-
mitted crime for different reasons than boys and men; they
also focused on a wider range of offenses. Thus, part of
feminist scholarship in this area was and is to question
criminological knowledge that was male based and male
informed as well as to build a new criminology with female
offenders squarely as the center of inquiry. Feminist schol-
ars also began an exploration of girls’ and women’s experi-
ences in the criminal justice system, most specifically, the
experience of women in prison.

From the beginning, feminist criminologists addressed
the paucity of research and theory regarding female offend-
ing. They also called attention to the fact that men, too, have
a gender, and thus they propelled a new line of research—
masculinities research, which explores the role played by
masculine expectations in certain forms of male crime.
Although the term feminism often evokes negative connota-
tions in the lay population, feminist scholarship in criminol-
ogy foregrounds gender; that is, feminist criminologists do
not assume that the factors that are significant in explaining
male criminal behavior will necessarily also predict female
crime. Feminist scholarship also assumes that gender is con-
structed and is shaped by history, culture, and the sociopo-
litical climate. One’s gender often enhances or limits
opportunities and social participation in very important
ways, and these systems of male privilege and the ways in
which they interface with the policing of women are also
important to feminist criminologists.

Some of the more salient aspects of gender, relative to
crime and the criminal justice system, highlighted by fem-
inist research include the notion that girls and women in
the criminal justice system are more likely than boys to
have histories of sexual and physical victimization; that
women in the criminal justice system are frequently sole
caregivers of dependent children; and, finally, that the
abuse that characterized their childhoods continues on into
adulthood. Along with these differences, criminalized girls
and women share with their male counterparts certain
attributes: Girls and women who commit crimes are likely
to come from economically marginalized communities,
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many have very spotty employment histories, and many of
the girls and women in prison are members of racial minor-
ity groups. Important as these insights are, there is no sin-
gle feminist approach; instead, feminist criminology, as a
part of feminist theory, has been informed by a variety of
feminist perspectives.

Some scholars have approached the study of girls,
women, and crime from the liberal feminist perspective.
This perspective views the disadvantage, as well as other
social problems, faced by women as a direct result of a
society that views women as unequal to men and believes
that, if discrimination against women is the problem, then
laws mandating equal treatment on the basis of sex are the
solution. Scholars adopting this tradition often point to the
myriad examples of women and men being treated in
unequal ways by the criminal justice system, such as the
failure to allow women on juries until the middle of the
20th century and the difficulties that women experienced
getting admitted to law schools during most of the
20th century. Advocates of the liberal view use education,
integration, and litigation to address gender inequality.

Radical feminists see an existing social system, espe-
cially one rooted in patriarchy (institutional arrangements
that enforce male privilege), as crucial to understanding
women’s status (and women’s crime). Radical feminists
thus move beyond simply using the social structure as an
explanatory framework and directly challenge the existing
system as one way to equalize men’s and women’s power
and status within society and thus elevate the overall status
of all women. Scholars adopting this perspective have been
responsible for informing the nature and extent of female
victimization (in particular, wife battery and sexual
assault) at the hands of males, often in intimate and power-
imbalanced relationships.

Marxist scholars view capitalistic systems as particu-
larly problematic for societies in general. The unequal
class relations, whereby individuals in the upper classes
have the power to control those in the lower classes (e.g.,
through wages and access to lawmaking and other power
establishments), prove problematic in myriad ways for
people without power. Clearly, this perspective focuses on
the crimes of the powerful, which are often not prosecuted,
while the crimes of the powerless are hyped and heavily
policed. In line with this view, Marxist feminists observe
capitalism as the most important social structure, one that
places women at a societal disadvantage over men because
they are even more economically marginalized than their
male counterparts.

Socialist feminists point out that two of the most impor-
tant social structural conditions, capitalism and patriarchy,
place women at disadvantage. Thus, these scholars tend to
take a more holistic view of how women are situated in
society in terms of power and status. At an aggregate level,
women in general occupy lower power and status relative
to men; thus, socialist feminists see the disadvantages
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faced by women as a direct result of this placement. From
this perspective, society would need to be completely
restructured away from both capitalism and patriarchy to
alleviate both gender and class inequities.

Third-wave feminists focus on how gender, race, and
class intersect to put some women at greater disadvantage
than others. For many feminist scholars this perspective
marked an important improvement over others, because the
prior implication had been that all women were situated
equally within society. Third-wave feminists, however, have
made the important point that salient distinctions should be
noted in class and ethnic differences. In other words,
although women, relative to men, are placed at a disadvan-
tage, not all women are equally placed and valued within
society. Gender certainly has a significant impact on a per-
son’s placement within the social, class, and power systems
of a society, but so do race, ethnicity, and class.

It is important to note that the study of masculinities
also emerged as feminists focused on the role that gender
plays in crime causation. Through the study of gender,
crime, and victimization, feminist scholars refocused atten-
tion on male offenders and the role played by male gender
expectations in crime. Again, much of criminological
thought has taken for granted that criminal behavior is sim-
ply male criminal behavior. Few ever questioned how
specifically male or female socialization lead to participa-
tion in crime and violence. Again, it is important to note
that although there is no one feminist theory, all of these
feminist-based theories have gender, typically the female
gender, as the overriding concern central to their scholarly
inquiry. Within criminology and criminal justice, these
feminist theories specifically consider the disadvantages
that girls and women face in society and how these relate
to victimization and to criminal careers. Finally, these the-
oretical perspectives often offer suggestions to improve the
plight of girls and women in society so as to reduce their
need to engage in criminal conduct.

Drawing from these and other important feminist per-
spectives, gender-specific explanations of female crimi-
nality include both theoretical frameworks within which to
understand offending behavior as well as ideas for change
that stem from these perspectives. Feminist criminologists
have remained concerned with questions of whether, in
fact, male-based theories of crime apply to explanations of
female criminality; why gender matters so much in official
measures of crime; why women are victimized at much
higher rates than men; how and whether women are treated
differently within the criminal justice system; and why
women appear over- and underrepresented relative to men
in certain crimes. This is certainly not an exclusive list, but
it creates a streamlined method of summarizing the pri-
mary concerns of the majority of feminist criminological
work to date.

The feminist focus on women arguably began with a focus
on women’s victimization in a largely patriarchal system. The
focus on female victimization inevitably led to the discovery of
an important link between girls’ and women’ victimization

and their later histories of offending. Furthermore, this focused
inquiry on female offending highlighted the lack of much-
needed scholarly attention to women’s crime. Specifically,
feminists have been concerned with how a gender-based social
structure (i.e., one dominated by patriarchy) has influenced
women’s social participation in ways that disadvantage them.
In this realm, gender is accepted as something socially con-
structed and different than biological sex. Gender—masculinity
or femininity—is imbued with deeply embedded social
meanings and expectations.

Indeed, it is important to note that feminist scholarship,
regardless of its form, has helped transcend the dichotomy
between crime as male and victimization as female. Indeed,
feminist scholarship has refocused attention on men and
crime and what “doing gender” means for both.
Unfortunately, the lack of research and other scholarly atten-
tion to women’s crime has yielded consequences. First,
scholars, instead of attempting to understand why women
commit crime, have labeled women “bad” if they committed
crime. Women have historically and unquestionably been
treated in overly controlling ways, especially in patriarchal
systems that value “good” women, that is, those who are
largely subservient to men and to male-created institutions.
Second, policies, practices, and programs designed for male
offenders have been applied to female offenders in largely
unacknowledged ways. The number of women as arrestees
and as members of correctional populations has gone largely
unnoticed or studied, even when their numbers have grown
at rates faster than men. Contemporary scholarship has
moved beyond the invisibility of female offenders, though.
The rest of this chapter outlines what we know about
women’s pathways into crime; their patterns of victimiza-
tion; the nature and extent of female offending; and their
participation in the criminal justice system, including their
experiences in jail and prison.

Pathways and Women’s Crime

For many people, the pathway to crime is complicated, and
for women this picture is no different. Women do tend to
have patterns in common with men, but there is now a
wealth of documented gender-specific factors related to
women’s participation in crime and in the criminal justice
system. Feminist scholarship has, again, helped detail how
women’s roles in society have traditionally been ignored
within the criminal justice system and has helped provide
explanations of female offending. Current research docu-
ments how the complexity and the context of the female
life is often the root of her involvement in offending and in
the criminal justice system. In short, women have signifi-
cantly greater histories of trauma, addiction, relationship
difficulties, abuse, and economic marginalization than
their male counterparts. A type of life course perspective,
called the pathways perspective, currently exhibits the best
method of understanding women’s involvement in offend-
ing and in the criminal justice system.



Girls and women suffer rates of victimization and abuse
(sexual, physical, and emotional) at much higher levels
that their male counterparts. The most recent survey of
national correctional populations (including inmates and
probationers), for example, demonstrated that well over
half of the female jail inmates had ever been physically or
sexually abused, compared with fewer than 1 in 5 of the
male inmates. Furthermore, females’ abuse occurs at dis-
proportionate rates both before and after they enter legal
adulthood; in other words, females are more likely to suf-
fer serious abuse as both girls and as women. Existing
research supports a link between child and adult victim-
ization and female criminality, and women in the criminal
justice system have higher levels of abuse than the general
female population. Trauma theorists assert that these past
abusive events are often cumulative and result in trauma
that is rarely treated in any professional manner. Thus,
women adapt to the trauma in ways that are deemed crim-
inal, especially through the use of drugs and other sub-
stances and crimes designed to support these addictions.

Women are more likely than men, at an aggregate level,
to be incarcerated or otherwise under correctional supervi-
sion for drug and property offenses. Another national sur-
vey of incarcerated individuals demonstrated that, in 2006,
for women, 28.7% were sentenced for a drug offense and
30.9% were sentenced for a property offense, compared
with corresponding rates of 18.9% and 20.1% for men.
Female offender involvement with drugs and other sub-
stances is multifaceted, and property crimes are often drug
related. Existing research demonstrates that factors such as
trauma, abuse, women'’s subservient roles in society, health
problems, poor self-image and self-efficacy, and relation-
ship difficulties are often directly related to substance use
and related to female offending. Addiction theorists posit
that we could indeed reduce levels of female offending if
we addressed the gender-specific factors that lead to addic-
tion and drug-related crimes.

Other scholars have focused on differences in female-
specific relationships and the interaction with individual
and social development. Because of differential socializa-
tion processes, girls mature into adulthood differently than
do boys, and they do so in ways that place them in rela-
tively vulnerable and disadvantageous positions. The
prevalent histories of abuse for girls leave them vulnerable
to lower levels of self-worth and empowerment and a
diminished ability to have meaningful relationships. The
role a patriarchal system has in socializing female expec-
tations and responsibilities is beneficial to understanding
the gender-specific strains that leave girls and women sus-
ceptible to crime and substance use. Furthermore, women
are more likely to be raising dependent children alone than
are men, and this, coupled with their own difficulties with
relationships, can often create a cycle of dysfunction.

The pathways perspective is a particularly robust theo-
retical explanation for female involvement in crime. This
theoretical perspective takes a more holistic stance toward
women’s involvement in crime by incorporating all of the
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gender-related risk factors thought to contribute to female
criminality. When the context of female social participa-
tion is placed squarely in the context of a patriarchal soci-
ety, one that limits female participation in meaningful ways
and labels females “bad” when they do not follow gender-
related rules, the transparency of their life problems and
the intersection with crime is noticeable.

A pathways, or life trajectories, perspective informs us
that girls and women in the criminal justice system suffer
higher rates of victimization than boys and men in their
families of origin and within their intimate relationships.
They are more likely than men to self-medicate with both
legal and illegal substances, to have fragmented family
histories, to suffer from physical and/or mental health
problems, to be unmarried mothers with minor children,
and to have limited vocational skills and sporadic work
histories. These factors, singularly or, more often, simul-
taneously, come together in ways that positively affect
women’s offending and involvement with the criminal
justice system.

These factors increase the likelihood of offending and
other criminal justice involvement for women, especially for
women of color and those with lower socioeconomic status.
The socialization of girls and women shapes the available
opportunities (perceived or otherwise) for women who find
themselves on the fringes of society. These limited choices
often lead females, first as girls and later as women, into
homelessness, substance use, survival crimes (often as pros-
titutes or in the sex industry), unhealthy and often abusive
relationships, and more serious criminal offenses.

Gender operates in very powerful yet often-unnoticed
ways. Girls’ and women’s lives are limited and shaped by
circumstances that devalue them relative to their male
counterparts. Although we are more aware of some of
these outcomes, such as lower pay for similar work, the
manner in which girls and women enter the criminal jus-
tice system has remained unfortunately invisible for too
long. Note that we are not claiming that feminist scholars
do not wish to imply that the prevalent histories of abuse
and vulnerable positions within patriarchal societies leaves
women without any sense of agency; instead, the point is
that females who find themselves represented as offenders
and other criminal justice participants are more likely than
others in the general population to exhibit the factors men-
tioned in this section.

The Nature and Extent of Women’s Crime

One of the best predictors of crime, especially violent
crime, is gender. Males are responsible for a disproportion-
ate amount of reported crime. For example, in 2006, males
made up 82.8% of the individuals arrested for violent
crimes (murder, aggravated rape, robbery, and aggravated
assault) and 68.8% of the individuals arrested for property
crimes (burglary, motor vehicle theft, and larceny theft).
Women, however, made up 64.2% of the prostitution and
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commercialized vice arrests, and girls represented over half
of all runaway arrests (refer back to the “Pathways and
Women’s Crime” section for explanations of the higher rep-
resentation of females in these areas).

Although females represent roughly one quarter of all
official arrests, their participation in the criminal justice
system has grown at a rate faster than men’s. There is no
dispute that the overall percentage of arrests accounted for
by women has increased. More disputable, though, is what
these numbers really mean. It might be that women are
indeed committing more crime now than they were even
30 years ago. The recent literature suggests that it is more
likely, though, that the level of criminality has not signifi-
cantly risen but that attention to female behavior has
increased, particularly in the area of assault.

Violent crime has historically and consistently remained
a largely male phenomenon. This is true despite contempo-
rary media efforts to depict ever-increasing levels of female
violence and “bad” girls. Indeed, the percentage of females
arrested for homicides has significantly decreased over the
past 40 years. Female arrests have increased significantly
for property crimes, especially larceny and fraud, as well as
for drug offenses. Both of these changes in female crimi-
nality are likely a result not only of some increased offend-
ing but also of increased attention to these behaviors by law
enforcement, at local and federal levels.

As discussed earlier, the women who most often become
involved in crime and end up in the criminal justice system
tend to be economically marginalized and have a lack of
educational and/or vocational opportunities. Women’s eco-
nomic status, coupled with their more extensive histories of
abuse, make it understandable that the crimes they tend to
commit more often, or in which they are otherwise over-
represented, are ones that could be considered “survival
crimes.” For example, property crimes such as larceny or
theft; fraud forgery; and sex crimes, such as prostitution,
are viable methods of survival for women on the economic
margins. If there is an average female offender, she is
young, a single mother, and a woman of color; is undered-
ucated and not well skilled; and has a history of abuse.
These factors shape the nature and extent of crime for
women as compared with men.

In any discussion of women’s criminality it is crucial to
understand women’s involvement in drug use. As men-
tioned earlier, women are more likely to turn to substances,
both legal and illegal, as a means of self-medication for
untreated emotional trauma, often related to histories of
abuse. This has become even more problematic for women
as the United States has been imposing tougher sanctions
for illegal drug use. As the following sections highlight,
women’s faster rate of prison growth is largely attributable
to mandatory drug sentencing laws.

It is increasingly difficult and indefensible to render
girls and women invisible given their increased participa-
tion in the criminal justice system over the past few
decades. Their increased presence in official arrest and

conviction records also has implications for the manner in
which they should be processed through the criminal jus-
tice system and otherwise treated and supervised within
the community. The next two sections deal with these
important issues.

Women and Equity in the System

The issue of gender equity in the criminal justice system is
one that has remained contentious. As stated earlier, the
criminal justice system has largely been defined and built
around what we know about male offending and has
merely been applied to women. Many consider this to be
equitable treatment. However, given what is known about
female pathways to offending, the “add gender and stir”
approach to criminal justice policy is not equitable. Laws,
policies, punishment, and programs have mainly been
developed with males in mind and are assumed to be good
enough for females.

The current manner in which women enter and are
treated in the system often leaves them disadvantaged rel-
ative to their male counterparts. Equitable treatment for a
female offender would likely involve considering her
gender-specific needs and crafting a system that would
specifically target these areas. These gender-specific fac-
tors rarely enter into discussions of criminal or penal pol-
icy; thus, the possible negative impact on female offenders
is not discussed or analyzed ahead of time.

Women are affected at many different stages in the sys-
tem. For example, at the time of arrest, women are less likely
to be able to post bail, because they typically do not have the
same economic resources as male offenders. Women are
more likely to be addicted to drugs or using drugs to self-
medicate and are thus at greater risk of exposure to manda-
tory minimum prison sentences. In terms of classification
schedules, female offenders tend to be overclassified in
security risk levels relative to their male counterparts.

Because women, compared with men, are more likely
to have been the primary caregivers of their dependent
children, they are also more likely to be affected by the
1997 Adoption and Safe Families Act, which allows for the
termination of parental rights if the parent has been consec-
utively without his or her child for 15 months. Because
the average sentence for females is currently greater than
15 months, they are at greater risk than males (who are much
less likely to have remained the caregiver of the dependent
child) to permanently lose custody of their children.

Supervision strategies in prison and for probation and
parole have been crafted with the male offender in mind.
Equitable treatment for women would include supervision
strategies designed for female offenders and would be
cognizant of the histories of abuse that the majority of
women in the system demonstrate. Furthermore, the com-
peting demands of many female offenders in the commu-
nity (child care, lower vocational skills and pay, familial



responsibilities) often translate into a need for greater
support if the goal is to improve success while under com-
munity supervision.

Many scholars argue that the current criminal justice
laws, from which other criminal justice processes certainly
flow, involve gender discrimination, even though they
appear gender neutral on their face. However, laws may be
differentially applied to males and females, or they may
punish male victimizers more than female victimizers
(e.g., aggravated assaults vs. assaults related to domestic
violence). Some laws, such as mandatory arrest in domes-
tic violence cases, have actually created more difficulty for
female victims than was intended.

Some scholars have argued that women are in fact treated
in a chivalrous fashion and are given lighter punishment
than men or that women are treated more harshly than men
because they appear to be nonnormative, or they are “evil.”
Neither the chivalry nor the evil-woman hypothesis is fully
supported by the research. Although there is some evidence
for both of these, the weight of the evidence indicates that
criminal justice decision makers, from law enforcement
through corrections, tend to consider different factors when
considering how to treat males versus females.

Regardless, when it comes to differential treatment, the
problem is one of translation, or lack thereof. Rarely is the
growing and emerging research on female offenders used
in meaningful discussions of criminal justice treatment.
The existing research clearly demonstrates meaningful
qualitative differences in the nature and extent of female
offending. Females are represented in certain offender
groups more than men and, in the main, commit crimes for
different reasons than men (e.g., the pathways perspec-
tive). Thus, the contemporary challenge to the system is to
find a way to use existing research and knowledge to
inform equitable treatment. The corresponding challenge
is to also educate policymakers of the difference between
equitable and exactly the same—the two are not synony-
mous. Many see “equal under the law” as meaning “to be
treated exactly the same”; however, applying policies made
for men in exactly the same way to women does not con-
stitute equitable treatment.

Female Inmates

Females represent the fastest-growing incarcerated popula-
tion, with a rate faster than that of their male counterparts.
This needs special attention because, even with a greater
rate of growth, this is an area in which female offenders
have perhaps remained the most invisible. Despite the
greater rate of growth, there are still fewer female inmates
than men; they are often incarcerated for less serious
offenses; and they are rarely associated with violence in
prison, rioting, or other assaultive behavior. There are,
however, important gender-specific issues that female
offenders face while in prison.
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In early jails and prisons, female, male, and youthful
offenders were placed in the same institutions without regard
to safety, exploitation, or other issues of vulnerability. As the
theory of penology changed, so did the manner in which indi-
viduals were incarcerated. By the early 20th century, most
jails and prisons segregated males and females, either in sep-
arate institutions or separate within the same institution.
These earlier separate, and seemingly equal, institutions were
in fact equal only at face value. The earliest facilities for
women were designed to rehabilitate the offenders such that
they would conform to gender-related societal standards. In
other words, women were taught how to be better cooks and
better cleaners, and to perform other traditionally female-
oriented roles so that they could be “better” daughters or
wives. Because the purpose of their incarceration was reha-
bilitation, their sentences were typically indeterminate,
meaning that they did not serve a fixed amount of time
(although there was typically a maximum sentence to be
served). These female inmates would be released when they
were deemed rehabilitated. During this same time frame,
though, men were sent to prison primarily for punishment
and were released on the basis of a fixed sentence. The result
of these different systems was that women often served more
time than men for similar offenses.

In the 21st century, punishment remains the primary
goal of incarceration for both males and females. There-
fore, it would seem that the nature of the incarceration
would be the same for both, yet this is not the case. As
mentioned earlier, perhaps the most troubling difference is
that the rate of incarceration for females has continuously
outpaced that for men for the past decade. It is important
to note that the “get tough” and harsh crime control poli-
cies of the late 20th century have seemingly had the great-
est impact on female offenders. The biggest policy area
that affects female offenders, though, has been that associ-
ated with the war on drugs.

The earlier discussion of female offender pathways
highlighted the reasons why many women become
involved with illegal drugs or develop substance abuse
problems. The underlying addictions and associated crimi-
nal behavior, for many women, are symptomatic of their
troubled lives and untreated trauma and other mental
health issues; as a result, comorbidity (i.e., having more
than one problem) is a significant problem in women’s
prisons. The war on drugs, with a heavy reliance on incar-
ceration as a solution, has been the most prevalent form of
“treatment” many female offenders have received.

Unfortunately, prison has not proven an effective place
in which to treat the very complex issue of drug addiction,
especially for a population of women who are likely un-
or underemployed, undereducated, economically marginal-
ized, and who have untreated physical or mental health
problems and are responsible for the care of young chil-
dren. Many scholars, feminist or otherwise, believe that the
problems of addicted individuals could be better served in
the community with social-service-based help.
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It should also be noted that over two thirds of women
are responsible for caring for their dependent children
prior to incarceration, compared with less than half of
men. Furthermore, if a mother goes to prison, her children
are more likely to be cared for by a relative, friend, or
someone other than the child’s father; however, when a
father is incarcerated, his children are likely to be cared for
by the mother. Thus, incarceration policies that dispropor-
tionately affect female offenders have often been thought
to have collateral consequences for the children left
behind. Because there are fewer female inmates, nation-
ally, than male inmates, there are also fewer female facili-
ties. Facilities for females, and for many men, are often
located at distances too far away from families to allow for
visits. These women tend to come from economically mar-
ginalized families who cannot afford visits far from home,
so many children will not see their mother while she is
incarcerated. This is an unfortunate situation, because
research has demonstrated that increased family visits and
support reduce the likelihood of recidivism and overall
success in the community.

The nature of female incarceration has received much
less attention than male incarceration. The number of
female inmates, relative to males, is often referenced as the
reason for the lack of research attention; however, the cur-
rent literature suggests some important distinctions in what
it means to do time in a female institution compared with
amale facility. Sexual assault of inmates by inmates is much
more prevalent in male facilities. The culture in a female
facility, though, is more likely to involve consensual sex
and to sometimes be part of pseudofamilies developed in
prison. When sexual abuse does occur in a prison facility,
it is likely to occur at the hands of staff. These abuses often
go unreported or are not investigated. There is not an ade-
quate infrastructure in place to deal with these types of
institutional-based abuse. Only recently have states begun
to criminalize sexual abuse of female inmates by staff, rec-
ognizing that females are in vulnerable positions relative to
the status and power of prison staff and are never in a posi-
tion to have consensual sexual relationships with staff.

Women in prison, similar to women in society at large,
are overly controlled. Relative to male inmates, females
tend to receive more write-ups and misconduct violations.
However, the nature of write-ups and misconduct reports
are for minor violations of institutional rules (e.g., not fol-
lowing orders, being insubordinate) instead of violence
within the institution. Although the nature of the prison
environment for women is much less violent than it is for
men, female inmates are nonetheless considered a more
difficult population to work with. Correctional staff often
cite female offenders’ reluctance to follow orders without
question as one of the main reasons for this difficulty, as
well as women’s greater emotional needs.

Women do have greater untreated mental health, and
often physical health, needs compared with male offenders.
This is often due to women’s greater histories of emotional,

physical, and sexual abuse and related untreated trauma.
Female inmates are significantly more likely than male
inmates to have suffered abuse as both children and as
adults. The physical and mental health care of incarcerated
females are often inadequate for their needs.

The smaller number of female inmates has also con-
tributed to a shortage of research, attention, and money
applied toward women’s in-prison programming. Mental
and physical health in prison was mentioned earlier, and
women’s vocational and educational programming, relative
to male inmates’, also has remained inadequate. There are
not enough existing programs to teach women vocational
skills that will help them earn a living wage on their
release from prison. These types of programs are much
more likely to be found in male facilities.

An important consequence of fewer female inmates is
that there are fewer female facilities. Not only are these
facilities located long distances from the female offenders’
homes, but also there are rarely separate facilities for
females based on risk level. Although most female offend-
ers represent a low risk to institutional security, the ability
to segregate female offenders by low, medium, and high
risk is often missing. All female offenders serve time in the
same facility, regardless of classification level.

Women as Victims

The connection between a girl’s or woman’s victimization
and her offending is a complex yet important one for schol-
ars of gender and crime to understand. Many women are
neither simply victims nor simply offenders; they are often
both. In fact, many women were victims long before they
ever became offenders. Gender-focused research has high-
lighted female offenders’ roles as victims. It is not uncom-
mon for women to have been victims of physical, sexual,
and/or emotional abuse, often at the hands of family mem-
bers or loved ones.

Girls often exhibit the first signs of attempting to sur-
vive abuse at home by engaging in “survival crimes,’
namely, running away and engaging in sex work. These
two behaviors, the first of which is considered a status
offense for juveniles, offer viable means of escape from
abusive homes. Often, girls do not see any other options
available to them. Life on the street for young girls can be
dangerous and may in fact lead to other means of survival,
especially those related to drugs and drug use.

Although males are most certainly abused in the same
ways as females, they are not abused at the same levels, and
their abuse tends to end as they enter their teens (because
they can fight back). Furthermore, much of the victimization
of females is a result of male violence. In adulthood, this vic-
timization may also expand into the economic realm, creat-
ing situations that trap women in abusive relationships. The
situation is compounded for women who have children,
because they often are not in a position to adequately provide



economic support for the children on their own. Unfor-
tunately, this lack of economic power as an individual or
within a household equates to less power and a lower likeli-
hood of feeling safety in leaving an abusive relationship.

Regardless of the specific situation, women are often
held in positions that are deemed secondary to men and that
contain less power. This leaves girls and women vulnerable
to violence in various forms. Men commit violence against
women that serves to humiliate, dominate, and oppress as
part of a patriarchal system that values men over women in
most situations. When women do commit violence against
men, it is often done in self-defense after a long period in a
violent situation.

Feminist scholars have noted that it is more than a coin-
cidence that much of the violence perpetrated against
women has been done at the hands of males, often males
known to the victim. This is true in all types of victimiza-
tion. The majority of female rape and sexual assault vic-
tims know their assailants. Women who are already
involved in physically abusive relationships are also more
likely to become victims of sexual assault. Similar patterns
are observed when we look at victims of physical abuse as
well—most women know their assailants. Furthermore, it
is statistically rare for mass-killing victims to be male;
indeed, most serial killers are males, and most of their vic-
tims are females.

Why are women more likely than men to be victims of
intimate violence? The best answer seems to be that male
expression of violence is a way to exhibit control and power
over women, either subconsciously or otherwise. It was, for
a time, the nature of rape laws that only females were spec-
ified as victims and, even earlier, rape laws were in place
mainly because women were considered property of men.
Punishment was not for the benefit of the woman herself
but to provide justice to the person who “owned” her.
Society has continuously given off similar, albeit more
subtle, messages. More contemporary messages center on
women as in need of control by and protection from men.
This is but one way women are placed in disadvantaged
positions that make them more vulnerable to abuse at the
hands of men.

It matters that women are often abused by men they
know. First, women who are exposed to abuse from those
who are supposed to care for them have greater difficulty
forming healthy relationships. Second, when the victim of
physical abuse or a sexual assault knows the assailant or
is socially close to the assailant, the likelihood of prose-
cution decreases. In other words, the closer the social rela-
tionship, the less likely it is that the assailant will face any
punishment. This perpetuates a societal structure and
sends a message to men that women are “safe” targets for
victimization.

Violence against women—sexual, physical, or otherwise—
is not simply an individual problem. This is one of the
most important messages of feminist scholarship. The
patriarchal structure that allows so much victimization,
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often without any recourse for women, is a social as
well as an individual problem. Until there is a significant
change in the way that women are valued within society,
it is likely that they will continue to experience higher
rates of victimization, which increases the odds of their
substance abuse, offending, and official criminal justice
participation.

Conclusion

Scholars in the area of criminology should continue to
think of gender not as just another variable but a matter
worthy of specific focus and theorizing, especially with
regard to female offending. More needs to be discovered
not only about how women’s unique pathways affect
offending but also how this knowledge can be used to bet-
ter the lives of the increasing numbers of girls and women
who find themselves in the criminal justice system. In par-
ticular, much more work needs to be accomplished to help
us understand how women’s pathways to offending might
best be addressed so that their levels of offending, recidi-
vism or reoffending, and rates of incarceration can be
reduced.

Research into effective treatment and supervision for
female offenders should be expanded. Best practices are
currently the standard in policy-based applications in this
field yet, in the 21st century, the majority of standards- or
evidence-based policy is still based on research conducted
largely with only males or male offenders. The relevance of
gender in the criminal justice system cannot be overstated,
it warrants greater attention to and movement away from
the historical invisibility often afforded the female offender
and toward more gender-informed policies and practices.
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GUNS AND CRIME
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one of the most intensely awaited decisions in its

recent history, holding that the Second Amend-
ment recognizes an individual right to keep and bear
arms, and not merely the right of states to maintain armed
militias (see Cottrol, 1994, for a good overview of the
constitutional issues linked with the gun control debate).
The decision, minority opinion, and supporting briefs all
cited dozens of scholarly studies bearing on the links
between guns and violence. This chapter summarizes that
literature.

O n June 26, 2008, the Supreme Court handed down

The Use of Guns in Crime

Firearms are heavily involved in crime in America, espe-
cially homicide. In 2006, approximately 11,600 homicides
were committed by criminals armed with guns, claiming
68% of all homicides (U.S. Federal Bureau of Inves-
tigation, 2008a), and an additional 100,000 to 150,000
individuals are medically treated for nonfatal gunshot
wounds each year (Kleck, 1997, p. 5; see also Annest,
Mercy, Gibson, & Ryan, 1995). Data from the National
Criminal Victimization Survey (NCVS) indicate that as
many as 500,000 violent crimes were committed in the
United States in 2006 by offenders armed with guns
(though not all of these involved the perpetrators actually
using the guns, as distinct from merely possessing them

during the incident). About 26% of robberies and 7% of
assaults were committed by gun-armed offenders (U.S.
Bureau of Justice Statistics, 2008).

Compared with other industrialized nations, the United
States has higher rates of violent crime, both fatal and non-
fatal, and a higher rate of gun ownership (Kleck, 1997,
p- 64). These facts have led many people to conclude that
America’s high rate of gun ownership must be at least par-
tially responsible for the nation’s high rates of violence, or
at least its high homicide rate. This belief in a causal effect
of gun levels on violent crime rates has in turn led many
people to conclude that limiting the availability of guns
would substantially reduce violent crime, especially the
homicide rate.

It is not so widely known, however, that large numbers
of crime victims in America also use guns in the course of
crimes, in self-defense. The best available evidence, based
on 16 national surveys of probability samples of the adult
U.S. population, indicates that guns are used by victims in
self-protection more often than crimes are committed by
offenders using guns. For example, victims used guns
defensively approximately 2.0 to 2.5 million times in 1993,
compared with approximately 850,000 crimes in which
offenders possessed guns (Kleck & Gertz, 1995). Although
some scholars have speculated that surveys overestimate
the frequency of defensive gun use, there is no empirical
evidence to support this conclusion (Kleck & Kates, 2001,
pp. 241-264).

85



86 ¢ CORRELATES OF CRIME AND VICTIMIZATION

Scale and Patterns of
Gun Ownership in America

By international standards, the share of U.S. households
with guns is very high. In national surveys, 40% to 50% of
U.S. households report having one or more guns; the near-
est known foreign competitor is Switzerland, where about
one third of households have guns, mainly because of mili-
tary service requirements (Killias, 1990). There were prob-
ably more than 276 million guns in private hands in the
United States at the end of 2003, about 36% of them hand-
guns. The size of the U.S. gun stock, especially the handgun
stock, increased enormously from the 1960s through the
1990s, although the share of U.S. households with guns
showed little change over that period (Kleck, 1997).

One obvious policy implication of this huge existing
stock is that a large supply of guns would remain available,
to criminals and noncriminals alike, even if all further man-
ufacture and importation of guns were immediately halted
(Kleck, 1997, Chap. 3). In contrast, only a few hundred-
thousand guns are used to commit violent crimes each year.
Thus, the supply of guns is hundreds of times larger than
the numbers needed for criminal purposes. Consequently,
even very large decreases in the supply would not produce
gun scarcity but instead would merely reduce the size of the
surplus. On the other hand, this does not imply that gun
possession cannot be reduced among criminals or other
high-risk subsets of the population, because it is possible
that members of these groups can be deterred by legal
penalties from acquiring or possessing guns, no matter how
many are circulating.

The broad patterns of gun ownership in America do
not support, in any straightforward way, the general idea
that higher gun ownership rates will lead to higher vio-
lence rates, because gun ownership is generally highest
in those groups where violent behavior is lowest. Although
both gun ownership and violence are more frequent
among males and Southerners, gun ownership is also
higher among whites than among African Americans,
higher among middle-aged people than among young
adults, higher among married than unmarried people,
higher among richer people than poor, and higher in
rural areas and small towns than urban areas—the oppo-
site of the way that violent crime is distributed (Kleck,
1997, Chap. 3).

Crime-Related Motives for
Owning Guns and the Effect
of Gun Levels on Crime Rates

The vast majority of Americans who own handguns own
them primarily for protection against crime (63% in one
national survey), and about half of all gun owners, includ-
ing those who own rifles or shotguns, own them primarily
for protection (Cook & Ludwig, 1997, p. 38). Still other

owners cite protection as one of their reasons for having
guns, secondary to hunting and other motives unconnected
with crime. On the basis of the stated motives of gun own-
ers, then, ownership of firearms is a response to crime, not
just a cause of it.

This in turn suggests that higher crime rates could
contribute to higher rates of gun ownership, as well as the
reverse. Many research studies have provided empirical
evidence that higher crime rates may indeed cause higher
gun ownership rates (summarized by Kovandzic, Schaffer,
& Kleck, 2005). The principal significance of this possi-
bility is that it complicates the interpretation of research
that finds more crime and violence in the same places
and times as more gun ownership. It raises the question
“Do more guns lead to more crime, or does more crime
lead to more people acquiring guns for self-protection, or
both?” When there is a possibility of this sort of two-way
causation, separating one effect from the other becomes
very difficult, requiring the use of highly complex statis-
tical procedures. This chapter is not the place to address
such technical matters; it suffices to say that experts con-
tinue to disagree about whether anyone has solved those
statistical problems.

How Do Guns Affect Crime?

Understanding the connection between guns and crime
requires appreciating three fundamental facts:

1. Whereas gun ownership affects crime in various ways,
crime also affects gun ownership.

2. The possession and use of guns have both violence-
reducing and violence-increasing effects.

3. The kinds of effects that possession and use of guns have
on crime depend on who possesses and uses them. The
effects of victims using guns for self-protection are
predominantly violence reducing, whereas the effects of
criminals using guns for aggressive purposes are a
mixture of violence-increasing and, more surprisingly,
violence-reducing effects.

Because gun effects are quite different depending on
what sort of person possesses the gun, the effects of
offender possession/use and victim possession/use are dis-
cussed separately. Readers should, however, keep in mind
that many crime victims are themselves criminals. Indeed,
crime victimization is far more common among criminals
than among noncriminals, and serious violent victimiza-
tion is largely concentrated among criminals. For example,
research has found that over 60% of homicide victims
have an arrest record. Thus, serious violence is largely a
criminal-on-criminal phenomenon. It therefore would be a
mistake to view the offender—victim distinction as equiva-
lent to the distinction between wicked offenders and
morally pure victims. On the other hand, it would be
equally erroneous to believe that in individual incidences
of violence there is no real distinction between offenders
and victims or that it is impossible to tell which party is the



aggressor and which is the victim. The somewhat morally
unsatisfactory reality is that many of the people who are,
in a given violent crime, clearly the victims of violence ini-
tiated by another person have themselves committed seri-
ous crimes in the past.

One critical implication of these facts is that even crim-
inals use guns for genuinely defensive purposes, in inci-
dents in which they are victims as well as for offensive or
aggressive purposes in incidents in which they are offend-
ers. Although this is almost never a part of the political
debate over guns, even criminal gun possession can have
violence-reducing effects as well as violence-increasing
effects. Defensive uses of guns by criminals are not likely
to be reported to either police or to survey interviewers, but
there are nevertheless strong reasons to believe that they
occur frequently and that they have the same effects as
defensive uses by noncriminals.

Crime-Increasing Effects of Offender
Possession and Use of Guns

Incidents of violent crime can be seen as proceeding
through as many as four possible stages: (1) threat, (2) attack,
(3) injury, and (4) death. The more serious a violent crime,
the more of these stages the incident proceeds through. To
even qualify as a violent crime, an incident must involve an
aggressor, at minimum, threatening another person by
word or gesture. Threat may or may not be followed by
attack (i.e., an attempt to physically injure the victim). This
attempt may or may not be successful (i.e., result in the
victim being injured). If an injury is inflicted, it may or
may not result in death. Whether the aggressor possesses a
gun can affect the occurrence of each of these possible
events (Kleck & McElrath, 1991).

Threat

Making a threat of violence against another person typ-
ically involves contact with another person—that is, an
aggressor and victim come together in the same place at
the same time. The aggressor’s willingness to confront the
victim may be influenced by weapon possession, because
having a weapon can give the aggressor the confidence
that he or she can dominate and control the encounter and
avoid being hurt himself or herself. Thus, higher rates of
gun possession among prospective aggressors could
increase the rate of violent encounters. There is, however,
no empirical evidence directly bearing on this question.

Attack

Similarly, the aggressor’s possession of a gun could
embolden him or her to go beyond a mere threat and
attempt to inflict injury on the victim. A gun might also
make it more feasible to successfully act on this willingness
to attack, because some attacks are unlikely, or impossible,
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to be carried out without a gun. Many have referred to the
gun as an “equalizer,” usually referring to the fact that a
powerful weapon can make a victim the equal of a bigger,
stronger offender. The same, however, is true for aggres-
sive actions—an aggressor may be more willing to initi-
ate attacks against more powerful victims because the
aggressor possesses a gun. Research (Kleck & McElrath,
1991) has shown that gun use by offenders is more com-
mon in violent crimes in which less powerful aggressors
attacked more powerful victims; that is, offender gun use
is more common when the offenders were outnumbered
by the victims; more common when women attacked men
than when women attacked other women; and more com-
mon when offenders outside of the physically prime
years—younger than 14 or older than 40—attacked vic-
tims in their prime years. In other words, guns seem to
facilitate attacks by less powerful offenders against more
powerful victims. Attacks that would otherwise have been
unlikely were more feasible because the prospective
aggressor possessed a gun.

Likewise, effective attacks at a distance are virtually
impossible without a gun. Although little serious violence
is inflicted at great distances, those that are, such as sniper
attacks, virtually require gun possession to commit them.
Furthermore, some scholars have speculated that some
would-be aggressors would not be willing to attack others
if doing so required that they do something as distasteful
as coming into direct physical contact with their gun. The
very fact that guns facilitate attack at a distance, even if it
is a matter of a few feet, may encourage attacks by aggres-
sors who psychologically need a more “antiseptic” mode
of attack.

In addition to facilitating attacks—that is, making them
possible or easier to commit—possession of guns by pros-
pective aggressors has also been claimed to trigger attacks.
Discussed in the psychological literature under the rather
vague term weapons effect, this hypothesis asserts that “the
trigger pulls the finger”; that is, that possession of a gun
can trigger or release an impulse to aggress. The theory
behind this is that if a person is already angered, and in that
sense ready to aggress, even the sight of a gun, or its pos-
session, can trigger the aggressive impulse, because of the
learned association between guns and aggression. The
research on this hypothesis is almost equally divided
between studies supporting it and those failing to do so.
The more realistic experimental studies, however, gener-
ally do not support it.

This lack of experimental support could be due to yet
another effect of weapon possession, which may have the
opposite effect on attack. For some people, exposure to
weapons appears to inhibit aggression. If an attacker wants
to injure, but not kill, a victim then possession of a deadly
weapon gives him or her more ability to kill than he or she
might be willing to use. Because most aggressors have
less-than-lethal intentions, most of them may perceive
guns this way, causing many to refrain from attacking at all
rather than risk killing their victim.
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Offender possession of guns also can discourage attacks
by making them less necessary to the accomplishment of
the aggressor’s goals. For example, a robber’s primary goal
is obtaining a victim’s property, which is accomplished by
intimidating the victim. Although intimidation might be
achieved through an attack, it is usually achieved through
threats alone—most robberies do not involve injury to the
victim. One of the most strongly and consistently con-
firmed findings in the literature on guns and violence is
that robbers with weapons are /ess likely to attack and
injure their victims than robbers without weapons (Kleck
& McElrath, 1991). By 1997 alone at least 18 studies had
been conducted that, without exception, confirmed this
fact. This phenomenon can be labeled a redundancy effect,
because gun possession makes it unnecessary for the
aggressor to actually attack the victim. Merely threatening
to attack is sufficient to induce the victim to comply,
because the weapon is perceived as such a lethal one. In
contrast, many robbers without weapons must attack their
victims at the outset of a robbery, as a way of immediately
gaining control.

The redundancy effect is not limited to robbers. People
committing assaults, without any intent to steal, are also
less likely to actually attack their victims, instead of con-
fining their aggression to a threat, if the assaulter pos-
sesses a gun. An assaulter’s goal may be to terrify or
humiliate his victim, but if the aggressor has a gun these
goals can also be achieved without actually attacking the
victim. The moral irony of these facts, of course, is that
guns in the hands of “bad” people have some “good”
effects. This moral complexity may explain why these
effects are rarely addressed in the public debate over guns.
It is easier to think in black-and-white terms, and the idea
that empowering bad people could have any good effects is
unthinkable to some people.

Nevertheless, the evidence indicates that, when one
takes into account all of these various gun effects on
attack, the net effect of offender gun possession is that it
reduces the likelihood of attack.

Injury

If an attack does occur, it may or may not result in
injury (e.g., by a bullet reaching its target, a knife pene-
trating skin, or a fist or club bruising flesh or smashing
bone). The attributes of weapons that can facilitate attack
may also reduce the attack completion rate by encourag-
ing attacks at a longer range, against more formidable
opponents, or under more difficult conditions. It is possi-
ble to shoot a victim from a great distance, but the rate at
which this is achieved is lower than the share of thrown
punches that strike the victim. Regarding the more com-
mon close-range gun attacks, people unfamiliar with
firearms marksmanship might assume that shooters are
virtually certain to hit their target. In fact, NCVS data cov-
ering the United States from 1987 to 1992 indicate that
only 18% of incidents in which an attacker shot at a victim

resulted in the victim suffering a gunshot wound, whereas
about 45% of knife attacks result in a knife wound (Kleck,
1997, Chap. 5). The rate of success in an aggressor inflict-
ing injury on a victim is far lower in attacks with guns
than in attacks with knives and other attacks.

Even individuals trained and presumably emotionally
prepared to shoot under stressful conditions, such as
police officers, usually cannot hit their targets. Police
shooting policies usually forbid firing warning shots, and
thus when the officers fire their guns they intend to shoot
suspects. Nevertheless, police officers were able to inflict
one or more gunshot wounds on an adversary in only
37% of the incidents in which they intentionally fired at
someone (Kleck, 1997). This success rate is probably
even lower among civilians, who have not had the train-
ing and experience of police officers, and the NCVS data
support this expectation. Thus, there is strong reason to
believe that the net effect of offender gun use in violent
crimes is that it decreases the fraction of attacks resulting
in injury.

Death

About 1 of 7 assaultive gunshot woundings known to
the police results in death (Kleck, 1997). Because many
less serious nonfatal gunshot woundings never come to the
attention of authorities, the true death rate is almost cer-
tainly lower than this. Nevertheless, gunshot wounds are
more likely to result in death than are those inflicted by a
knife, the weapon that is generally assumed to be the next
most lethal among those that could be used in the same cir-
cumstances as guns. Most police-based and medical stud-
ies indicate that gunshot woundings are about three to four
times more likely than knife woundings to result in the vic-
tim’s death (Kleck, 1997).

One of the central mysteries of the guns—violence field
is the degree to which the higher fatality rate of gunshot
attacks is due to the greater inherent lethality of firearms
or to the greater degree to which people who use guns with
which to attack are more willing to kill their victims. In
other words, is the difference in fatality rates due to differ-
ences in weapon lethality or differences in attacker lethal-
ity? Attackers do not randomly choose their weapons or
merely use whatever is available. It is a rare gun homicide
that occurs when a knife or blunt instrument is not also
available, and all gun Kkillers obviously also have hands
and feet with which they could have attacked the victim.
Thus, guns are chosen by aggressors over other available
weapons. Furthermore, scholars generally agree that
aggressors choose weapons suited to their goals and that
the aggressors who choose guns probably have more lethal
intentions than those who choose knives. Consequently,
some of the higher fatality rates of gun attacks are due to
attacker differences instead of weapon lethality differ-
ences. Unfortunately, unless one can somehow measure
and control for attacker lethality in assaults, it is logically
impossible to use data on assault fatality rates to separate



the effects of a weapon’s technical properties from the
closely associated effects of the attacker’s willingness to
seriously hurt the victim.

The comparison of gun lethality versus knife lethality,
however, is something of a red herring, or at the very least
a distraction from more policy-relevant issues. The vast
majority of existing gun laws and proposed control mea-
sures apply exclusively to, or with greater strictness toward,
handguns, whereas long guns, such as shotguns and rifles,
are left relatively unregulated. Thus, many offenders are
free to substitute long guns when handgun-only controls
deny them the preferred handgun. Most homicides are com-
mitted under circumstances in which it was not essential
that a handgun be used (concealability or easy portability of
the weapon was not essential), so the substitution issue that
is most frequently relevant to debates over handgun con-
trols is the substitution of long guns for handguns, not the
substitution of knives for guns.

There is little doubt that long guns are more lethal than
handguns. Shotguns fire more projectiles, and create more
wounds, than handguns, whereas rifles fire bullets at a higher
velocity, producing wounds with greater penetration into the
victim’s body. Long guns are also more accurate than hand-
guns; a shooter using a long gun is more likely to wound the
victim. To the extent that handgun controls attain their prox-
imate goal of denying handguns to at least some prospective
attackers, but do not significantly restrict access to long guns,
they are more likely to lead to substitution of more lethal
weapons than less lethal ones. The policy implication is that
if a subset of the population is to be legally denied guns, the
restriction should cover all gun types, not just handguns.

Offender Gun Use in Robbery

Weapon effects in the context of robberies merits its own
separate discussion. Gun effects may differ from those in
assaults, because the robber’s primary goal is to obtain the
victim’s property, and threats or use of force are largely
tools for achieving that goal. About 25% of robberies
involve offenders armed with guns, and about 5% of all
homicides that occurred in 2006 were committed with
guns and linked with robbery (computed on the basis of
statistics from the U.S. Federal Bureau of Investigation,
2008a). The effects of offender possession and use of guns
on the frequency and outcomes of robberies are quite com-
plex, but research supports the following conclusions:

1. Total gun ownership levels (criminal and non-
criminal combined) have no net effect on total robbery
rates. On the other hand, we do not know the impact of gun
ownership among criminals, or rates of gun carrying—and
thus the immediate availability of guns for robbery—on
robbery rates.

2. Higher gun ownership levels probably increase the
rate of gun robberies, and decrease the rate of nongun
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robberies, thereby increasing the fraction of robberies invol-
ving guns.

3. Injuries are less common in gun robberies than in
nongun robberies; therefore, decreases in gun use among
robbers would probably increase the fraction of robberies
that result in injury.

4. When injuries are inflicted on robbery victims, those
inflicted by gun-armed robbers are no more likely to result
in hospital treatment of some kind than those inflicted by
other robbers. Injuries inflicted by gun-armed robbers are
more likely to result in hospitalization overnight than those
inflicted by unarmed robbers, but they are about the same in
this respect as injuries in knife robberies and somewhat less
likely to result in overnight hospitalization than injuries
inflicted by robbers armed with weapons other than guns or
knives. Thus, there is currently no empirical basis for believing
that if knives were substituted for guns, the fraction of injuries
requiring hospital treatment or overnight hospitalization
would decrease.

5. Robbers armed with guns are more likely to obtain
the victim’s valuables. This is partly due to the fact that
victims are less likely to resist gun-armed robbers. Thus, if
fewer robbers were armed with guns, more victims would
probably manage to retain their property.

6. Guns enable robbers to tackle more lucrative and
risky targets, such as businesses, instead of more vulnerable
ones, such as women, children, and the elderly. Reducing
gun availability could cause robbers to switch from the
former to the latter targets, shifting the burden of robbery to
those most vulnerable to injury and least able to bear the
financial losses.

7. Gun robberies are more likely than nongun rob-
beries to result in the death of the vulnerable victims. It is
unknown, however, whether this is due to the lethality of
guns or the greater willingness to kill of robbers who use
guns. Gun reductions therefore may or may not produce
any reduction in robbery murders, depending on the
impact of gun scarcity on (a) the number of robberies;
(b) how much of an increase in the number of injuries this
causes; and (c) how much the fatality rate declines among
this increased number of injuries, assuming it declines at
all. The issue is further complicated by the fact that most
gun control legislation restricts primarily or only hand-
guns, but most incarcerated felons say they would sub-
stitute long guns, such as sawed-off shotguns, if they
could not carry handguns. This suggests that laws that
reduce only the availability of handguns would increase
the fraction of robbery attacks resulting in death by inducing
the substitution of more lethal long guns.

In sum, gun control policies that reduce gun possession
among robbers would have the desirable effect of decreas-
ing the rate at which robbers obtain their victims’ property,
and they might or might not reduce the number of robbery
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victims killed. On the other hand, gun scarcity would also
probably increase the number of robbery injuries and shift
the burden of victimization to victims less able to bear the
burden, without reducing the number of robberies and
without necessarily reducing robbery killings. Therefore, it
is unclear whether the overall set of social consequences of
gun scarcity would be favorable with regard to robbery.

Crime-Disrupting Defensive
Effects of Victim Use of Guns

Defensive gun use by crime victims is both common and
effective in preventing injury to the victim and property
loss. People who use guns during crime incidents are less
likely to be injured or lose property than people who either
adopt other resistance strategies or do not resist at all.
These effects are usually produced without shooting the
gun and are almost always produced without wounding or
killing the criminal: Only 24% of gun defenders even fire
the gun (including warning shots), only 16% try to shoot
the perpetrator, and at most 8% wound the offender (evi-
dence summarized in Kleck, 1997, Chap. 5).

Victims’ defensive use of guns almost never angers or
otherwise provokes offenders into attacking and injuring
the resisting victims. It is extremely rare that victim gun
use is followed by injury to the victim, and some of these
few injuries would have been inflicted anyway, regardless
of victim resistance. In any case, it is clear that, regardless
of whether victim gun use occasionally provokes offender
aggression, the net effect of victim gun use is to reduce the
likelihood that the offender will hurt the victim.

The largest, most nationally representative samples of
crime incidents on which we have information about victim
resistance strategies and their consequences are drawn from
the NCVS, conducted by the U.S. Census Bureau. The most
extensive analysis of these data was conducted by Tark and
Kleck (2004). They found that, among 45 sample cases of
victims who used a gun to attack the offender, none were
injured after using the gun, and of 202 sample cases of vic-
tims who used a gun to threaten the offender, just 7.7%
were injured after using the gun. They also found that vic-
tims who resisted with a gun typically did so under more
dangerous and difficult circumstances than victims who
used other strategies (e.g., when the victim faced offenders
who were armed, when the victim was outnumbered by the
criminals, or when the victim was already injured). If one
takes into account these greater dangers, victim gun use
appears to be even more effective in preventing injury than
the already very low injury rates suggested.

The impression from earlier studies that victim resis-
tance increases the odds of being injured appears to be
the product of a simple research error: the failure to take
account of which came first, victim resistance or injury.
Crimes in which a resisting victim was injured turn out
to consist almost entirely of incidents in which the vic-
tim resisted after the offender attacked and injured him

or her (i.e., the injury provoked victim resistance; resis-
tance did not provoke the offender to inflict injury)
(Kleck, 1997).

Early pro-control propaganda often claimed that when
victims attempt to use guns defensively, offenders often
take the guns away from them and use them against the
victim. This is false. The only significant factual founda-
tion for this claim appears to be the fact that police officers
are occasionally killed with their own guns. This phenom-
enon is, however, extremely rare (it happened just once in
the United States in all of 2006) and not as relevant to the
issue of defensive use of guns as it seems. From 1997
through 2006, an annual average of 4.8 police officers in
the United States were killed with their own guns, out of a
total of 665,555 full-time sworn officers in the nation.
Furthermore, these extremely rare incidents typically do
not involve the officer attempting to use the gun defen-
sively; instead, they usually involve the suspect snatching
the gun from the officer’s holster or stealing it from his
or her vehicle. Thus, the officer’s gun was available to
be obtained by the criminal suspect because the officer
was not using the gun for self-protection (Kleck, 1997,
pp. 168-169; U.S. Federal Bureau of Investigation, 2008b).

Deterrent Effects of Gun
Ownership Among Potential Victims

Evidence also indicates that some criminals may be
deterred from making criminal attempts in the first place
by the possibility of victims using guns against them.
Criminals interviewed in prison indicate that they have
refrained from committing crimes because they believed
a potential victim might have a gun (Kleck, 1997).
Likewise, anecdotal evidence indicates that crime rates
have dropped substantially after highly publicized
instances of prospective victims arming themselves or
being trained in gun use, or victims using guns against
criminals. Evidence also supports the hypothesis that U.S.
burglars are careful to avoid residences where the victims
are home because they fear being shot. Whereas 43% of
British residential burglaries are committed while victims
are home, only 9% of residential burglaries in the United
States are committed under such circumstances (research
summarized in Kleck, 1997, Chap. 5). None of this evi-
dence is strong or decisive; instead, one can say only that
it is consistent with the hypothesis that criminals are
deterred from attempting some crimes by the possibility
of confronting a victim with a gun.

The Net Effect of Gun
Ownership Levels on Crime Rates

The research on gun use by victims has yielded very con-
sistent results: It reduces the likelihood of injury or prop-
erty loss. Thus, gun possession among largely noncriminal



prospective victims has beneficial effects. On the other
hand, gun possession among criminals has a mixture of
both harmful and inadvertently beneficial effects. Con-
sequently, the net effect of overall gun ownership levels on
violence rates is not self-evident on the basis of the research
discussed earlier.

Dozens of studies of the effect of gun ownership lev-
els on crime rates in macrolevel units such as cities and
states have been conducted, but most of the research is
seriously flawed. In particular, most studies have failed to
properly model the possibility of a two-way relationship
between violence rates and gun ownership rates, making
it impossible to interpret the meaning of a positive asso-
ciation between the two (Kleck, 1997). Although more
guns may lead to more crime, higher crime rates may
motivate more people to acquire guns for self-protection.
Likewise, most of these studies did not use measures of
gun levels that are known to be valid—the researchers
were actually measuring something other than gun own-
ership levels, making it impossible for them to assess the
effect of gun levels.

Most of this research has found no effect of gun levels
on rates of robbery or aggravated assault. The evidence on
homicide rates, on the other hand, is much more mixed,
although studies that have used validated measures of
gun ownership and that addressed the possible two-way
causal relationship mostly have found no net effect of gun
levels on homicide rates (Kleck, 1997, Chap. 7). The most
sophisticated recent research indicates that the net effect of
overall gun ownership (both criminal and noncriminal gun
ownership combined) on homicide is actually negative;
that is, overall gun levels reduce the homicide rate, proba-
bly because the homicide-reducing effects of noncriminal
gun ownership outweigh the homicide-increasing effects
of criminal gun ownership (Kovandzic et al., 2005).
Because this research relied on highly complex statistical
procedures, however, one can be confident that these find-
ings will be challenged.

How Do Criminals Acquire Guns?

Some scholars have asserted that professional gun traf-
fickers (i.e., criminals who illegally sell substantial num-
bers of guns for profit) are significant sources of guns for
criminals. The best available evidence, however, fails to
support this claim. To be sure, burglars and other thieves
sell guns that they come across in their criminal activities,
but they average fewer than 4 guns a year, and some of
these are sold to noncriminal buyers. Illicit gun selling is
almost all done at a very low volume. Typical trafficking
operations uncovered by law enforcement authorities han-
dle fewer than 7 guns each, and the federal Bureau of
Alcohol, Tobacco and Firearms uncovers fewer than 15
high-volume (> 250 guns) operations in the United States
each year. High-volume trafficking probably supplies less
than 1% of the guns in criminal hands.
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Trafficking activity apparently has no measurable effect
on levels of gun possession among criminals, or on violent
crime rates. One likely explanation would be that nearly all
traffickers’ potential criminal customers have other sources
of guns (especially the pool of locally stolen guns) and are
not dependent on traffickers. Consequently, even the best-
designed strategies aimed at reducing gun trafficking are
unlikely to have any measurable effect on gun possession
among criminals or on violent crime rates (Kleck & Wang,
in press).

Instead, theft appears to be crucial as the mechanism
that brings guns into criminal hands. NCVS data indicate
that at least 400,000 to 600,000 guns are stolen each year,
a number many times higher than any evidence-based esti-
mate of the volume of trafficked guns (Kleck & Wang, in
press). As a result, at any one time there are millions of
stolen guns circulating among criminals. The volume of
gun theft is so large that, even if one could completely
eliminate all voluntary transfers of guns to criminals,
including either lawful or unlawful transfers, and involving
either licensed dealers or private citizens, and even if
police could confiscate all firearms from all criminals each
year, a single year’s worth of gun theft alone would be
more than sufficient to rearm all gun criminals and supply
the entire set of guns needed to commit the current num-
ber of gun crimes (Kleck, 1997, pp. 90-94). Interviews
with incarcerated felons indicate that most guns acquired
by criminals were probably stolen at some time in the past
(Wright & Rossi, 1986).

Most gun theft is a by-product of residential burglary
and other thefts from private owners. Less than 2% of
stolen guns are stolen from gun dealers. Criminals do not
typically go out looking for guns to steal but instead steal
those they happen to come across in the course of crimes,
most commonly in thefts from homes or vehicles. They
usually sell the guns they steal, but most gun thieves have
also retained at least one gun in their careers for their own
use. They typically do not keep the gun not because they did
not already have one but because the stolen weapon was “a
nice piece.” Thus, criminals most commonly use theft as a
way of upgrading the quality of their weaponry instead of
as a way of becoming armed (Wright & Rossi, 1986).

Wright and Rossi (1986, p. 185) found that 16% of the
felons” handguns had been purchased from retail, presum-
ably licensed, sources, probably because the criminals did
not have any disqualifying criminal convictions at the time
of purchase or because no background checks were
required at that time. Surveys of incarcerated criminals also
indicate that offenders believe they could get guns from
multiple types of sources, so eliminating a single channel of
guns usually would not prevent acquisition of a gun.

Conclusion

The widespread availability of guns in America affects
crimes in far more complicated and surprising ways than is
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generally known. Guns in the hands of crime victims have
primarily violence-reducing effects, whereas guns in the
hands of criminals have both violence-increasing effects
and, more surprisingly, some violence-reducing effects as
well. The implications for crime control policy are that gun
control efforts should focus narrowly on depriving crimi-
nals from guns, because disarming victims and prospective
victims would have predominantly crime-increasing
effects. It would therefore be unwise to try to reduce gun
availability among criminals by reducing it in the general
population in the hope that this would reduce the flow of
guns from noncriminals to criminals via theft. However,
even the narrowly focused disarming of criminals will not
necessarily have exclusively violence-reducing effects;
criminal-centered gun control efforts will succeed only if
the crime-increasing effects of guns in the hands of crimi-
nals are stronger than the crime-decreasing effects.

The control efforts most likely to minimize criminal gun
use are those that operate most directly on the last links in the
chain of possession of guns, just prior to a criminal using the
gun to commit a violent crime. Thus, efforts to intercept
guns while carried through public spaces on the way to a
crime scene are more likely to be effective than efforts to
restrict manufacture, importation, or retail sales of guns,
because the causal chain resulting in criminal gun use is so
much shorter and direct from gun carrying in public to use
in a crime. Thus, one of the more promising approaches to
reducing gun crime is improving the ability of police officers
to detect concealed gun carrying and increasing their incli-
nation to make arrests for unlawful carrying of firearms.
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the world. Since World War I, millions of individuals

across virtually every continent have taken intelligence
tests. The information garnered from these tests has been
subject to intense debate over the validity of the results and
the interpretation of the patterns found. I1Q (intelligence
quotient, a score on any of several standardized tests), it
seems, is an important predictor of life outcomes, such as
the level of education one achieves and the amount of
money a person will earn over his or her lifetime. IQ, how-
ever, is also linked to a number of social problems. IQ pre-
dicts the use of welfare and other social safety nets. It
predicts the number of births one will have out of wedlock
and, more important, it predicts criminal involvement. For
these reasons, and more, it is fair to say that no other vari-
able has generated as much debate or as much criticism as
has 1Q.

Intelligence is the most studied human characteristic in

What Is Intelligence?

Definitions of human intelligence generally point to at
least three characteristics. First, intelligence is best under-
stood as a compilation of brain-based cognitive abilities.
According to 52 eminent intelligence researchers, intelli-
gence reflects “a very general mental capability that,
among other things, involves the ability to reason, plan,
solve problems, think abstractly, comprehend complex

ideas, learn quickly and learn from experience” (Ellis &
Walsh, 2003, p. 343).

Intelligence comprises a multidimensional set of cogni-
tive abilities that allow an individual to cognitively assess
complex situations, use reason and logic to solve problems,
and formulate adaptive behavioral responses to environ-
mental situations and alter those responses when neces-
sary. The collection of abilities that fall under the umbrella
of “intelligence” provide an individual the ability to learn,
to learn from mistakes, and to recall situations in which
mistakes were made so that they will not be made again. In
short, intelligence reflects a range of cognitive abilities,
not just a single ability.

Second, IQ reflects the intercorrelations between these
brain-based abilities. Virtually all studies find that the
unique abilities that compose intelligence have a strong ten-
dency to correlate with each other (Ellis & Walsh, 2003).
Individuals who score high on measures of specific mental
abilities, such as spatial visualization, are also more likely
to score high on measures of other mental abilities. For
example, people who are capable of using reason to solve
problems are also more likely to be able to plan for the
future, to seek out and to acquire information to make bet-
ter informed decisions, and to be able to use that informa-
tion to their advantage.

Third and finally, general intellectual abilities are hier-
archical. Because unique intellectual abilities correlate
strongly with a diverse array of other intellectual abilities,
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their patterns of correlations can be subsumed under a
broad, overall quantitative assessment of general intelli-
gence. This quantitative assessment is referred to as g.

To understand the hierarchical nature of g, think of a
professional athlete. The qualities that compose profes-
sional athletes are multidimensional. Many athletes are
physically strong, can endure tremendous amounts of phys-
ical stress, and are highly competitive. These components
are usually visible in the best athletes—that is, these ath-
letic abilities correlate. Now, if we wished to assess an ath-
lete’s overall level of athleticism, we could score the athlete
on each of the dimensions that compose our measure of ath-
leticism and create an overall score. Psychologists do much
the same to measure g.

How Is Intelligence Measured?

A range of intelligence tests have been created and inten-
sively analyzed. Some of the better-known intelligence tests
are the Stanford—Binet (e.g., Roid, 2005), the Wechsler
Intelligence Scale for Children (e.g., Wechsler, 2003),
the Wechsler Adult Intelligence Scale-Third Edition
(Wechsler, 1997), the Wechsler Preschool and Primary
Scale of Intelligence—Third Edition (Wechsler, 2002), and
the Kaufman Assessment Battery for Children (Kaufman &
Kaufman, 2002).

These tests have been found to meet the criteria for sci-
entific acceptance. They have high test-retest reliability,
and they predict important life outcomes (i.e., they have
construct validity). They also appear to be valid indicators
of an individual’s overall level of intellect. No critical
assessement of contemporary IQ tests has yet revealed sub-
stantial bias, and no critical assessement of these tests have
proven them to be invalid measures of cognitive abilities.

To aid in comparing scores on IQ tests, scientists sta-
tistically norm the tests. Doing this allows individual
scores to be compared with others’ scores and ranked
accordingly. Because of the norming of the tests, the dis-
tribution of g follows the mathematical properties of a
normal curve. Under a normal curve, which resembles the
shape of a bell, scientists can easily compute the propor-
tion of individuals with a specific 1Q. For example, intel-
ligence tests have a mean (average) of 100 and a standard
deviation of 15 points. Between +1 standard deviations
(85-115 1Q points) falls slightly over 68% of the popula-
tion; £2 standard deviations (70-130 IQ points) encom-
passes 95% of the population.

Genetic and Environmental
Influences on Intelligence

The origins of IQ have been in dispute since its inception.
Prior to the 1960s, researchers were influenced strongly by
hereditarianism, or the belief that human traits can be

transmitted from parents to offspring through their genes.
This perspective fell into disfavor in the 1960s and
remained a politically incorrect research topic through the
1990s. Advancements in the genetic sciences at the turn of
the 21st century, however, ushered in a new understanding
of the origins of 1Q.

No other discipline has done as much to inform us
about the origins of IQ as has behavioral genetics. Behav-
ioral genetics researchers use a variety of complex
methods, including the use of large-scale twin studies, to
dissect human behavior and traits into three main com-
ponents: (1) the proportion of the variance in 1Q associ-
ated with genes, (2) the proportion of variance in IQ
attributable to environments that are similar for all fam-
ily members (i.e., shared environments), and (3) the pro-
portion of variance in IQ accounted for by environmental
influences unique to individual family members (i.e.,
nonshared environments).

In the study of intelligence, examinations of identical
(monozygotic [MZ]) and fraternal (dizygotic) twins are
preferred, because they allow researchers to estimate the
degree of heritability in complex traits. Heritability refers
to the amount of variance in a trait or behavior—in this
case, IQ—that is accounted for by genetic influences.
Researchers use twin data because identical twins share
approximately 100% of their DNA, whereas fraternal
twins share only about 50% of their genetic makeup.

If IQ is 100% heritable, then MZ twins would be con-
cordant on measures of 1Q—that is, they would score
roughly the same. 1Q scores would, however, be less con-
cordant between fraternal twins and should be uncorre-
lated between individuals chosen at random. Conversely, if
environmental variables are responsible for IQ differences
between individuals, then estimates of heritability should
be reduced substantially, and they should not follow the
patterns expected by genetic theory (i.e., with MZ twins
correlating higher than dizygotic twins).

Numerous behavioral genetic studies have shown that, on
average, genetic influences are pervasive across a range of
human traits and behaviors. Virtually any human character-
istic is genetically influenced. The remaining variation in
human traits, however, is usually found to be associated with
nonshared environmental influences, such as unique peer
group associations or differential exposure to environmental
toxins. Shared environmental influences, such as socioeco-
nomic status or parental education, frequently account for
little to no variance in human characteristics.

Findings from behavioral genetic research into human
intelligence indicate that intelligence is heavily influenced
by genetic factors. Estimates of the heritability of intelli-
gence generally range between 60% and 80%, with some
studies finding that intelligence is almost 100% heritable.
Estimates derived from twins separated at birth and reared
apart also have detected very high levels of genetic influ-
ence, usually above 70%. Conversely, shared environmen-
tal influences usually show little to no influence.



The relative contributions of environmental and genetic
factors to intelligence, however, vary by age. In infancy
and early childhood, estimates of heritability rarely exceed
40%, and test-retest reliabilities range from low to moder-
ate. Estimates of common environmental effects range
from 20% to 30%, on average. Unique environmental
influences account for the rest of the variance in 1Q early
in life. This pattern reverses, however, by age 12, when
genetic influences become dominant, environmental influ-
ences decline substantially, and test-retest reliabilities
remain remarkably strong and consistent over time.

Estimates of heritability do not provide any information
regarding which genes are associated with IQ. Recent
research, however, has helped to fill in this void. Neuro-
scientific findings, usually based on complex brain imag-
ing scans, have shown that IQ is moderately associated with
brain size, is strongly associated with the overall number of
cortical neurons, is strongly associated with the volume of
grey matter in the frontal cortex of the brain, and is associ-
ated with neuronal conduction velocity (i.e., the efficiency
of the neurons in transporting messages; see Ellis & Walsh,
2003). These biological functions are primarily under
genetic control. Because of this, many scholars now argue
that the reason IQ is highly heritable is because genes are
inherited that control these basic neurological functions.

On the other hand, environmental influences on IQ are
notoriously difficult to detect, because the genes associ-
ated with cognition are also associated with social behav-
iors. Parents who read regularly, for example, are likely to
have more books in their home and to have children with
above-average 1Qs (Ellis & Walsh, 2003). This correlation
has led many social scientists to erroneously conclude that
the number of books in a home positively influences a
child’s IQ. This conclusion is erroneous, because the cor-
relations among parental reading, the number of books in
the home, and the IQ of the child involve both genetic and
environmental influences. High-IQ parents are more
likely to read and hence to have more books in their home
than are low-1Q parents. Once shared genetic influences
are taken into account, scientists find frequently that
socialization influences, such as parenting, appear unre-
lated to individual IQ. Indeed, planned interventions
designed to permanently increase 1Q, such as Head Start,
have typically failed to produce lasting results (Ellis &
Walsh, 2003).

Although it is fair to say that IQ likely cannot be
increased, it is equally fair to say that IQ can be reduced.
Evidence shows that the behavior of pregnant women can
negatively influence the development of the fetus. Insults
to the developing central nervous system from maternal
drug and alcohol use, smoking, and high levels of stress
hormones are associated with compromised neurological
development and reduced 1Q. Birth complications, such as
oxygen deprivation and toxemia, have been found to
reduce IQ. Moreover, environmental insults after birth can
also occur when young children ingest lead and other
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heavy metals, when they sustain brain damage due to acci-
dents or abuse, or when they are severely neglected.

1Q Differences Between
Criminal and Noncriminal Groups

The majority of studies have found IQ differences between
offenders and nonoffenders (e.g., Ellis & Walsh, 2003). On
average, the 1Q for chronic juvenile offenders is 92, about
half a standard deviation below the population mean. For
chronic adult offenders, however, the average 1Q is 85, 1
standard deviation below the population mean. A study of
Texas inmates who entered the prison system in 2002 indi-
cated that approximately 23% of the inmates scored below
80, almost 69% scored between 80 and 109, and only 9.6%
scored above 110 (Ellis & Walsh, 2003).

To give readers an understanding of the relative propor-
tions of individuals with IQs in those ranges, we offer the
following statistics, from Ellis and Walsh (2003): Only
9.18% of individuals in the general population score at or
below 80, 63.39% have an IQ between 80 and 109, and
25% have an IQ at or above 110. These data clearly show
that low-1Q offenders (below 80) are substantially overrep-
resented in the Texas prison population (23%-9.18%), that
those with scores between 80 and 109 are modestly over-
represented compared with the nonincarcerated population
(69%—63%), and that individuals with 1Q scores at or
above 110 are underrepresented in the Texas prison popu-
lation (9.6%—25%). Data from every other state reveal the
same pattern.

IQ scores derived from prison inmates depict a clear
relationship between IQ and offending; however, it is
important to note that some scholars question the validity
of this association. They question whether criminal justice
processes function so that intellectually dull offenders are
more likely to be incarcerated. If so, the association
between IQ and imprisonment would be substantially
inflated. Data from nonincarcerated offenders, usually
matched on criminal record, cast doubt on this criticism.
Studies have found that low-IQ offenders are more likely
to be involved in crime over their life course, that they are
more likely to be involved in chronic property crime, and
that they are more likely to commit acts of violence (Ellis
& Walsh, 2003). Their overinvolvement in crime, espe-
cially crimes involving violence, account for the reasons
why they are incarcerated, not their low 1Q.

Even so, it is important to point out that when data are
collected through self-report questionnaires, whereby
respondents are asked questions about their involvement
in a range of criminal and delinquent acts, the magnitude
of the association between 1Q and criminal/delinquent
involvement diminishes (Ellis & Walsh, 2003). Whereas
some scholars point to this empirical regularity as evi-
dence of the limited explanatory power of 1Q, others cor-
rectly observe that the types of behaviors being measured
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influence the IQ — delinquency association. For example,
it is relatively common for adolescents to cheat on tests or
to stay out later than their parent-imposed curfews. The
majority of adolescents self-report involvement in these
types of relatively innocuous behaviors. Because these
behaviors are very common (some would argue normal),
adolescents from all IQ ranges are equally likely to cheat
or to violate their curfews.

This should not be taken as evidence that IQ is unim-
portant in delinquency or criminal behavior. When
researchers examine self-report data that are based on mea-
sures of relatively serious crime, such as armed robbery,
burglary, or assault, they note substantial IQ differences.
Individuals with relatively lower 1Qs are more likely to
report engaging in these serious criminal acts. The associa-
tion between IQ and misbehavior therefore depends on the
seriousness of the behavior being analyzed, with the associ-
ation becoming stronger as the behavior becomes more
serious.

The strength of the IQ — crime association also depends
on how frequently the individual engages in criminal and
delinquent behavior. Low-IQ individuals are more likely to
engage in serious misbehavior more frequently than their
higher IQ counterparts, and they are more likely to engage
in serious misbehavior over a longer span of their life
course. Most life-course-persistent offenders also score
relatively low on tests of 1Q.

Another important aspect of the IQ — crime association
has to do with the difference between performance IQ and
verbal 1Q. Verbal 1Q reflects an individual’s ability to read
and comprehend written material and to use words cor-
rectly. Performance 1Q is assessed through measures of
spatial visualization, pattern recognition, and object
assembly. Research has consistently shown that offenders
are more likely to score lower on measures of verbal 1Q
than on measures of performance 1Q. Explanations for this
pattern are in short supply, but the association likely has to
do with deficits in the language centers of the brain,
specifically, Wernicke’s and Broca’s areas, that are indi-
rectly assessed by the 1Q test.

Language skills and abilities are crucial for healthy
human development and appear universal to humans. For
this reason, many linguists view language ability as innate,
with the neuronal structures necessary for the develop-
ment, use, and comprehension of language embedded in
our DNA. Indeed, so strong is the “language instinct” that,
barring any biological or genetic insult, all humans will
develop the use of a language.

The use of language allows individuals to discuss prob-
lems and negotiate conflict. It allows for the use of instruc-
tions in learning, and it allows for feedback, teaching, and
training. Reading comprehension, moreover, gives one the
ability to learn from outside sources and to understand
complexity in day-to-day encounters.

Language abilities emerge early in the life course,
with verbal deficits identifiable by age 3. Unfortunately,

language abilities become resistant to change by about
age 9 or 10, when the language centers of the brain appear
to formalize. These abilities are highly heritable, so where-
as approximately 80% to 85% of the words an individual
has in his or her vocabulary overlap with his or her par-
ents’ vocabulary, the architecture that allows for these
abilities appears to be genetic.

Verbal 1Q also correlates moderately with the ability to
think abstractly. Individuals capable of abstract thinking
tend to be able to see the nuances in situations and rela-
tionships. They better understand not only the simple but
also the complex. They see the interconnections between
their attitudes and behaviors and the consequences that
flow from their beliefs and behaviors. More important,
they can understand how their behaviors and attitudes
affect and influence others. Criminals, research tells us,
tend to be concrete in their thinking—that is, they view the
world in simplistic ways, often much like that of a young
child (Ellis & Walsh, 2003). They are strongly influenced
by the here and now, they do not tend to make effective
generalizations from one situation to the next, and they
tend to be very literal in their understanding of life events.

Criticism of the IQ — Crime Relationship

Although much of the research shows that there is a mod-
est to strong relationship between intelligence and anti-
social behavior, some researchers dispute the validity of
this relationship. Critics argue that the empirical associa-
tion between intelligence and criminal behavior may be
accounted for by other factors. They highlight three gen-
eral criticisms: (1) that differences in police detection ulti-
mately account for the IQ — crime relationship; (2) that an
individual’s race and/or class may account for the relation-
ship; and (3) that the relationship is in the opposite direc-
tion, namely, that it is antisocial behavior that leads to
lower intelligence. We now examine each of these argu-
ments in greater detail.

First, the differential detection hypothesis states, in
essence, that criminals with lower intelligence are more
likely to be detected by the police for their unlawful
actions compared with criminals with higher intelligence.
In other words, individuals with higher intelligence may be
committing crimes at the same rate as individuals with
lower intelligence, but only the less intelligent ones are
getting caught by the police. For that reason, it is argued
that studies that show a relationship between intelligence
and criminal behavior are invalid because the more intelli-
gent criminals are able to avoid being detected by the
police.

Research does not support this criticism. Several stud-
ies have compared mean IQ scores of delinquents detected
by the police and delinquents not detected by the police,
primarily through the use of self-reported questionnaires
(e.g., Ellis & Walsh, 2003). These studies have found no



significant differences in IQ levels between individuals
caught by the police and those not captured by the police.
In all the studies, delinquents, arrested or not, scored sig-
nificantly lower on intelligence compared with non-
delinquents. Overall, converging evidence rejects the
differential detection hypothesis.

The second counterhypothesis against the
intelligence — crime relationship stems from a tradi-
tional sociological perspective. Sociologists are not usually
concerned with explaining individual differences in behav-
ior, because they believe that people who are exposed to
the same environment will respond in a similar way. Thus,
it is not surprising that many sociologists discount the rela-
tionship between intelligence and criminal behavior in
favor of a race and/or class hypothesis. Most sociologists
view IQ test scores as a proxy for race and class and not a
true measure of intelligence. Higher scores on intelligence
tests, they argue, reflect how well an individual has assim-
ilated and internalized white, middle-class values instead
of a valid assessment of intellectual ability.

To assess the validity of this argument, researchers
include measures of race, class, and intelligence in their
analyses to determine whether intelligence remains related
to crime after controlling for these other factors. These
studies have shown that the relationship between intelli-
gence and crime remains even after the influence of race
and class has been accounted for (Ellis & Walsh, 2003).
Moreover, in every assessment of intelligence, African
Americans score lower than whites or Asians. Across thou-
sands of studies, the 1Q for African Americans averages
85, whereas whites average 102 and Asians average 105.
No study that has examined racial differences in IQ has
been able to account for these differences.

The third argument that questions the relationship
between intelligence and criminal behavior focuses on the
chronological order of these two factors. Whereas the rela-
tionship between intelligence and crime assumes that indi-
viduals with lower intelligence are more likely to engage in
criminal activity, critics argue that this relationship may in
fact be temporally reversed. Instead of intelligence influ-
encing criminal behavior, they maintain, it may be that
criminal behavior affects an individual’s level of intelli-
gence. There are two main hypotheses related to this per-
spective. The first is called the temporal order hypothesis:
Some scholars hypothesize that a delinquent lifestyle can
result in lower intellectual functioning. For example, an
individual can suffer from head injuries as a result of phys-
ical violence, or he or she can experience the erosion of
cognitive abilities through prolonged substance abuse. In
essence, it is the individual’s criminal lifestyle that is to
blame for his or her limited intellectual abilities, not the
other way around.

The problem with this argument, however, is that
ample evidence has shown that intelligence is established
well before the onset of serious delinquency. In any case,
a suitable way for researchers to examine this argument is
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by sampling younger children in an attempt to decrease
the possibility that they have already experienced the neg-
ative consequences of drug abuse and violence. These
studies, along with those that demonstrate that intelligence
is established early in life, cast suspicion on the delin-
quent lifestyle interpretation of the intelligence — crime
relationship.

The second argument stemming from the temporal
order hypothesis states that delinquents are simply not
motivated to do well on intelligence tests; specifically, anti-
social adolescents may lack motivation for or interest in
completing an intelligence test. Therefore, although it
appears that criminals are scoring lower on intelligence
tests, the lower scores are in fact the result of their lack of
motivation to complete the test instead of a true reflection
of their intellectual abilities. To address this issue,
researchers have used a variety of methods to control for
levels of motivation. Indeed, when controlling for these
motivational issues, the relationship between intelligence
and crime remains.

Indirect Relationships

Research has consistently shown that delinquents score, on
average, 8 percentage points lower on 1Q tests than non-
delinquents. As a result, criminologists began investigating
the mechanisms by which intelligence influences criminal
behavior. Little evidence emerged, however, to suggest that
the relationship between intelligence and delinquency was
purely direct. For that reason, criminologists shifted their
attention toward examining the possible indirect effects
relating intelligence to criminal behavior. Studies have
revealed that school performance is an important mediating
factor (Ellis & Walsh, 2003). Individuals with lower intelli-
gence are more likely to struggle in their academic endeav-
ors, which may then increase their likelihood of delinquent
involvement. After school performance emerged as an
important factor in explaining the intelligence — crime
relationship, the next step was to determine the specific
mechanism by which school performance exerts its effects
on delinquency. Research soon revealed that an individual’s
attitude toward school was a substantive predictor of school
performance (Ellis & Walsh, 2003). Simply put, intelli-
gence predicts school performance, which affects an indi-
vidual’s attitude toward school, which then influences
delinquent involvement; specifically, adequate school per-
formance is frequently associated with a good attitude
about school, and poor school performance frequently
results in a poor attitude.

Many criminologists attempt to explain the indirect
relationship between intelligence and crime from a social
bond perspective. The core premise of social bond theory
states that individuals are born with the innate ability to
commit crime; therefore, people need to be stopped from
acting on these innate and selfish antisocial desires. The
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inhibition to commit crime is accomplished when an indi-
vidual forms a strong bond to society. There are four social
bonds that tie individuals to society: (1) attachment,
(2) commitment, (3) involvement, and (4) belief.

Of these four bonds, two—commitment to school and
attachment to school—are especially relevant in explaining
the indirect relationship between intelligence and crime.
Attachment is the degree to which an individual has close
bonds with other individuals (e.g., teachers). This bond is
believed to help restrain the adolescent from committing
crimes. In theory, a student with a strong attachment to a
teacher will try to avoid causing disappointment and will
thus steer clear from acting out delinquently. However,
when an individual’s intellectual ability interferes with his
or her ability to succeed in school, his or her frustration
level may increase and subsequently weaken his or her
attachment to school officials.

Commitment refers to an individual’s level of dedication
to prosocial activities, such as school. For example, an ado-
lescent who is heavily involved in school will have more to
lose by committing crime, not to mention simply less time
to think about and commit crimes, compared with an indi-
vidual who is not as committed to his or her education.
However, if an individual’s intellectual ability is limited,
then success in school may suffer, and the student may be
less likely to maintain a strong commitment to his or her
education.

Intelligence and Interventions

We stated earlier that no known social intervention has
successfully increased 1Q scores over the life course.
Programs designed to increase IQ and thus reduce crime
and violence are likely to fail. Even so, this should not be
taken as evidence that cognitive interventions in general
are likely to fail. Indeed, quite the opposite is true:
Programs that reduce criminal involvement and violence
are more likely to use principles of cognitive therapy and
behavioral modeling.

IQ appears to be immutable after childhood, but indi-
viduals, even those with low 1Qs, can be instructed to rec-
ognize criminal thinking patterns and to alter those
patterns. Evidence indicates that IQ is not as important as
the way individuals reason, the moral values they hold, or
even their level of impulsivity. Because of this, interven-
tions that occur early or later in the life span can be effec-
tive in reducing delinquency and crime even if they do not
increase one’s 1Q.

One effective early intervention program is the Perry
Preschool Project, which offers children from lower
socioeconomic status with 1Q scores in the range of 60 to
88 the opportunity to receive 2 years of intensive preschool
education. The results obtained from this project revealed
that children who received these 2 years of preschool had
fewer arrests and were more likely to be employed during

adolescence (vs. youth with the same 1Q and who did not
attend preschool; Ellis & Walsh, 2003). Although IQ was
impacted by the program, educational achievement was
and remained the most important factor related to future
delinquency.

One of the goals of the U.S. correctional system is to
keep criminals from returning to prison once they have
been released. Many rehabilitative programs have been
implemented to help achieve this goal. Research has con-
sistently indicated that the most effective programs for
incarcerated individuals are those that target and change
thinking styles and that use behavioral modification tech-
niques (Ellis & Walsh, 2003). These programs are effective
in part because they target known, changeable individual
factors and they do so at a level the offender can under-
stand. Cognitive behavioral programs attempt to change
what offenders think, and they try to alter the behavior of
offenders through positive and negative reinforcements.

It is also instructive that psychodynamic treatment
modalities have not been proven effective with the crimi-
nal population. Scholars believe that psychodynamic pro-
grams are mismatched to the average offender’s IQ level.
Psychodynamic treatment is effective for individuals with
average to above-average 1Qs, but it is not effective for
below-average-1Q individuals.

Although it is important to focus on particular risk fac-
tors that place an individual at a higher likelihood of recom-
mitting crimes, such as cognitive styles, other characteristics
specific to the individual should also be considered. These
characteristics, often referred to as responsivity factors,
need to be identified because they have the potential to
interfere with an individual’s ability to succeed in a treat-
ment program. There are several responsivity factors to con-
sider, such as personality disorders; attention deficit
disorder; child care problems; transportation needs; and,
most important to this discussion, intelligence.

An offender’s intelligence level should be considered
before he or she is placed into a correctional treatment pro-
gram. For example, very-low-functioning offenders will
have a difficult time succeeding in treatment programs that
require written homework or abstract thinking. Placing
intellectually limited offenders into rehabilitation programs
that require at least an average intelligence may waste
resources and increase the likelihood of the person failing
the program or returning to prison.

Conclusion

The relationship between intelligence and crime remains a
fiercely debated topic. Despite recent advancements through
revised intelligence tests and sophisticated brain
imaging techniques, there remain numerous theoretical
deficiencies regarding the mechanisms underlying the
intelligence — crime relationship. Needless to say, these
shortcomings need to be examined more thoroughly, and



new hypotheses must emerge, before the role of intelligence
in criminal behavior can be fully explained. True understand-
ing may eventually emerge with the unification of several per-
spectives from various disciplines; therefore, one cannot forget
that intelligence may just be one small piece of a larger puz-
zle in which numerous variables taken together can best
explain the cognitive makeup of today’s modern criminal.
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MENTAL ILLNESS AND CRIME
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tion from the traditional norms and values of soci-

ety. To ensure that the norms and values are met
and respected, laws are instituted that govern behaviors of
individuals and prohibit deviant behaviors. These deviant
behaviors are often associated with crime. According to
the U.S. Surgeon General, the term mental illness refers
collectively to all diagnosable mental disorders: conditions
that result in alterations of thinking, mood, and behavior.
These alterations often cause deviations from normal
behavior and thus are often classified as crime. Couple this
with the estimated 5% of the U.S. population that have a
mental illness, and the problem of mental illness and crime
becomes apparent.

Individuals with mental illness typically access the
criminal justice system through law enforcement, courts,
and corrections (jail, prison, community corrections, and
probation). At the time of arrest, mentally ill offenders
begin the journey through the criminal justice system. This
flow through the system comprises the following five
steps: (1) arrest; (2) booking (jail); (3) court; (4) prison,
jail, or probation; and (5) release.

During each of these phases, mentally ill offenders come
into contact with different actors in the criminal justice sys-
tem, ranging from law enforcement officers, prosecutors
and defense attorneys, through judicial personnel to correc-
tions personnel. As a result, according to the Bazelon Center
for Mental Health Law (http://www.bazelon.org), these

C rime and disorder are often associated with devia-
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offenders repeatedly use a significant amount of law
enforcement and judicial resources during their initial con-
tact. Also, these offenders’ lack of conformity to correc-
tional policy often leads to significantly more time spent in
the institutions or on probation, further draining already-
scarce resources.

History

To fully appreciate the impact of mental illness and crime,
it is important to understand the dynamics of the popula-
tion of which we speak. In 1955, there were 558,239
severely mentally ill patients in U.S. public psychiatric
hospitals; in 1994, there were 71,619. On the basis of pop-
ulation growth, at the same per capita utilization as in
1955, there would have been an estimated 885,010 patients
in state hospitals in 1994 (Torrey, 1997). Most of this pro-
jected population—more than 800,000 potential patients—
live in the community.

The treatment of individuals with mental illness has
undergone vast shifts over time. Around 400 BCE, the
Greek physician Hippocrates treated mental illness as a
physiological disease. Other cultures, including Indian,
Egyptian, and Roman, understood mental illness to be a
result of displeasure from the gods or some form of
demonic possession (MacLowry & Samuels, 2003).
Throughout the Middle Ages, many mentally ill people



were assumed to be witches or possessed by demons. In
1407, the first European establishment specifically for
people with mental illness was established in Valencia,
Spain (MacLowry & Samuels, 2003). During the 1600s,
mentally ill people were confined in dungeons and mixed
with handicapped people, vagrants, and delinquents,
while experiencing increasingly inhumane treatment. In
the 1700s, several European reformers began to slowly
change the way mentally ill people were treated. In par-
ticular, the Gaol Act of 1774, promoted by John Howard,
the High Sheriff of Bedford, addressed the idea of improv-
ing jails. Among other things, Howard published The State
of Prisons in England and Wales, with an Account of
Some Foreign Prisons in 1777, which was an account of
his travels and gaol (jail) inspections across England. His
work was so controversial that it was banned in several
foreign countries, one of which was France. In his book,
Howard advocated for the removal of mentally ill inmates
from gaols and their placement in institutions designed for
their care.

In addition to Howard’s work in England, the United
States had its share of corrections reformers. Thomas
Jefferson worked with Benjamin LaTrobe in Virginia to
develop a circular prison that provided direct viewing of
inmates by the guards. The prison was completed in 1800
and aptly named the Virginia State Penitentiary. Among
continuing reforms, such as the separation of males and
females (1789) and the separation of juveniles from adults
(1823), the separation of mentally ill people from inmates
in prisons and jails and their placement in mental institu-
tions occurred in 1854. This was largely due to the work of
Dorothea Dix during the 1840s. Living in Massachusetts,
she observed mentally ill people of all ages incarcerated
with criminals. These individuals were often left unclothed
and in dark cells that lacked both heat and bathroom facili-
ties. In addition, many of the mentally ill were chained and
beaten on a regular basis. Armed with that information, Dix
successfully lobbied for and established 32 state hospitals
for the mentally ill over a 40-year period in the mid- to late
1800s (MacLowry & Samuels, 2003). In addition to these
reforms, in 1887 a female journalist named Nellie Bly went
undercover in Blackwell Island, a New York facility for
mentally ill women. Her undercover investigation, spon-
sored by the New York World newspaper, uncovered wide-
spread mistreatment of patients and corruption of staff
throughout the facility. Among the issues she uncovered
were poor hygiene practices (with multiple patients using
the same towel and comb), food quality issues (patients
were fed rancid food and doctors and nurses dined on fresh
fruit, bread, and meat), and medical malpractice (patients
were rarely seen by doctors). As a result of Bly’s exposé, an
investigation commenced that resulted in some officials
being tried in court and fired, as well as a $3 million allo-
cation for improvements at the facility (see http://ameri
canhistory.suite101.com/article.cfm/nellie_bly_stunt_
reporter).
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This system was in place for more than 100 years before
the deinstitutionalization of the mentally ill, brought about
by horrible abuses and lack of accountability in mental
institutions, gained momentum. This momentum would
carry the mentally ill back into prisons and jails at an
alarming rate and make America’s jails and prisons, in
essence, warchouses for mentally ill individuals.

During the 1960s, many mentally ill people were
removed from institutions and moved toward community
placement and local mental health care. In 1963, Congress
passed the Mental Retardation Facilities and Community
Mental Health Centers Construction Act, which provided
federal monies to develop a network of community-based
mental health resources that would lessen the burden on
the institutions. This legislation presumed that mentally ill
individuals would voluntarily seek out assistance and treat-
ment. Unfortunately, this presumption was not correct.

The deinstitutionalization of the mentally ill and the
issues faced by communities in regard to lack of treatment
and resources resulted in the formation of several advocacy
organizations, the most prolific of which is the National
Alliance on Mental Illness (NAMI). According to the
group’s Web site (http://www.nami.org), NAMI is “the
nation’s largest grassroots organization for people with
mental illness and their families. Founded in 1979, NAMI
has affiliates in every state and in more than 1,100 local
communities across the country.” Among many other func-
tions, NAMI formed an advocacy center called the Law and
Criminal Justice Action Center, which is responsible for
promoting the interests of people with mental illness in
state and federal legislation. NAMI and other advocacy
groups have advanced awareness and treatment of mentally
ill people in the justice system.

As deinstitutionalization became the norm in the United
States, there took place an influx of mentally ill persons
into communities that were ill-prepared to care for them.
As a result of this influx and the lack of preparedness,
communities often turned to the system of last resort: the
criminal justice system, which comprises law enforcement,
courts, and corrections. Law enforcement and corrections
operate 24 hours a day, 7 days a week, thus making them
the logical choice for communities experiencing issues
with mentally ill people. As a result, many mentally ill peo-
ple went from state institutions to state and local prisons
and jails by way of law enforcement arrest and court
convictions.

Police and the Mentally Il

To understand this phenomenon, it is important to explain
the process by which many mentally ill people were ulti-
mately imprisoned. After being placed under community
supervision, many persons with mental illness were left to
their own devices for obtaining and properly taking their
prescribed medication. One of the major assumptions that
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policymakers made during the transition was that, with bet-
ter medication for mental illness, mentally ill persons
would be medication compliant. This assumption proved to
be false; people with mental illness often failed to comply
with their medication and then violated the law or some
social precedent. This violation often resulted in the com-
mission of a crime or homelessness. Many of the severely
mentally ill people who were released into the community
through deinstitutionalization are now part of the 600,000
people in America who are homeless. Of these, it is
believed that at least one third are mentally ill (U.S.
Department of Health and Human Services, 1999). The
most common offenses committed by mentally ill persons
are assault, theft, robbery, shoplifting, alcohol or drug-
related charges, and trespassing (Robertson, Pearson, &
Gibb, 1996). Thus, law enforcement has played a major role
in responding to and resolving these issues.

A study conducted by the Consensus Project and
published in 2002 (Council of State Governments, 2002)
indicated that in “police departments of U.S. cities with a
population greater than 100,000, approximately 7 percent
of all police contacts, both investigations and complaints,
involved a person believed to have a mental illness” (p. 21).
Further exemplifying the problem, the study also made the
following observation:

During the year 2000, law enforcement officers in Florida
transported more than 40,000 people with mental illness for
involuntary 72 hour psychiatric examinations under the Baker
Act. This exceeds the number of arrests in the state during
2000 for either aggravated assault (39,120) or burglary
(26,087). (p. 25)

In 1998, New York City police officers transported
24,787 emotionally disturbed persons to hospitals for psy-
chiatric evaluations, up from 1,000 in 1976 (Bumiller,
1999). Law enforcement officers’ safety is compromised
when they are handling incidents involving mentally ill
offenders. In 1998, mentally ill offenders killed law enforce-
ment officers at a rate 5.5 times greater than that of the rest
of the population (http://www.psychlaws.org). These facts
make it apparent that law enforcement is the initial point of
governmental contact that mentally ill offenders will have.

To more effectively handle the increased contact between
law enforcement personnel and mentally ill people, U.S. law
enforcement agencies have implemented numerous pro-
grams. The most effective are training programs designed to
equip officers with the resources needed to effectively and
appropriately deal with the mentally ill. Among these pro-
grams is the Crisis Intervention Team (CIT), one of the most
successful. Originating in Memphis, Tennessee, in 1988, it
is often referred to as the Memphis Model. According to
Dr. Mark Munetz (personal communication, February 1, 2008),

The first CIT program began in Memphis, Tennessee. In 1987,
27-year-old Joseph Dewayne Robinson was shot and killed
during an incident with the Memphis Police Department. This
shooting outraged the community. From this community crisis

emerged in 1988 a new way of doing business for both the
police and the mental health community in Memphis, based on
a collaborative effort designed to help police officers identify
and deal with mentally ill people.

The premise of the CIT program is to improve law
enforcement officers’ response to the mentally ill. It is a
law enforcement—based specialized response model. Until
the CIT was developed, most basic law enforcement train-
ing referred to mentally ill individuals as emotionally dis-
turbed people (EDP for short) and gave very basic
instruction on the dangers officers face when encounter-
ing such individuals. This instruction ranged from
describing the mentally ill as unpredictable to delineations
of the proper distance an officer should maintain from such
an individual. There was no training on how to effectively
deescalate a situation involving a mentally ill offender.
Thus, the 1987 Memphis case just described was often the
norm rather than the exception. As CIT programs have
become more widespread, these incidents have declined in
number.

The CIT program relies on 10 elements to allow law
enforcement officers to effectively and efficiently deal with
mentally ill offenders (Schwarzfeld, Reuland, & Plotkin,
2008). As with any multidimensional program, collabora-
tion plays a very important part. The CIT program relies on
ensuring the appropriate response from incident inception to
incident disposition and thus involves all components of law
enforcement. The following is a list of the 10 components
Schwarzfeld et al. (2008) recommended:

Collaborative Planning and Implementation
Program Design

Specialized Training

Call-Taker and Dispatcher Protocols
Stabilization, Observation, and Disposition
Transportation and Custodial Transfer
Information Exchange and Confidentiality
Treatment, Supports, and Services
Organizational Support

Program Evaluation and Sustainability
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The key to a successful CIT program is the collaboration
among agencies involved with law enforcement; health
care; mental health; corrections; courts; advocacy groups;
and, perhaps most important, funding agencies and sources.
Another key component is providing first responders—
both dispatchers and law enforcement officers—with spe-
cialized training. That training typically includes subjects
such as mental illnesses, signs and symptoms of mental ill-
nesses, de-escalation techniques, stabilization, disposition
options, community resources, and legal issues. The most
important part of the program is the focus on proper identi-
fication, intervention, and referral to the appropriate com-
munity resources.

The CIT program in Memphis provides 40 hours of spe-
cialized training for law enforcement officers, encompass-
ing much of the aforementioned information. According to



Dupont, Cochran, and Bush, (1999), the Memphis CIT
program reduced officer injuries sustained during mental
disturbance calls by over 80%. The Memphis CIT program
has also proven to be very cost-effective in that it has
reduced the number of rearrests among mentally ill offend-
ers. In addition, officers trained in the CIT program are
25% more likely to transport mentally ill offenders to a
psychiatric or community mental health facility instead of
to jail (Teller, Munetz, Gil, & Ritter, 20006).

The CIT program is one of the most effective means of
helping law enforcement personnel effectively handle per-
sons with mental illness. According to the Bureau of Justice
Statistics (2006), there are more than 400 CIT programs
operating in the United States. The CIT program has been
successful in both metropolitan and rural areas as well.

Courts and the Mentally Il

After initial contact with law enforcement, mentally ill
offenders who are arrested are booked into jail and receive
an initial hearing in a court, where they often lack the proper
resources, both mental and financial, to ensure proper
outcomes. A 2002 study conducted by the Council of State
and Local Governments: Criminal Justice/Mental Health
Consensus Project determined that “People with mental ill-
ness are falling through the cracks of this country’s social
safety net and are landing in the criminal justice system at
an alarming rate” (p. 2). The report also focused on the fact
that many individuals with mental illness are turned away or
intimidated by the mental health system,; thus, “Officials in
the criminal justice system have encountered people with
mental illness with increasing frequency” (p. 3).

Part of the reason why mentally ill individuals are falling
through the cracks is funding. Mental health agencies are
mandated to provide care to persons designated as mentally
ill by state governments. These agencies are given funding
to supplement the expense of treatment and care for those
individuals, often referred to as clients. A gap in the fund-
ing system exists when the client enters the criminal justice
system. The funding stream for a client who enters the
criminal justice system changes from the mental health
agency to the criminal justice agency. This change often
interrupts the continuity of care for the client and results in
a reevaluation of the client’s needs by criminal justice
agency personnel without the benefit of medical and men-
tal health records from the mental health agency. To combat
this recurring issue, mental health courts were created. A
report by the Council of State Governments (2008) pro-
vided the following definition of mental health courts:

A mental health court is a specialized court docket for certain
defendants with mental illnesses that substitutes a problem-
solving model for traditional criminal court processing.
Participants are identified through mental health screening
and assessments and voluntarily participate in a judicially
supervised treatment plan developed jointly by a team of court
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staff and mental health professionals. Incentives reward
adherence to the treatment plan or other court conditions,
non-adherence may be sanctioned, and success or graduation
is defined according to predetermined criteria. (p. 30)

Only a handful of mental health courts were imple-
mented in the late 1990s, but today more than 175 are now
functioning nationwide (http://www.cjmh-infonet.org). It is
interesting to note that mental health courts are not cookie-
cutter projects; they vary in size, scope, programs, and
partnerships, making them unique to the communities and
populations they serve. The framework and utility of the
mental health courts provide offenders with an opportunity
to participate in court-supervised treatment. This treatment
involves a team composed of a judge, court personnel, and
treatment and community providers, all of whom define the
terms of participation. Throughout the case, continuous
assessments are provided to the treatment team, along with
individualized sanctions and incentives for the offender.
The final key element is the resolution of the case upon
successful completion of the mandated treatment plan
(Council of State Governments, 2008).

Among other goals, such as increased public safety, men-
tal health courts seek to provide improved quality of life for
participants by ensuring that program participants are con-
nected to needed community-based treatments, housing, and
other services that encourage recovery. On a broader scale,
they seek to find a more effective use of resources for spon-
soring jurisdictions by reducing repeated contacts between
mentally ill people and the criminal justice system and by
providing, when appropriate, treatment in the community,
where it is more effective and less costly than in correctional
institutions (Council of State Governments, 2008).

Several studies have evaluated the effectiveness of men-
tal health courts. Moore and Hiday (2006) found that partic-
ipants were significantly less likely to incur new charges
than a comparison group of offenders with mental illness
who did not utilize the mental health court. In addition to
fewer new charges, participants in the Broward County
Mental Health Court spent less time in jail than offenders
going through traditional criminal court (Boothroyd,
Poythress, McGaha, & Petrila, 2003). This is significant,
because mentally ill inmates are typically incarcerated for
up to three times longer than typical inmates. By minimiz-
ing mentally ill inmates’ jail time, the criminal justice sys-
tem may experience significant cost savings in the long
term. The cost of implementing a mental health court is not
a significant burden for government. This was verified in a
case study completed by the RAND Corporation in 2007
that assessed the Allegheny County Mental Health Court in
Pennsylvania (Ridgely et al., 2007). The study found that the
program did not result in substantial added costs, at least in
the short term, over traditional court processing for individ-
uals with serious mental illnesses. In addition, it suggested
that the mental health court may result in a net savings for
government over the long term because of decreased recidi-
vism and use of the criminal justice system’s resources.
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Seminal Court Cases

In addition to involvement in the initial and subsequent
appearances of mentally ill offenders, the courts have been
active in clarifying the rights of mentally ill inmates over
the past several decades. Prior to this, the courts operated
under the “hands-off” doctrine, which allowed prisons and
jails in the United States to operate in relative obscurity.
During this time, before the 1960s, the courts held the
belief that correctional administrators were better equipped
than the judicial system to govern the operation of prisons
and jails. As the civil rights movement advanced, courts
began to take a more detailed look at inmate complaints,
resulting in court intervention under the auspices of
inmates’ constitutional rights.

The courts have had a significant impact on the treat-
ment of mentally ill offenders in prisons and jails as well
as on the “right to treatment for people with mental ill-
nesses” (Perez, Liefman, & Estrada, 2003). This right
was first recognized in the 1972 case of Wyatt v.
Stickney at a district court in Alabama. In this decision,
the court concluded that there were many treatment
options for individuals with mental illness that did not
involve warehousing in large state institutions. The court
found specifically that institutionalization of the men-
tally ill did not guarantee “the constitutional right to
receive such individual treatment as will give each indi-
vidual with mental illness a realistic opportunity to be
cured or to improve his or her mental condition” (at 785,
Wyatt v. Stickney). This effectively placed the burden of
treatment of the mentally ill on community-based behav-
ioral health centers, of which few existed because of the
previous focus on institutionalization. Thus, the goal of
reintegration of mentally ill persons into the community
was introduced.

According to Perez et al. (2003), many states “saw dein-
stitutionalization as an opportunity to save money rather
than an opportunity to improve their mental health ser-
vices” (p. 63). This lack of planning and disregard for the
deinstitutionalized individuals led to a dramatic increase in
homelessness and incarceration. Perez et al. also made the
following observation: “Ironically, instead of deinstitution-
alization, we have witnessed the reinstitutionalization of
individuals with mental illnesses from deplorable state
psychiatric hospitals to correctional institutions, where
conditions are often worse” (p. 63).

Just as the courts first began the deinstitutionalization
movement in 1972, they began to become more active in
prisoner rights issues. One of the key cases related to
health care came out of the U.S. Supreme Court in 1976.
Although not specifically geared toward mentally ill
inmates, it is still considered a landmark case. This case is
Estelle v. Gamble, and it had several implications for jails
and prisons in the United States:

e [t guaranteed prison (jail) inmates medical treatment.
o [t established the “deliberate indifference” standards.

e It deemed a lack of medical treatment “cruel and unusual
punishment” (Eighth Amendment).

e [t stated that the Fourteenth Amendment made the
preceding three items applicable to states.

The court considered three issues when discussing “delib-
erate indifference”:

1. The amenability of the patient’s condition to treatment
2. The consequences to the patient if treatment does not occur
3. The likelihood of a favorable outcome

Deliberate indifference constitutes the “unnecessary and
wanton infliction of pain” proscribed by the Eighth
Amendment:

Whether the indifference is manifested by prison doctors in
their response to the prisoner’s needs or by prison guards in
intentionally denying or delaying access to medical care or
intentionally interfering with the treatment once prescribed.
Regardless of how evidenced, deliberate indifference to a pris-
oner’s serious illness or injury states a cause of action. (Estelle
v. Gamble, 1976, pp. 104-105)

The courts are not in the business of second-guessing
health care providers or treatment prescriptions but instead
seek to achieve the following:

[To] ensure that decisions concerning the nature and timing of
medical care are made by medical personnel, using equipment
designed for medical use, in locations conducive to medical
functions, and for reasons that are purely medical. (Neisser,
1977, pp. 956-957)

The courts have also weighed in on treatment issues
within correctional facilities. Ruiz v. Estelle (1980) is
the seminal case that established widely accepted stan-
dards for an adequate prison mental health system. In
the Ruiz case, the court held that the Constitution
requires the following:

e A systemic program for screening and evaluating inmates
in order to identify those who require mental health
treatment

e Treatment that entails more than segregation and close
supervision of the inmate patients

e The participation of trained mental health professionals,
who must be employed in sufficient numbers to identify
and treat in an individualized manner those treatable
inmates who have serious mental disorders

e Accurate, complete, and confidential records of the
mental health treatment process

e A basic program for the identification, treatment, and
supervision of inmates with suicidal tendencies

The court also stated that prescription and administration
of behavior-altering medications in dangerous amounts, by
dangerous methods, or without appropriate supervision



and periodic evaluation is an unacceptable method of
treatment.

Even though Ruiz v. Estelle was decided in 1980, it was
not until the mid-1990s that prisoner mental health treat-
ment received national attention once again. First, in 1993,
the case of Casey v. Lewis was brought by female inmates
in the Arizona prison system. The court found that the
Arizona prison officials were deliberately indifferent to the
serious medical needs of female inmates because they did
not provide facilities and mental health care services for
females that were comparable to those provided to males.
The court found that this was a violation of the Eighth
Amendment. In its decision, the court cited the following
problems:

¢ Inadequate screening of incoming inmates. For women,
unqualified security staff made the decision as to which
women were mentally ill.

e Records of all inmates were not routinely reviewed, and
mentally ill inmates did not receive help until they asked
for it or their condition deteriorated.

¢ Inadequate staffing of psychiatrists and psychologists.

e Delays in assessment and treatment.

e Use of lockdown as an alternative to mental health care;
the court characterized this as “appalling.”

e Problems with monitoring of, and delays in receipt of,
psychotropic medication. Medication was prescribed,
continued, and discontinued without face-to-face
evaluations by psychiatrists. Also, there was no method to
ensure that patients take their medication.

e Insufficient mental health programming.

e Behavior modification implemented by untrained security
officers.

Casey v. Lewis brought to light the use of “unqualified
security staff” in screening and the implementation of
behavioral modification techniques for mentally ill inmates.
As a result, the court determined that mental health screen-
ing and mental health treatment should be provided by
“qualified mental health personnel,” defined by Blough
(2004) as “physicians, psychiatrists, psychologists, physi-
cian assistants, nurses, psychiatric social workers, and oth-
ers who by virtue of their education, credentials and
experience are permitted by law to evaluate and care for the
mental health needs of prisoners” (p. 5). Following on the
heels of Casey v. Lewis, in 1995 Ohio became the center of
attention for inmates with mental illness in prisons.

Dunn v. Voinovich (1995) was a comprehensive class
action suit that challenged the mental health care practices
of the Ohio Department of Rehabilitation and Corrections.
According to the decision, the “Dunn Decree” mandated
the following:

¢ That mental health services be provided “within the
framework of a community health model” and in the
“least restrictive available environment and by the least
intrusive measures available” (Dunn v. Voinovich, p. 4).
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e Implementation of a three-tiered system of services:
(1) inpatient hospital beds for long-term care, (2) residential
treatment beds and crisis beds for short-term care, and
(3) outpatient care for general population prisoners.

e Hiring a specified number of psychiatrists (25.5 personnel)
and other mental health professionals (246.5 personnel).

e Implementation of procedures for housing assignments,
disciplinary proceedings, suicide prevention, access to
mental health care, restraint procedures, medication
delivery systems, proper placement of mentally ill
prisoners, improved medical records, screening
procedures, staff training, and delineation of rules for
transfer of mentally ill prisoners between prisons.

The Dunn Decree formalized the Estelle v. Gamble case
and the applicability of deliberate indifference to mental
health and mentally ill inmates. In addition, it opened the
door for future cases that dealt with proper community link-
age of released prisoners with mental health issues. This
community linkage philosophy was transformed into what is
now known as prisoner reentry. According to the U.S.
Department of Justice, Bureau of Justice Statistics (2003),
reentry is defined as a broad term used to refer to issues
related to the transition of offenders from prison to commu-
nity supervision. Reentry seeks to equip offenders returning
to society with the resources necessary to become produc-
tive members of society. This concept was embraced by the
Ohio Department of Rehabilitation and Correction under
Director Reginald Wilson and signaled a philosophical
switch in prisoner treatment and programming for both
mentally ill and other inmates. Thus, the Dunn Decree
proved to be important in the overall philosophy of correc-
tions in Ohio and throughout the nation.

As was recognized in the Dunn Decree, community link-
age plays a vital role in reducing recidivism for all inmates
but is particularly important for mentally ill inmates. The
landmark case in the area of community linkage is Brad H.
v. City of New York (2000). This class action suit, like the
Dunn Decree, alleged improper treatment of mentally ill
inmates. The major difference in the Brad H. case is that it
specifically targeted the failure of New York City and St.
Barnabas Hospital to provide discharge planning services
to jail inmates receiving psychiatric treatment in city jails.

The case complaint in Brad H. v. City of New York
stated that more than 25,000 inmates per year received psy-
chiatric care while in jail, yet few received discharge plan-
ning upon release (Barr, 2003). The case revolved around
the practice of releasing inmates (whether or not they were
mentally ill) by taking them to a subway station and giving
them $1.50 and two subway fares while providing no other
assistance. The Brad H. case resulted in a comprehensive
reform of the New York City jail mental health system’s
practices. It effectively provided inmates with discharge
planning for continued mental health treatment after release
from jail. It also provided assistance with obtaining related
services and benefit entitlements. The discharge planning
included the following elements: (a) mental health treatment
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and supportive services (including medication and counsel-
ing), (b) public benefits (Medicaid, food stamps, etc.), and
(c) transportation to housing or shelter.

Medication was mandated to be provided to mentally ill
inmates who were released. The settlement required that
inmates in need of psychotropic medication must be given
a 7-day supply and a 21-day prescription, as well as an
escort or transport to a community clinic or mental health
treatment center to ensure continuity of care. Another
important mandate made staff accountable for obtaining
Medicaid benefits for the inmates who were activated or
reactivated upon release from jail. This ensured that the
inmate would have access to medication and benefits to
promote continuity of care after release.

According to Barr (2003), the Brad H. case ironically
sought mental health discharge planning by means of the
following:

Attributing to a jail the obligations long-accepted as duties
of community mental health treatment providers and hospi-
tals. In finding that New York City had an obligation to pro-
vide discharge planning to Brad H. class members, the Court
found that the jails were “subject to licensure” by the State
Office of Mental Health and, thus, subject to the same legal
requirements as other mental health service providers in
New York. (p. 68)

This decision meant that jails and prisons would be
looked on as mental health service providers instead of
correctional facilities that provide mental health treat-
ment. Thus, it opened the door for the argument that the
rights guaranteed to hospital patients extend into prison
and jail walls.

The aforementioned court cases outlined the rights of
mentally ill inmates in prisons and jails. The impact of
these decisions was a significant change in the manage-
ment of mentally ill inmates.

Prisons and Jails and the Mentally Il

The final actor in the criminal justice system with which a
mentally ill offender comes into contact is the corrections
system. In the United States, the corrections system is com-
posed, at its core, of jails, prisons, probation, and parole. In
addition, there are numerous ancillary components, such
as community-based correctional facilities, halfway houses,
electronic monitoring, home incarceration, and global
positioning satellite tracking supervision. These are all
broken down into two basic categories: (1) incarceration
and (2) community supervision. Incarceration typically refers
to jails and prisons, whereas community supervision refers
to probation and parole.

Inmates with mental illness make up an increasing
number of the U.S. inmate population. In 1999, the jail
population of people with mental illness in the United
States swelled to 285,000 and approximately 16% of those
inmates reported a mental condition or an overnight stay in

a mental hospital (U.S. Department of Justice, 1999)
According to a 2006 Bureau of Justice Statistics report,
56% of state prison inmates and 64% of inmates in local
jails reported mental health problem. According to that
same study, half of mentally ill inmates reported three or
more prior sentences. Among the mentally ill, 52% of state
prisoners, and 54% of jail inmates, reported three or more
prior sentences to probation or incarceration.

The National Institute of Corrections estimates the
number of people booked into America’s jails at 10 million
per year. Using the aforementioned 16% statistic from the
U.S. Department of Justice, one can estimate that nearly
1.6 million people per year with a mental condition or
mental illness will pass through America’s jails. According
to the Bureau of Justice Statistics (2006), more than half of
all prison and jail inmates had a mental health problem.
This included more than 784,000 inmates in state and fed-
eral prisons and more than 479,000 inmates in local jails.

Characteristics of inmates with mental health problems
are indicative of the systemic nature of the problems that
arose with the deinstitutionalization of the mentally ill.
According to the Bureau of Justice Assistance (2006),
inmates 24 years of age and younger reported the highest
incidence of mental health problems, and those age 55 and
older reported the fewest (Bureau of Justice Statistics,
2006). Many of the inmates reported symptoms of a men-
tal health disorder without a recent history of problems or
treatment. This exemplifies the problem of the community-
based approach to treating persons with mental illness
identified by the Council of State Governments (2008) as
letting “individuals with mental illness [slip] through the
cracks.” More often than not, those who slip through the
cracks end up involved with the criminal justice system.

Inmates with a mental health problem had a violent
offense as their most serious conviction 49% of the time,
compared with 46.5% of the time for other inmates.
Although violent offenses were more prevalent among
inmates with a mental health problem, the use of a weapon
during the commission of the offense was relatively the same
as other inmates: 37.2% and 36.9%, respectively. Reinforcing
the notion that mentally ill inmates recidivate more often
than other inmates is that fact that 61% of inmates with a
mental health problem had a current or past violent offense,
compared with 56% of other inmates (Bureau of Justice
Statistics, 2006). In addition, according to Los Angeles
County officials in 1991, 90% of the Los Angeles County jail
inmates with mental illness are repeat offenders. Of these
inmates, an estimated 31% have been incarcerated 10 or
more times (see http://www.consensusproject.org).

Another issue in dealing with mentally ill inmates is
their adaptation to the correctional facility. Nearly 58% of
inmates who reported a mental health problem were
charged with a disciplinary rule violation, compared with
43% of other inmates. Almost 25% of inmates who
reported a mental health problem were charged with a rule
violation involving assault, and over 20% were injured in a
fight. Only 13% of other inmates were involved in an



assault, and 10% were injured in a fight (Bureau of Justice
Statistics, 2006). Thus, mentally ill inmates are almost
twice as likely as other inmates to be injured in a fight.

The costs of housing mentally ill inmates can quickly
add up. According to the Pennsylvania Department of
Corrections, housing a mentally ill inmate costs $140 per
day, well above the $80 per day of other inmates (Wilkinson,
2003). This equates to a 75% increase in cost per day to
house a mentally ill inmate. In addition, a Rikers Island
study conducted in 2003 indicated that mentally ill inmates
are incarcerated three to four times longer than other
inmates (Insel, 2003). Some studies have reported that
mentally ill inmates are incarcerated up to eight times
longer and at a cost of more than seven times that of other
inmates (Stephey, 2007). According to Butterfield (1998),
the average length of stay in the New York City jail system
is 215 days for inmates with a mental illness, compared
with 42 days for other inmates. Thus, in addition to
increased cost per day and increased time in prisons and
jails, mentally ill inmates present operational problems for
correctional facilities.

The day-to-day management of mentally ill inmates
presents numerous problems for prisons and jails alike.
One of the key issues surrounding prison and jail manage-
ment of mentally ill inmates is that staff does not under-
stand the dynamics involved. Most corrections staff are not
appropriately trained to recognize the challenges associ-
ated with mentally ill inmates, such as maintaining med-
ication compliance, behavioral issues, noncompliance with
institutional rules, and so on. This is evidenced by the
Dunn Decree in Ohio and numerous other court actions
that have been previously mentioned.

In addition to prison issues, jails present a different
challenge for the staff. The jail is often isolated from com-
munity mental health programs, or jail staff lack the
knowledge of where to find services. The eight most
important issues in managing mentally ill inmates, as
delineated by the Standards for the Mentally 1ll in Jails
(Blough, 2004), are as follows: (1) reception, (2) housing,
(3) programming and services, (4) medical services,
(5) discipline, (6) physical plant (i.e., the jail facility itself),
(7) linkage (i.e., continuity of care), and (8) staff training.

In attempting to alleviate some of the issues surround-
ing the management of mentally ill jail inmates, the Ohio
Supreme Court Advisory Committee on the Mentally 11l in
the Courts formed a subcommittee to address jail stan-
dards for the mentally ill. The Ohio Supreme Court
Advisory Committee on the Mentally Ill in the Courts is
composed of representatives from the Ohio Department of
Mental Health, the Ohio Department of Alcohol and Drug
Addiction Services, the Ohio Department of Rehabilitation
and Correction, the Ohio Department of Mental Retar-
dation and Developmental Disabilities, the Ohio Office
of Criminal Justice Services, judges, law enforcement
personnel, mediation experts, housing and treatment
providers, consumer advocacy groups, and other officials
from across the state. This committee, formed by Ohio
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Supreme Court Justice Evelyn Stratton, is working to
establish local task forces in each county in Ohio to bring
similar local representatives together to collaborate on the
issues of mentally ill inmates in the criminal justice sys-
tem. The Jail Standards Subcommittee developed the set of
aforementioned model jail standards as a reference point
for jail administrators across the nation.

The model jail standards are a professional guide of rec-
ommended practices for jail administrators to promote bet-
ter care of mentally ill inmates while they are incarcerated
and, perhaps most important, provide continuity of care
throughout the transition from jail to community by imple-
menting appropriate information sharing and safety net
systems to ensure that inmates have the requisite services
and community linkages to prevent recidivism.

The most important component of the Standards for the
Mentally 11l in Jails is the first one: reception, when the ini-
tial screening of the inmate takes place. From this initial
screening, inmates are classified and placed in housing of
an appropriate security level. Inmates also are screened for
medical and mental illness issues and placed in the appro-
priate programs or care on the basis of the jail’s medical ser-
vices plan. Many studies have shown that inmates commit
suicide within 72 hours of admission to a jail; thus, a com-
prehensive reception process is vital to the protection of
mentally ill inmates.

Another difficult aspect of managing mentally ill
inmates falls within the fifth function, discipline. Many
mentally ill inmates spend time in disciplinary isolation
or lockdown for infractions that, if the proper manage-
ment team (including a mental health representative) were
involved, would not have occurred or may have been
viewed as a medical issue instead of a disciplinary issue. In
addition, many jails lack the ability to institute therapeutic
seclusion when directed by a qualified mental health or
medical authority. Thus, the subcommittee has developed
standards regarding the construction of a therapeutic seclu-
sion cell that meets minimum guidelines for physical con-
struction while allowing the mentally ill inmate to orient
himself or herself to the time of day by providing natural
light.

As stated previously, jail staff often lack training in
supervising inmates with mental illness. Thus, training
standards have been developed for jail staff, including the
jail administrator, supervisors, and nonsecurity staff, in
regard to recognition, de-escalation, privacy issues, med-
ication responses, and medical contradictions to restraints.
In the final analysis, these standards will enable the jail
staff to more effectively recognize and properly supervise
inmates with mental illness.

Along with drafting standards for mentally ill inmates,
the Ohio Supreme Court Advisory Committee on the
Mentally Il in the Courts also advocates community-based
treatment and jail diversion programs. These diversion pro-
grams are important for both altruistic and financial rea-
sons. Several studies have shown that diverting mentally ill
offenders from jails and prisons saves considerable money.
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To highlight this cost savings, two programs that provide
intensive community-based services to mentally ill individu-
als who have been involved with the criminal justice system
have demonstrated their cost-effectiveness. The Thresholds
Jail Program in Cook County, Illinois, demonstrated a cost
savings of $18,873 per program participant. This savings was
realized over a 2-year period with 30 participants (http://
www.thresholds.org). Another project, in Monroe County,
New York, Project Link, demonstrated a cost savings of
$39,518 per person over a 1-year period with 44 participants
(http://www.consensusproject.org).

Federal Legislation

In addition to innovative programs for mentally ill offend-
ers, the federal government has implemented ground-
breaking legislation over the past several years. The first
piece of legislation, the Mentally Il Offender Crime
Reduction Act of 2003, was designed to promote public
safety and community health by facilitating collaboration
among the criminal justice, juvenile justice, mental health
treatment, and substance abuse systems in diverting men-
tally ill individuals from the criminal and juvenile justice
systems and in treating such individuals within those sys-
tems. This act provided $50 million in grant funding to
promote the expansion of mental health courts and to
establish community partnerships to better serve mentally
ill offenders.

Another piece of federal legislation that had a signifi-
cant impact on mentally ill offenders was the Second
Chance Act. This act was designed to improve outcomes
for people returning to the community from prisons and
jails. On April 9, 2008, President George W. Bush signed
the Second Chance Act into law (see http://reentrypolicy
.org/government_affairs/second_chance_act). This legisla-
tion authorizes federal grants to government agencies and
community and faith-based organizations to provide
employment assistance, substance abuse treatment, hous-
ing, family programming, mentoring, victim support, and
other services that can help reduce reoffending and viola-
tions of probation and parole. The House of Representatives
appropriated $45 million to fund these grants.

As a result of these two important pieces of legislation,
many new programs have been created or augmented,
resulting in better and more cost-effective service to men-
tally ill offenders. These programs enable communities to
tailor their programs to fit both their needs and resources
in a community-specific way.

Crime Victimization and the Mentally Il

Another aspect of mentally ill persons in the criminal jus-
tice system that receives little attention is the victim.
According to Teplin (1999), persons with serious mental

illness are more than seven times more likely to be a crime
victim than those without a mental illness. This population
is also 9 times more likely to be the victim of a violent
crime and more than 24 times more likely to be the victim
of rape. Women with serious mental illness are much more
likely to become victims of sexual assault than men.

According to experts, symptoms often associated with
severe mental illness, such as disorganized thought pro-
cesses, impulsivity, lack of awareness of one’s environment,
and poor planning and problem-solving skills, may compro-
mise one’s ability to perceive risks and protect oneself, mak-
ing one more vulnerable for victimization. In addition, the
deinstitutionalization of individuals with mental illness has
led to increased vulnerability due to their tendency toward
homelessness, substance abuse, and poverty. According to
Levin (2005), nearly 3 million severely mentally ill individ-
uals are crime victims each year. The severely mentally ill
are more than 140 times more likely than the general popu-
lation to be the victim of a property crime. In addition to a
higher likelihood of being victims, severely mentally ill indi-
viduals are more likely to suffer repeat victimization. This is
due to symptoms related to their mental illness, which often
lead them to be discredited as witnesses or to be found as
complicit in their own victimization.

Conclusion

The subject of mental illness and crime is significant in
many ways. Mental illness is pervasive in all aspects of the
criminal justice system, from offenders to victims. It
impacts each segment of the criminal justice system in
many ways, from monetary issues to personnel training
and interagency collaboration. It is a problem that requires
a multifaceted approach to finding solutions. These solu-
tions are generally community specific and agency
resource dependent, requiring innovative initiatives and
leaders.
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crime is to investigate differences between individ-

uals to discern what characteristics distinguish
offenders from nonoffenders, high-rate from low-rate
offenders, and persistent from less persistent offenders. It
is often the case that psychological, family, biological,
social, and environmental factors are front-runners for
explaining why people commit crimes. Reinforcing this
type of thinking are the media and other news outlets,
which often discuss how biological insults and family
problems, among others, lead to a particular criminal’s
behavioral patterns or explain why he or she committed a
particular crime. Although much has been learned about
why individuals offend, much has also been learned about
the striking patterns of crime across geographical entities.
As such, focusing only on the individual may not generate
an extensive portrait of what explains crime. A neighbor-
hood or community is one geographical example of place
that can be considered an explanatory source of crime and
is the focus of this chapter.

Dating back to the era of Burgess, Park, Shaw, and
McKay of the Chicago School of sociology, communities
and neighborhoods in the United States have been system-
atically studied for decades to understand how characteris-
tics of areas within a city are correlated not only with
crime but also with other social ills that tend to occur in the
same areas. Since the early studies of the Chicago School,
criminologists and sociologists have learned a tremendous
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amount about crime rates across neighborhoods, correlates
of neighborhood crime, and even the offending behaviors
of youth living in particular neighborhoods.

According to Sampson (2006, pp. 34-35), a consistent
set of “neighborhood facts” have emerged over many
decades of research on neighborhood conditions and
crime. First, neighborhoods show much variation in terms
of inequality. Research has shown that neighborhoods vary
substantially in terms of their racial segregation and
socioeconomic standing. In fact, neighborhoods that have
the highest percentages of minorities are also often the
poorest and most isolated neighborhoods. Second, it
appears that many problems tend to co-occur in particular
neighborhoods. Neighborhoods that have high levels of
crime often face other problems, including juvenile delin-
quency, disorder, higher percentages of infant mortality
and low birthweight, school dropout, and child abuse—the
list goes on and on. Third, many studies have concluded
that neighborhood inequality, segregation, and more gen-
erally concentrated disadvantage are often characteristic of
neighborhoods with high rates of victimization and the
problems mentioned earlier. Fourth, studies that have pro-
duced these correlations show consistent findings across
various geographical areas investigated. For instance, a cor-
relation between concentrated disadvantage (e.g., poverty
and ethnic—racial segregation) and crime is found whether
the unit of analysis is the community area, census tracts,
police beats, or other classifications of “neighborhood.”



Many of these research facts are the impetus for this chap-
ter, and they will be used to further explore some of the
mechanisms responsible for the link between neighbor-
hoods and crime.

This chapter explores several of the “neighborhood
facts” just mentioned by discussing theories that attempt to
explain why crimes rates vary by neighborhoods or com-
munities, research evidence on the specific correlates of
crime across neighborhoods, and limitations of research
and obstacles facing researchers who are attempting to
explain the link between neighborhoods and crime. This
chapter also discusses the evidence on how neighborhood
contexts influence offending behaviors of adolescents,
which are different from crime rates.

Explanations for the Neighborhood-Crime
Link: Theory and Research

The notion that neighborhoods may have an influence, or
at least something to do with, crime is not an innovative or
even a new idea. It dates back to the early 19th century,
when two Belgians, Guerry and Quetelet, found patterns of
arrest in France to be distributed nonrandomly (Bierne,
1993). Guerry and Quetelet were also some of the first pio-
neers to discover an empirical link between regional crime
rates and structural factors such as poverty rates and edu-
cation levels. They observed that these relationships were
persistent over periods of time. Although Guerry and
Quetelet made one of the first empirical links between
regional crime rates and social conditions, they did not
offer a detailed theoretical explanation for their findings.
This led to following two questions: (1) Why are crime
rates higher in some places than others? and (2) what are
the mechanisms that explain such patterns?

Social Disorganization Theory

One of the classic theories that attempt to make sense of
the nonrandom, systematic pattern of crime in regions and
cities originates not in Belgium but rather in Chicago and
was generated by Shaw and McKay (1942) during the early
20th century when Chicago was experiencing tremendous
growth. During its incorporation between the mid-1800s to
the early 1900s, the city’s population grew from a few
thousand to more than 2 million. This growth was attribut-
able to both the creation of large industries and the arrival
of immigrants from European countries (Palen, 1981).
With this growth came disorder and crime.

Relying on several existing ideas from social ecology,
Shaw and McKay’s (1942) classic formulation of social
disorganization theory was created to explain crime in
places, specifically Chicago neighborhoods. As opposed to
being a theory of individual involvement in crime and
delinquency, their theory attempts to explain what makes a
neighborhood crime prone. Through mapping juvenile
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delinquency data on the residential locations of youth
referred to juvenile court, Shaw and McKay made several
observations regarding neighborhoods and the distribution
of crime in Chicago. First, they found a systematic trend in
the distribution of delinquency in Chicago; that is, delin-
quency rates were the highest in lower-class neighbor-
hoods, which were adjacent to areas with industry that had
many damned buildings. These lower-class neighborhoods
consisted of large percentages of families receiving public
assistance and low percentages of families owning homes.
These same areas had some of the highest rates of physical
decay, infant mortality, prostitution, drug addiction, alco-
holism, and tuberculosis. Second, over many decades,
Shaw and McKay observed that these neighborhoods con-
tinued to sustain high amounts of delinquency and high
crime rates, while their racial and ethnic compositions
changed substantially. Although a correlation existed
between delinquency rates of neighborhoods and concen-
trations of foreign-born and African American heads of
households, Shaw and McKay did not conclude that
African Americans or immigrants were any more likely
than whites to engage in crime. In fact, they came to the
following conclusion:

In the face of these facts it is difficult to sustain the contention
that, by themselves, the factors of race, nativity, and national-
ity are vitally related to the problem of juvenile delinquency.
It seems necessary to conclude, rather, that the significantly
higher rates of delinquency found among the children of
Negroes, the foreign born and more recent immigrants are
closely related to existing differences in their respective pat-
tern of geographical distribution within the city. (p. 145)

This suggests that the neighborhood conditions tri-
umphed over individual differences as factors that explain
why people commit crime.

In their formulation of social disorganization theory,
Shaw and McKay (1942) relied heavily on Park and
Burgess’s (1925) theory of human ecology to understand
why delinquency and crime patterns surfaced as they did in
Chicago. Park and Burgess described Chicago as consist-
ing of various concentric zones (Zones 1-5), whereby each
zone gradually invaded and dominated its nearest zones,
with an overall growth outward. Zone 1 is the central busi-
ness district and the innermost layer of the city. Zone 2,
also referred to as the zone in transition, is considered the
oldest segment of the city that has experienced the most
invasion, dominance, and succession. This zone was
observed to be not only the poorest area of Chicago but
also the least desirable area to live. Shaw and McKay
found some of the highest rates of delinquency and crime,
as well as several other social ills mentioned earlier, in this
particular zone. Zone 3, the working-class zone, consists
of humble homes and rentals largely occupied by people
who escaped the poverty-stricken conditions of zone 2
(i.e., the zone in transition). Zones 4 and 5 consist of nicer
housing and suburbs, respectively.
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Shaw and McKay (1942) interpreted their observations
to be a consequence of socially disorganized areas that
undermine the control of social disorder and crime. They
argued that socially disorganized areas are not able to real-
ize the common values of their residents or reach decisions
on how to handle community problems, largely because of
a lack of communication and shared values. They identi-
fied three indirect indicators of social disorganization:
(1) residential instability, (2) poverty, and (3) ethnic-racial
heterogeneity, which they argued are highly correlated;
that is, areas with higher concentrations of one also have
higher rates of the others. First, neighborhoods that have
high residential instability have high population turnover
whereby individuals move in and out rapidly. Such insta-
bility leads to little investment in the community by resi-
dents in that they do not care about the neighborhood’s
appearance or betterment. Also, such high turnover fails to
provide residents time to get to know one another, result-
ing in a decreased sense of neighborliness and failure to
recognize their neighbors’ children. When out of sight of
their primary caregivers, children in such neighborhoods
are likely to be under minimal control. Second, although
we think of diversity as a good thing these days, ethnic—
racial heterogeneity was not seen in Chicago as something
good, at least as far as crime was concerned. Racial and
ethnic heterogeneity suggests that a neighborhood is pop-
ulated with diverse races, languages, and cultures, thus cre-
ating barriers that isolate groups from one another, which
puts limitations on meaningful interactions that could pro-
mote shared community values and goals. In socially dis-
organized neighborhoods, different racial and ethnic
groups were known for isolating themselves and having
minimal interactions with one another and, as such, lines of
communication decreased and disorganization was thought
to have increased. Finally, poverty-stricken neighborhoods
have insufficient resources, which makes it almost impos-
sible for them to deal with community problems.

A major limitation of Shaw and McKay’s (1942)
research is that it fell short of permitting them to draw con-
clusions about how social disorganization related to crime,
because they were able to measure social disorganization
only by using proxies. Their measures of this concept were
limited to the indirect structural aspects of neighborhoods
(e.g., poverty and residential instability). Only in theory
were they able to state that social disorganization was the
force behind the relationships between structural aspects
of neighborhoods and crime. Acknowledging this short-
coming, Sampson and Groves (1989) stated that “while
past researchers have examined Shaw and McKay’s pre-
dictions concerning community change and extra-local
influences on delinquency, no one has directly tested their
theory of social disorganization” (p. 175).

Starting roughly in the 1970s, social disorganization
experienced a revival, both theoretically and empirically,
from criminologists and sociologists alike who desired to
further explain the pieces of the puzzle that were left

undone by Shaw and McKay’s (1942) work (see Bursik,
1988; Bursik & Grasmick, 1993; Duncan & Raudenbush,
2001; Jencks & Mayer, 1990; Kornhauser, 1978; Sampson
& Groves, 1989; Sampson, Raudenbush, & Earls, 1997,
Sampson, Morenoff, & Raudenbush, 2005). Researchers
have since filled many gaps by actually measuring and
assessing the impact of social disorganization. They have
done this by using more advanced research methods and
collecting more appropriate data to thoroughly test the
propositions from social disorganization theory that were
not originally tested.

Sampson and Groves (1989) were among the first to
acknowledge that Shaw and McKay (1942) did not suffi-
ciently articulate the differences among social disorganiza-
tion, its causes, and its consequences. Sampson and Groves
defined social disorganization as the inability of a neigh-
borhood to achieve common goals of its residents and
maintain effective social controls. They developed and
tested a model of social disorganization that proposed sev-
eral hypotheses, one of which consisted of indirect effects
of neighborhood structural characteristics on crime. They
proposed that structural characteristics (e.g., residential
instability, poverty, family disruption, and ethnic-racial
heterogeneity) lead to neighborhood social disorganiza-
tion, which in turn predicts crime. They identified three
indicators of social disorganization: (1) weak local friend-
ship networks, (2) low organizational participation, and
(3) unsupervised teenage groups. This was an improvement
from early social disorganization studies, because social
disorganization was closer to being measured and its effects
on crime were closer to being estimated. Sampson and
Groves used self-report crime and victimization data from
individuals residing within neighborhoods, overcoming the
problems inherent in Shaw and McKay’s use of official
crime data. Using data from the British Crime Survey on
238 neighborhoods in England and Wales, they found sup-
port for social disorganization theory: Crime rates were
higher in neighborhoods where friendship ties were weak,
organizational participation was low, and teen groups were
unsupervised. Furthermore, their social disorganization
variables largely mediated the effects of structural charac-
teristics on crime. This study was replicated a decade later,
and the results were highly consistent with those found in
the original study (Lowencamp, Cullen, & Pratt, 2003).

Collective Efficacy Theory

In what is probably the most advanced statement to date
in the social disorganization tradition of explaining the link
between neighborhoods and crime, Sampson and col-
leagues (1997) put forth a model that has come to be
known as collective efficacy theory. In this formulation,
they developed a concept that they termed collective effi-
cacy and argued that it can explain not only the link
between structural conditions of neighborhoods and crime
rates but also the general well-being of a neighborhood.



Collective efficacy, Sampson and colleagues (1997)
argued, is more than just social ties, personal ties, or social
networks within neighborhoods. Although networks are
important, they must be activated before they are mean-
ingful in assisting with neighborhood problems. Thus,
according to Sampson (2006), “Social networks foster the
conditions under which collective efficacy may flourish,
but they are not sufficient for the exercise of control”
(p- 39) So then, what is collective efficacy, and how can
levels of it be measured across neighborhoods?

Collective efficacy is defined as social cohesion among
neighbors combined with their willingness to intervene on
behalf of the common good of the neighborhood.
Although this does depend on a working trust among
neighbors and social interactions, according to Sampson
(20006), it is not a requirement that neighbors befriend one
another or that they be friends with local police officers.
Sampson and colleagues (1997) developed a measure of
this concept that taps into social cohesion, informal social
control, and trust among neighbors. The social cohesion
and trust component of the measure taps into community
relationships and was captured by several survey ques-
tions that were asked of residents of various Chicago
neighborhoods selected for participation in the Project
on Human Development in Chicago Neighborhoods
(PHDCN), known as one of the most ambitious and costly
criminological studies on neighborhoods in the history of
social science. For example, residents were asked if they
agreed to the following statements: “People around here
can be trusted”; “This is a close-knit neighborhood”; “People
around here are willing to help their neighbors”; and
“People in this neighborhood share the same values.” The
other component of collective efficacy, which captures
shared expectations regarding neighborhood social con-
trol, was measured using five survey questions asked of
residents that included how likely it was that their neighbor
could be counted on if children were skipping school and
hanging out on a street corner, children were spray-painting
graffiti on the side of a building, children were showing
disrespect to an adult, a fight broke out in front of their
house, and the fire station closest to their home was
threatened with budget cuts. These measures of social
cohesion/trust and informal social control were so highly
correlated that they were summed to form one measure of
collective efficacy and then aggregated up to the neigh-
borhood level to reflect the level of collective efficacy for
each Chicago neighborhood.

In their theory of collective efficacy, Sampson and col-
leagues (1997) suggested that the structural conditions of
neighborhoods (e.g., poverty, residential instability) do not
directly explain crime and that the mediating mechanism is
collective efficacy. They argued that a central objective of
a neighborhood is the neighborhood residents’ desire to
live in safe, crime-free environments where informal social
control is practiced to maintain order. For this to occur,
groups of neighborhood residents must regulate their
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members by developing clear rules and collective goals for
the neighborhood. Residents must develop relationships
and trust among one another. Sampson et al. argued that
when a neighborhood’s residents have a high degree of
trust among one another, social cohesion, and practice
informal social controls, then both social disorder and
crime will be less likely to occur.

Sampson et al. (1997) tested their theory of collective
efficacy by analyzing data on 343 Chicago neighborhoods
and thousands of residents. These data were collected as
part of the PHDCN. They were able to estimate the effects
of neighborhood-level structural characteristics (concen-
trated disadvantage, residential stability, and immigrant
concentration) and social processes (i.e., collective effi-
cacy) simultaneously on multiple measures of violence
while considering individual characteristics of neighbor-
hood residents (e.g., race, age, mobility, socioeconomic
status). To date, this has been one of the most methodolog-
ically sophisticated studies on neighborhoods and crime.
This research offers several important observations. First,
structural characteristics explained a large amount of vari-
ability in collective efficacy across Chicago neighbor-
hoods. Second, collective efficacy was found to have an
important effect on violence, regardless of structural char-
acteristics and controls for individual characteristics of
residents within neighborhoods. Third, neighborhood col-
lective efficacy largely reduced the influence of neighbor-
hood disadvantage on violence, something that is also
referred to as a mediating effect.

Collective efficacy’s influence in neighborhoods reaches
further than just understanding violence. More recently,
neighborhood collective efficacy has been shown to par-
tially explain the relationship between disorder and crime in
neighborhoods. Ever since the dissemination of broken
windows theory—that minor crime, if left unattended, will
breed larger, more serious crimes—scholars have argued
that disorder within a neighborhood leads to crime. Police
have thus directed much of their attention to fighting disor-
der in the hopes of preventing more serious forms of crime
from developing. Sampson and colleagues (2002) recently
argued that the relationship between disorder and crime is
not causal; instead, they both have the same underlying
causes, one of which is collective efficacy. Analyzing data
from the PHDCN again, they found that the relationship
between disorder, measured through direct observations on
street blocks, and crime could be explained by the levels of
poverty and collective efficacy in neighborhoods.

How Neighborhoods Influence
Delinquent and Criminal Behavior of Youth

We now know that social scientists have been intrigued by
the association between neighborhood characteristics and
crime rates, and how people are affected by the neighbor-
hoods in which they live, for nearly a century. In summary,
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research has shown that disorganized and disadvantaged
neighborhoods tend to have residents that are less bonded
to one another, have limited social networks, lack resources,
and tend not to engender mutual trust among one other. In
such neighborhoods, residents are less willing to act as
informal social control agents to rise up and deal with
neighborhood problems (Sampson et al., 1997; Sampson,
Morenoff, & Earls, 1999) and are thus unlikely to take
action when problems such as crime or juvenile delin-
quency occur. Beyond crime rates, one area within the
social disorganization model receiving attention at present
is how neighborhood-level factors influence outcomes for
children and adolescents (see Sampson, Morenoff, &
Gannon-Rowley, 2002).

Recent research has focused on how neighborhood
structure can affect child development, specifically, how it
leads adolescents to be more frequently involved with
crime and delinquency. Children raised in areas of
extremely low levels of socioeconomic disadvantage and
inequality are at risk for developing a host of negative out-
comes that can further increase their likelihood of partici-
pating in criminal activity. Children raised under such
conditions are at risk for dropping out of school, lower
school achievement, decreased verbal ability, and many
other problems (see Leventhal & Brooks-Gunn, 2000).
Although researchers have found a link between structural
disadvantage of neighborhoods and negative child and
adolescent outcomes, until recently the mechanisms for
why these relationships exist had yet to be thoroughly
explored. Various models have been put forth that may
shed light on how neighborhood context can influence
children’s involvement in crime and delinquency.

Jencks and Mayer (1990) identified five theoretical
frameworks for linking individual behavioral outcomes for
children and adolescents to the neighborhoods in which
they are raised. First, they identified what they called the
neighborhood institutional resource models, whereby neigh-
borhood resources are believed to affect children and ado-
lescents through access to resources such as parks and
libraries, as well as community service centers that promote
positive, healthy development. Second, they discussed the
contagion model, which focuses on problem behaviors and
is based on the idea that negative behaviors of peers and/or
neighbors can quickly spread throughout a neighborhood,
thus affecting children and adolescents. Third, they
described a competition model, which suggests that neigh-
bors compete with one another for scarce community
resources, which in turn can lead to negative behaviors of
children and adolescents. Fourth, they noted a relative
deprivation model, which hypothesizes that neighborhood
conditions and surroundings affect children and adoles-
cents by means of their evaluation of their situation vis-a-
vis others in the neighborhood. Fifth and finally, they
described a collective socialization model, which suggests
that neighborhoods influence children and adolescents
through community social organization; control; and col-
lective efficacy, including the presence of adult role models

and social control agents who, in addition to structuring
routines and opportunities in the neighborhood, supervise
and monitor children and adolescents in the neighborhood.

Leventhal and Brooks-Gunn (2000) proposed three of
their own potential mechanisms by which neighborhoods
can influence children. These mechanisms often overlap
those described by Jencks and Mayer (1990). The first
mechanism is institutional resources, the availability of
affordable and accessible recreational activities, medical
facilities, employment, schooling, and child care for resi-
dents of the community. The second mechanism is relation-
ships, whereby parental characteristics, such as their mental
and physical health, parenting skills, and home life, affect a
child. The third mechanism is rorms/collective efficacy,
which focuses on the supervision and monitoring of the
behavior or residents within the community (mostly of
youth for activities and deviant or antisocial peer group
behaviors and physical risk, e.g., violence and victimiza-
tion). Stressful neighborhood environments cause parents to
employ parenting behaviors that adversely affect children’s
behavior and learning. Prosperous neighborhoods may have
more institutional resources that are conducive to child and
adolescent well-being, such as learning, social, and recre-
ational activities and quality child care and schools.

Extending beyond the somewhat overlapping neighbor-
hood mechanisms offered by Jencks and Mayer (1990) and
Leventhal and Brooks-Gunn (2000), Akers (1998) offered
the social structure social learning (SSSL) model to
explain the link between neighborhood social disorganiza-
tion and children’s delinquent and criminal involvement.
According to Akers, children and adolescents learn con-
forming behaviors through association with others, obser-
vation of others, and exposure to others. Similarly, this is
also how children and adolescents learn to engage in crim-
inal and delinquent behaviors. Whereas learning theory
has been tested and supported through many empirical
studies, far less evidence has been put forth regarding
Akers’s newest formulation of how neighborhood structure
and delinquency are linked through the social learning
process. In putting forth the SSSL model of crime, Akers
(1998) made the following proposition:

Social learning is the primary process linking social structure
to individual behavior. Its main proposition is that variations
in the social structure, culture, and locations of individuals
and groups in the social system explain variables in crime
rates, principally through their influence on differences
among individuals on the social learning variables—mainly,
differential association, differential reinforcement, imitation,
and definitions favorable and unfavorable and other discrimi-
native stimuli for crime. (p. 322)

Akers (1998) argued that social learning should largely
mediate the link between structural and social conditions of
neighborhoods and youth involvement in delinquency and
violence. According to Akers, neighborhood social disorga-
nization leads to children and adolescents engaging in



delinquency by means of increased associations with delin-
quent peers, more positive reinforcement for engaging in
delinquent behaviors, exposure to more favorable attitudes
toward delinquent behavior, and more delinquent models to
imitate. To this end, very few studies have empirically
assessed propositions from Akers’s SSSL model, and with
few exceptions (Haynie, Silver, & Teasdale, 2006) they
have largely neglected how peer associations of children
and adolescents can mediate the effect neighborhood con-
ditions may have on delinquent behavior. Although Akers’s
model should not be viewed as competing against these
other models, it should be seen as an additional piece of the
theoretical puzzle that can help us understand why children
residing in disadvantaged neighborhoods are at risk for
engaging in more delinquency and crime.

Conclusion

The goal of this chapter was to provide an introductory
overview of the link between neighborhoods and crime.
First, several neighborhood facts were discussed that have
been confirmed by years of research on neighborhoods and
their social conditions. Second, some of these facts, such
as the link between neighborhood structural conditions and
crime, were discussed from theoretical perspectives.
Specifically, social disorganization and collective efficacy
theory were introduced as key theoretical explanations for
the link between neighborhood structural conditions and
crime. Research support for both of these theories was dis-
cussed, and various theoretical perspectives on how neigh-
borhood contexts in which children grow up can influence
their involvement in delinquent and criminal behaviors
were discussed. This final section discusses various limita-
tions and some future directions for research on neighbor-
hoods and crime.

As described earlier, many advances have been made in
the arena of neighborhood research since the early discov-
eries of Guerry and Quetelet, the Belgian researchers who
discovered correlations between regional crime rates and
social factors in France during the 1800s. Starting with
Shaw and McKay’s (1942) findings and theory to the most
recent advances by Sampson and his colleagues (e.g.,
Sampson & Groves, 1989), we know much more today
about neighborhood influences on crime than we did a cen-
tury ago. Nonetheless, several obstacles stand in the path
of understanding the impact and reaching effects of neigh-
borhood conditions on crime and how to prevent crime in
neighborhoods.

First, one of the most important obstacles facing neigh-
borhood research is the issue of selection bias. To under-
stand the effect of any neighborhood influence on crime,
research must be able to account for the types of families
and adolescents living in those neighborhoods, because
families are not randomly assigned to live in a particular
neighborhood. Instead, they often choose which neighbor-
hoods they live in; some have limited choices as to the
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neighborhoods in which they can afford to live. This poses
the following questions: How do we truly know that
neighborhood-level differences in crime rates are the con-
sequences of neighborhood level factors, such as collective
efficacy? Could differential crime rates be attributed to the
types of families and children who live in those neighbor-
hoods and not the neighborhood conditions themselves?
Some recent research carried out in large cities such as
Boston and New York has attempted to address this issue
by moving families and their children from high-poverty
neighborhoods to lower poverty neighborhoods. This is
known as the Moving to Opportunity study (Goering &
Feins, 2003). It has been able to address the issue of selec-
tion bias because families were randomly assigned to live
in various neighborhoods. In general, the study has found
that families who moved to lower poverty areas had more
positive outcomes, especially in the children’s problem
behaviors; however, these effects are not totally consistent
across sites. As Sampson (2006) pointed out, however, the
Moving to Opportunity study does not address the causal
effects of neighborhood conditions on crime rates. For this
to be accomplished, a researcher would need to randomly
assign treatments or programs to neighborhoods and then
assess how the crime rates change over time while com-
paring the treated neighborhoods with those that did not
receive treatment.

Second, many neighborhood-level factors have been
discovered that help us understand crime within and
between neighborhoods, but less is known about how to
use this research in a way that will reduce neighborhood
crime rates. For instance, it appears that collective efficacy
is a very important correlate of crime. In fact, Pratt and
Cullen (2005) conducted a recent review of 200 studies on
macrolevel predictors of crime. They discovered that col-
lective efficacy ranked fourth in the mix of factors that
were important for explaining crime rates. Although we
now know that collective efficacy is an important neigh-
borhood-level influence, what we do not know is how a
neighborhood without collective efficacy can achieve it.
Few, if any studies, have explicitly focused on increasing
collective efficacy at the neighborhood level.

Third, although we now know considerably more about
how crime rates are influenced by structural and social
conditions of neighborhoods, less is known about how
neighborhood contexts influence the development of chil-
dren and adolescents in terms of their delinquent behavior.
This is largely because scholars do not have the required
data and methodological sophistication to analyze many
children and their families from various neighborhoods in
a city. Such a study would require an amazing amount of
resources and money. However, now studies are under way,
and some (e.g., the Project on Human Development in
Chicago Neighborhoods) have even been completed.
These types of studies (i.e., that assess how neighborhood
conditions influence the behavior of children and adoles-
cents) are becoming important developments in the
research literature.
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As for neighborhood contextual influences on delin-
quent and offending behaviors of youth, several scholars
(Leventhal & Brooks-Gunn, 2000; Wikstrom & Sampson,
2003) have outlined key areas for further improvement and
expansion of the understanding of mechanisms by which
neighborhood conditions may lead to adverse outcomes for
children. They argue that the reasons why neighborhood
characteristics impact developmental and behavioral out-
comes are important areas of inquiry currently lacking a
substantial empirical base. Their recommendations are
very similar. First, they propose that community organiza-
tion and socialization are likely more important than
structural aspects of neighborhoods (e.g., concentrated dis-
advantage, residential instability). An important candidate
in this arena is child-based collective efficacy (Sampson
et al., 1999), which consists of the willingness of residents
to share responsibility for children and is largely contin-
gent on conditions of mutual trust and shared expectations
between residents. These characteristics include intergen-
erational closure, reciprocal exchange, and child-centered
social control, which together represent neighborhood
aspects of child rearing or collective efficacy for children
(see Sampson et al., 1999).

According to Sampson et al. (1999), intergenerational
closure indicates the closeness of parents and children
within a community, and it is argued that this closeness is
important for neighborhood control of children beyond
parental child-rearing practices and monitoring in that it
provides social support for children and information to
parents and helps in facilitating control. For instance,
examples of such questions include whether there are
adults whom children can look up to in the neighborhood
and adults in the neighborhood who can be counted on to
watch that children are safe and do not get into trouble.
Reciprocal exchange is the interaction of families with
respect to child rearing (both parent and children); such
exchanges can involve giving advice, material goods, and
information about child rearing. For example, questions
may include: How often do people in the neighborhood do
favors for each other? How often do people in the neigh-
borhood visit in each other’s homes or on the street? Child-
centered social control relates to the collective willingness
of residents to intervene on behalf of children in the neigh-
borhood, and it represents a neighborhood’s willingness to
take action to help monitor and look after children. In stud-
ies of child-centered social control, residents are asked
whether their neighbors would do something if youth were
skipping school and hanging out, spray-painting graffiti, or
showing disrespect to an adult.

In their review of neighborhood influences and youth
development, Wikstrom and Sampson (2003) argued that
the development of criminal propensities is partially influ-
enced by community socialization and that this impact is
due to the level of collective efficacy present in the neigh-
borhood. Collective efficacy is likely related to the fre-
quency in which children experience behavioral settings that
are not conducive to prosocial development. Specifically,

children living in neighborhoods that are low in child-
based collective efficacy might be expected to frequently
encounter behavioral settings that provide less parental sup-
port and fewer positive role models. Wikstrém and Sampson
also indicated that neighborhoods can exert a direct effect on
child and adolescent development. Finally, both Sampson
et al. (1999) and Wikstrom and Sampson agree that a lack of
empirical evidence prevents researchers from drawing any
conclusions as to which theoretical models are most impor-
tant, which, at present, limits the advancement of a contex-
tual model of neighborhood influences on children.

Researchers have yet to determine whether neighbor-
hood structural and social processes interact with chil-
dren’s personal attributes to ameliorate or amplify their
involvement in delinquency, the age of onset of delin-
quency, the frequency in which they engage in delin-
quency, and whether they persist in delinquency and crime.
These are issues that are still being theoretically devel-
oped and lack systematic research. Only with time; many
resources; the correct methodological designs; appropriate
analytic strategies; and quality data on neighborhoods,
crime, and youth will these complex issues regarding the
link between neighborhoods and crime be adequately
addressed.
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of criminal behavior. For example, Belgian criminol-
ogist Adolphe Quetelet, in an 1831 publication
analyzing French crime statistics titled Research on the Pro-
pensity for Crime at Different Ages (cited in Beirne, 1987),
remarked that individuals who were unemployed or employed
in “lowly occupations” were more likely to commit crimes
(Beirne, 1987, pp. 1153—1154). Thus, the study of crime and
the economy is a long-standing tradition in criminology.
To maintain a sufficiently narrow scope, this chapter
focuses on individual-level theories of, and observational
research on, the relationship between employment and
crime. It thus omits a review of employment—crime studies
at the macro level and experimental or quasi-experimental
evaluations of employment interventions. The first section
in this chapter comprises a theoretical overview of the
relationship between employment and crime. The second
section reviews the empirical literature on the employment—
crime connection, the third section identifies empirical
challenges that must be overcome in employment—crime
research, and the final section offers some concluding
remarks and outlines future directions.

E mployment has long been observed to be a correlate

Theoretical Relationship
Between Employment and Crime

A number of theories rooted in labor economics and
sociological criminology consider legitimate, remunerative
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employment to be an important causal factor in the preven-
tion of criminal behavior. Conversely, unemployment is
believed to genuinely cause an increase in criminal activity.
Several of the more prominent theories of the employment—
crime relationship are described in this section.

Economic choice theory is rooted in the neoclassical idea
of utility maximization, which presumes that people are
responsive to incentives and choose behavior by maximizing
their utility from a stable set of preferences, subject to
opportunities and other constraints on their resources
(Becker, 1968). Distilled to its basics, the economic choice
theory of crime is concerned with how self-interested indi-
viduals allocate their time and resources between legal and
illegal activities when the returns to the latter set of activities
in particular are uncertain. Prominent in this tradition is the
expected utility model, according to which a person decides
to commit crime when the expected returns from illegal
behavior, discounted by punishment risk, exceed the
expected returns from law-abiding behavior such as employ-
ment. All else equal, individuals faced with current or future
unemployment or low wages experience lower costs of com-
mitting crime. To be precise, they experience lower oppor-
tunity costs of engaging in illegal activity, and thus they find
illegal income generation to be an attractive and rational
alternative compared with legal income generation.

Social control theory proposes that strong attachment to
the institution of work constitutes a potent source of infor-
mal social control over criminal behavior (Hirschi, 1969;
Sampson & Laub, 1993). Such attachment encourages a



strong “stake in conformity” that can overcome the tempta-
tion to violate the law, in part because attached individuals
fear putting their future careers in jeopardy. The acquisition
of a stable job of high quality can also be a turning point for
individuals with a history of criminal behavior because it
fosters social capital, or investments in conventional insti-
tutional relationships (Hagan & McCarthy, 1997; Sampson
& Laub, 1993). According to control theory, then, the medi-
ating role of social capital implies that work quality is more
salient than the mere presence of work, because higher
quality jobs promote stronger interpersonal connectedness
and institutional embeddedness.

Social control theory is also friendly to the notion that
“idle hands are the devil’s workshop,” in the sense that
employed individuals simply have fewer opportunities to
commit crime because they are too busy working (Hirschi,
1969). This is the involvement hypothesis of the theory:
“Many persons undoubtedly owe a life of virtue to a lack of
opportunity to do otherwise” (Hirschi, 1969, p. 21). If the
allocation of time is a zero-sum game, then one more hour
spent in the workplace is one less hour available for crimi-
nal activity outside the workplace. In a recent elaboration of
this idea, Laub and Sampson (2003) proposed that attach-
ment to work not only constrains opportunities to commit
crime but also leads to fundamental changes in how indi-
viduals spend their leisure time outside of work. The
imposed structure of the workplace may permeate nonwork
settings and thus foster changes in routine activities that
lure individuals away from crime by channeling them into
conventional behavior with law-abiding companions.

Strain theory presumes that lack of success in the legiti-
mate labor market motivates individuals to “innovate” in the
most expedient or technically efficient manner, usually
through criminal behavior (Merton, 1938). Underlying this
theory is the presumption that the desire for wealth is univer-
sal (it is a culturally approved goal) and therefore blocked
access to legitimate opportunities to acquire this valued goal
results in anger, frustration, desperation, or other forms of
negative affect (see Agnew, 1992). Criminal behavior is
one way to alleviate the negative feelings associated with
the strain of unemployment or low-quality employment.
Unemployed individuals thus commit crime as an income
substitute; individuals employed in low-wage or low-quality
occupations commit crime as an income supplement.

According to various strands of learning theory, the
workplace provides a context for differential associations
with conventional employers and coworkers that tip the bal-
ance of definitions favorable to law violation (Sutherland,
1947), a general process proposed to operate through
modeling and differential reinforcement of law-abiding
behavior (Akers, 1985). Steady work in a good job puts
individuals in close proximity with a conventional social
circle for a nontrivial number of hours each week. As such,
they have exposure to colleagues who espouse prosocial
beliefs toward the law, who act on these beliefs, and who
therefore provide positive role models and reinforcers for
behavior both inside and outside the workplace.
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To summarize thus far, all of the foregoing theories pro-
vide support for two basic propositions. First, individuals
who are employed are less likely to commit crime, on aver-
age, compared with individuals who are not employed,
who are unemployed, or who are underemployed. Second,
individuals who are employed in stable, high-quality jobs
(e.g., high-paying, primary-sector occupations) are less
likely to commit crime than their counterparts in unstable,
low-quality jobs. Each of the foregoing theories—
economic choice, social control, strain, and learning—
presumes that the inverse correlation between gainful
employment and crime is causal; however, according to at least
one other prominent theoretical tradition, the employment—
crime correlation is entirely spurious.

Self-control theory posits that individuals sort them-
selves into certain institutional settings on the basis of a
differential tendency to consider the long-term conse-
quences of their actions, what Gottfredson and Hirschi
(1990) referred to as self-control. Because individuals with
low self-control seek immediate gratification of their
desires with minimal effort or long-term planning, they are
less likely to be employed or, if they are employed, will
have difficulty holding down a steady job: “People who
lack self-control tend to dislike settings that require disci-
pline, supervision, or other constraints on their behavior”
(Gottfredson & Hirschi, 1990, p. 157). It so happens that
these same personal qualities increase the likelihood that
desires will be satisfied through criminal activity. Simply
put, unemployment, low-wage employment, and crime are
all manifestations of the versatility of individuals with low
self-control. In statistical terminology, low self-control is a
source of unobserved heterogeneity that is responsible for
an artifactual (i.e., spurious) inverse correlation between
employment and crime.

The Empirical Relationship
Between Employment and Crime

More than two dozen empirical studies among a variety of
adult and young adult populations consistently confirm
that labor market success in the form of employment, high
wages, job stability, and occupational prestige are corre-
lated with reduced criminal involvement (Crutchfield &
Pitchford, 1997; Farrington, Gallagher, Morley, St. Ledger,
& West, 1986; Good, Pirog-Good, & Sickles, 1986; Grogger,
1998; Hagan & McCarthy, 1997; Horney, Osgood, &
Marshall, 1995; Laub & Sampson 2003; Sampson & Laub,
1993; Thornberry & Christenson, 1984; Uggen, 1999,
2000). Instead of reviewing each study in detail, a handful
are selected that are representative of the wider literature
and offer valuable insight into the employment—crime
connection.

Thornberry and Christenson (1984) studied the rela-
tionship between unemployment and crime among a
cohort of males born in 1945 in Philadelphia. In an analy-
sis of yearly crime and unemployment during the 21-24
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age range, unemployment duration was positively corre-
lated with officially recorded arrest frequency (weighted
by seriousness). They also found that the correlation grew
stronger with age and that the correlation was more pro-
nounced among the less advantaged individuals in the
sample, including delinquent persons, African Americans,
and individuals from blue-collar families.

Farrington et al. (1986) assessed the impact of unem-
ployment on crime among a sample of 16- to 18-year-old
working-class London men. They found that rates of offi-
cially recorded convictions were higher during periods of
unemployment. When they administered a prediction scale
of delinquency at age 10 (e.g., low income, poor parental
child rearing, low intelligence, parental conviction), they
found that unemployment was significantly related to
crime only among participants with the most risk factors.
This finding suggests that unemployment is criminogenic
only among individuals with a high propensity for crime
and therefore may not cause crime among generally low-
risk individuals. Stated differently, employment may be
associated with the largest crime-preventive benefits
among high-risk individuals, but it may have little or no
impact on crime among low-risk persons.

Sampson and Laub (1993) used data from a sample of
young males sentenced to a Boston-area reform school and
matched them with a sample of schoolgoing youth. They
constructed a measure of job stability that was a composite
of employment status at the time of the interview, duration
of the most recent employment, and work habits as indicated
by reliable and effortful work performance. They found that
job instability during the 17-25 age range was correlated
with higher probability, frequency, and hazard of arrest dur-
ing the 17-25 and 25-32 age ranges, net of official and
unofficial juvenile delinquency. A follow-up of a subset of
the reform school sample to age 70 revealed that arrest fre-
quencies were significantly higher during months in which
the participants were unemployed compared with months
when they were employed (Laub & Sampson, 2003).

Grogger (1998) assessed the relationship between
wages and crime among nonenrolled males (i.e., those not
in school) in a national probability sample. He reported
that higher wages corresponded with a substantially lower
probability of criminal participation, controlling for prior
criminal justice involvement. Further inspection of the
data led Grogger to conclude that the African American—
white wage gap accounted for about one quarter of the
racial differential in crime participation. Moreover, he
found that the age-earnings profile could plausibly explain
the age distribution of crime from the late teens to the early
20s, leading him to conclude that “the growth in market
opportunities with age is largely responsible for the con-
comitant decrease in crime” (p. 786).

Uggen (1999, 2000) has studied the employment—crime
relationship among a sample of males who were part of a
larger study of supported work for high-risk individuals. In
one study, he found that job quality (measured objectively
by aggregate job satisfaction scores on the Quality of

Employment Survey) was inversely associated with self-
reported crime among a sample of ex-offenders who were
successful in finding work (Uggen, 1999). This was true
even when he controlled for prior criminality and sub-
stance abuse and when he considered both economic and
noneconomic crime as outcomes. In a second study, he
found that a work opportunity was a significant turning
point in the criminal careers of individuals with an arrest
history (Uggen, 2000). Securing employment—even mar-
ginal employment—through a random assignment process
was associated with a lower hazard of illegal earnings and
arrest. He also found that older offenders (over age 26)
benefited the most from this work experience.

By way of summary, empirical studies confirm the
expectation from a variety of theories that having a job is
associated with less crime than not having a job and that
being unemployed is associated with more crime than
being employed or out of the labor force. It also appears to
be the case that having a good job—more stability, higher
wages, better quality—is associated with even less crime
than having a bad job, although even a bad job is still asso-
ciated with less crime than unemployment, at least among
high-risk samples (e.g., Hagan & McCarthy, 1997; Uggen,
2000). However, it should be noted that the strength of the
correlation between employment and crime is not as
impressive as one might anticipate from theoretical argu-
ments. The correlation is often quite weak once other char-
acteristics are controlled. Two other noteworthy findings
are that the employment—crime connection tends to be
stronger among older individuals as well among high-risk
individuals. On the other hand, employment is not so
strongly associated with crime among young persons and
generally low-risk individuals (e.g., Farrington et al., 1986;
Thornberry & Christenson, 1984; Uggen, 2000).

The Special Case of Adolescent
Employment and Delinquency

Almost all U.S. adolescents gain employment experience
before they graduate from high school, with as many as
90% of teenagers entering the labor market at some point
during their high school careers (National Research
Council, 1998). A nontrivial proportion of employed ado-
lescents also work at high intensity—a label denoting
employment of more than 20 hours per week (Greenberger
& Steinberg, 1986). Folk wisdom would suggest that inten-
sive exposure to the world of adult work provides a num-
ber of positive benefits for adolescents because of the way
that it structures a youth’s leisure time, increases exposure
to adult authority figures, fosters independence and matu-
rity, teaches responsibility in the use of money, and pro-
motes balancing of multiple responsibilities. Surprisingly,
however, empirical research has consistently demonstrated
that “the correlates of school-year employment are gener-
ally negative” (Steinberg & Dornbusch, 1991, p. 309). This
is especially true where delinquent behavior is concerned.



In the 1980s and 1990s, a generation of studies of youth
employment and antisocial behavior emerged that gave
more sustained attention to the developmental consequences
of adolescent employment (Agnew, 1986; Bachman &
Schulenberg, 1993; Mortimer, 2003; Steinberg & Dornbusch,
1991; Wright, Cullen, & Williams, 1997, 2002). The seminal
work of this new generation of research was a book by
Greenberger and Steinberg (1986), titled When Teenagers
Work: The Psychological and Social Costs of Adolescent
Employment. Their unambiguous conclusion was that “exten-
sive commitment to a job may interfere with the work of
growing up” (p. 7). Research by Greenberger and Steinberg
and others has consistently found that working during high
school was associated with higher rates of school misconduct
(e.g., truancy, cheating, suspension), substance use (e.g., cig-
arettes, alcohol, marijuana), minor delinquency (e.g., theft,
vandalism), and serious delinquency (e.g., interpersonal
aggression, assault). Moreover, researchers discovered that
these negative side effects of employment were generally a
function of work intensity, or the number of hours per week
devoted to working. Specifically, intensive employment of
more than 20 hours per week was associated with the most
negative outcomes.

By the late 1990s, the scientific consensus was that
work of moderate intensity (1-20 hours per week) has few
adverse effects and in some cases is more developmentally
beneficial than not working at all. However, beyond this
20-hour threshold employment appeared to be associated
with more costs than benefits for the social and emotional
development of young people. The finding that intensive
employment during adolescence increases the risk of delin-
quency is puzzling in light of the research on adult employ-
ment reviewed earlier, which consistently indicates that
adults who are strongly attached to work and who acquire
full-time (read: intensive) employment are less likely to be
criminally involved. These contradictory results have forced
researchers into the awkward position of suggesting that the
sign of the work effect changes at some point during the
transition to adulthood, that is, that strong attachment to
work (as measured by the number of hours per week) is
criminogenic for adolescents but prophylactic for adults
(e.g., Uggen, 2000, p. 530; Wright et al., 2002, p. 10).

Fortunately, employment—crime theories are suffi-
ciently flexible to accommodate the apparent anomaly of
adolescent work. One set of explanations appeals to the job
quality thesis of traditional economic and sociological the-
ories. Teenage employment is concentrated in the retail and
service industries, in occupations that are universally
regarded as low quality. These jobs pay barely more than
minimum wage, involve little in the use or acquisition of
any notable skills, offer few or no benefits or opportunities
for upward mobility, and suffer constant turnover. They are
often derided as teenage “McJobs” that do not engender
any significant degree of attachment on the part of adoles-
cent workers. Moreover, they tend to involve stressful
working conditions and are often a stopping point for
high school dropouts. Thus, it does not require theoretical
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acrobatics to explain why adolescent employment may be
criminogenic. Low-quality jobs lead to crime among ado-
lescents and adults alike; it just happens to be the case that
the typical job for the typical adolescent is a low-quality
one and thus a criminogenic one (see Staff & Uggen, 2003,
for evidence on “good jobs” in adolescence).

Another set of explanations focuses attention on adoles-
cence as a life stage and is more firmly rooted in develop-
mental psychology and theories of precocious development.
Put simply, intensive employment is one symptom of a
latent, stage-specific propensity to expedite the transition to
adulthood before adolescents have acquired the maturity to
do so. The underlying issue for precocious development
theory thus has to do with early timing of work, or devel-
opmentally “off-time” entry into the work role and espe-
cially an intensive work role. According to this perspective,
the family and school are the primary socializing institu-
tions in adolescents’ lives, with the workplace taking on
secondary importance until the postsecondary years. With
respect to family relationships, intensive employment dis-
rupts healthy parent—child relationships, because these
youth spend less time with, are less emotionally close to,
engage in more disagreements with, are less closely moni-
tored by, and exercise greater decision-making autonomy
vis-a-vis their parents than nonworkers or moderate workers
(Bachman & Schulenberg, 1993; Steinberg & Dornbusch,
1991). In schooling domains, intensive employment is
associated with disinvestment in and disengagement from
school, because it is correlated with less time spent study-
ing and doing homework, cutting class and absenteeism,
lower educational aspirations, a nonacademic track cur-
riculum, negative school attitudes, and lower scholastic
performance (Agnew, 1986; Steinberg & Dornbusch,
1991). Therefore, embeddedness in a developmentally
unproductive work role competes with family and school
as the dominant influence in the lives of adolescents and
leads to a variety of delinquent and deviant adaptations
(Wright et al., 2002).

Irrespective of the explanatory mechanism, until
recently there was virtual unanimity that youth employment
was criminogenic (with notable exceptions, e.g., Good et
al., 1986). However, a new round of youth employment
research has emerged in the 2000s that strongly challenges
the interpretation of the employment—delinquency associa-
tion as causal (Apel, Paternoster, Bushway, & Brame, 2006;
Apel, Bushway, Paternoster, Brame, & Sweeten, 2008;
Apel et al., 2007; Brame, Bushway, Paternoster, & Apel,
2004; Paternoster, Bushway, Brame, & Apel, 2003). This
research has been attentive to the fact that adolescent work-
ers (especially high-intensity workers) are different from
moderate workers and nonworkers, often well before they
begin working. For example, youth tend to enter the labor
market in part as a result of weak emotional attachment to
their parents, academic underperformance and school dis-
engagement, and early delinquent and antisocial behavior
(see Apel et al., 2007, Bachman & Schulenberg, 1993;
Mortimer, 2003; Steinberg et al., 1993). In other words,
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youth with a higher propensity for crime are precisely those
most likely to work intensively while in school. This
implies that the apparent criminogenic effect of youth
employment may be a selection artifact instead of the true
causal effect of employment on delinquent behavior.

Empirical Challenges to Studying
the Employment-Crime Relationship

Any study of the causal effect of employment on crime must
confront at least two empirical challenges: (1) endogeneity
and (2) simultaneity. These are threats to causal inference
that can seriously bias empirical estimates of the employment—
crime association. Each is discussed in turn, and recent
efforts to overcome these challenges are described.

Endogeneity: The Selection Problem

One of the most serious challenges to existing studies
of employment and crime is the selection problem. It is
the problem of endogeneity of employment effects on
crime, meaning that individuals who are employed (or
are employed in high-quality jobs) differ fundamentally
from individuals who are not employed in a way that
accounts for their lower crime involvement. One may
conceive of such person-level characteristics as ability,
planfulness, and agreeableness that might individually or
jointly increase the likelihood that an individual will be
gainfully employed and simultaneously reduce the likeli-
hood that the person will commit crime. The selection
problem arises when these traits are difficult or imprac-
tical to observe and measure. The consequence is sys-
tematic bias in the estimated effect of employment on
crime. Moreover, the direction of the bias under this sce-
nario is predictable: The impact of employment on crime
will be overestimated.

Sampson and Laub (1993) found that weak occupa-
tional commitment and job instability from ages 17 to 32
were predicted by official delinquency, unofficial delin-
quency (self-, parent, and teacher report), and early temper
tantrums (parent report) during childhood. Caspi, Wright,
Moffitt, and Silva (1998) linked youth unemployment
(ages 15-21) with a variety of factors that reach far back
into childhood. As measured in early childhood (ages 3-5),
longer duration of unemployment was predicted by low
family occupational status, low intelligence, an unmarried
mother at birth, and difficult temperament. As measured in
late childhood (ages 7-9), youth unemployment was pre-
dicted by these same variables in addition to family con-
flict and behavior problems. An important contribution of
these studies is that they directly address the selection
problem and identify underlying factors responsible for the
differential sorting of individuals into the labor market,
oftentimes long before they do so.

Under these circumstances, causal inference about the
nature of the employment—crime relationship is aided by the

availability of longitudinal data, which allow researchers to
overcome endogeneity of the employment effect on crime
attributable to time-stable individual differences, so-called
unobserved heterogeneity (e.g., Horney et al., 1995). Such
studies have examined the way in which change in employ-
ment affects change in crime and have found that the
employment—crime relationship (at least among adults) does
withstand these more rigorous selection controls and is not
seriously biased by endogeneity. However, it is worth noting
that the strength of the correlation tends to be weak com-
pared with other time-varying factors, such as drug con-
sumption and living arrangements (e.g., marital living and
cohabitation).

The consequences of the selection problem have been
brought into sharp focus in recent youth employment
research. Paternoster et al. (2003) and Apel et al. (2006)
have addressed the selection problem using longitudinal
data on employment and antisocial behavior for 3 years.
Both studies replicated the positive correlation between
intensive employment during the school year and delinquent
behavior using conventional methods. However, both also
found that intensive work was positively correlated with
delinquency only when examined across individuals but
that within-individual change in work involvement was not
correlated at all with change in delinquent behavior and
substance use. They concluded that the criminogenic effect
of intensive work among adolescents was driven by a
process of selection rather than causation and could be best
understood as a spurious correlation.'

In one of the most recent statements on the subject of ado-
lescent employment, Apel et al. (2008) exploited interstate
variation in child labor laws at the 15-to-16 transition as a
source of causal identification. They found in their analysis
that work intensity was actually inversely correlated with
delinquent behavior; that is, the increase in work involve-
ment from age 15 to 16 attributable to a loosening of child
labor restrictions (the magnitude of which varied across
states) was actually associated with a substantial decline in
delinquent involvement. Once the problem of endogeneity
was addressed through the use of longitudinal data and
instrumental variables, then, the employment—delinquency
association was found to be inverse after all, contrary to most
previous youth employment research but well in line with
employment—crime research among adults. Moreover, the
techniques that Apel et al. used allowed them to interpret this
as a causal association.

Simultaneity: The Feedback Problem

The contemporaneous, inverse correlation between emp-
loyment and crime is usually interpreted as the causal effect
of employment on crime. However, the correlation may in
fact represent the causal effect of crime on employment,
which is the feedback problem. This is the problem of simul-
taneity of causal effects, in that employment and crime
mutually influence one another. The practical consequence
of simultaneity bias is to systematically overestimate the



effect of employment on crime, because the simultaneous
inverse effect of crime on employment will be erroneously
attributed to the effect of employment on crime.

Labeling theory, for one, anticipates just this sort of
feedback effect from crime to employment. This is the
notion of secondary deviance, or deviance amplification,
among persons toward whom a sanction has been directed.
An arrest or conviction, for example, constitutes a social
stigma that might lead to exclusion from legitimate employ-
ment (Pager, 2003). Many prospective employers may be
disinclined to hire individuals with a criminal record
because it serves as a signal of sorts about what kind of
employee one is likely to be. For example, employers may
be sensitive to liability for negligent hiring (Bushway,
2004), or they may perceive offenders as untrustworthy
(Waldfogel, 1994). A criminal record may also relegate
individuals to the secondary labor market, or to what Nagin
and Waldfogel (1995) referred to as “spot market jobs™ as
opposed to “career jobs.” This effect may be attributable, in
part, to state-imposed restrictions on employment in certain
industries (e.g., government employment), catering to vul-
nerable clientele (e.g., children), and professional licensing
in certain occupations (Burton, Cullen, & Travis, 1987).

Empirical research confirms that a criminal record in
the form of arrest, conviction, or incarceration does indeed
hamper an individual’s future employment prospects (e.g.,
Nagin & Waldfogel, 1995; Waldfogel, 1994; Western,
2002). A criminal record reduces employment, increases
unemployment, lowers earnings, slows wage growth,
diminishes job tenure, and exacerbates job turnover. Thus,
the feedback problem is real, and research that examines
the contemporaneous effect of employment on crime must
be attentive to simultaneity bias that overstates the preven-
tive effect of employment on crime.

One way that researchers have addressed the feedback
problem is through estimation of reciprocal models of
employment and crime. Simultaneous equation studies
have confirmed that the cross-sectional association
between employment and crime is a combination of the
effect of employment on crime as well as the effect of crime
on employment (e.g., Good et al., 1986; Thornberry &
Christenson, 1984). In these studies, isolation of causal
effects requires the use of exclusion restrictions (i.e., instru-
mental variables) or other modeling constraints that are capa-
ble of identifying the simultaneous effects in the model.
Thornberry and Christenson (1984) imposed cross-time
equality constraints on model parameters to identify the rec-
iprocal effects of unemployment and arrest. Good et al.
(1986) used the number of job rejections as an instrumental
variable for employment and gang affiliation and police
enforcement (specifically, police contact) as instrumental
variables for arrest. Each of these studies found that the effect
of (un)employment on arrest was stronger than the contem-
poraneous feedback effect of arrest on (un)employment. In
fact, both studies discovered that the contemporaneous effect
of arrest on (un)employment was not statistically significant,
although Thornberry and Christenson discovered that the
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influence of arrest was lagged one period, and Good and col-
leagues noted that the total number of prior police contacts
was more salient. These studies thus suggest that the influ-
ence of criminality on employment operates through the
accumulation of an arrest record that impedes the acquisition
of stable employment.

Conclusion

The question of the relationship between employment and
crime has a long history in criminology and dates back to the
earliest studies of crime beginning in the mid-19th century.
Empirical criminology has repeatedly confirmed the pres-
ence of an inverse correlation between employment and
crime, and research that has addressed the selection and
feedback problems in a compelling way points to the corre-
lation as a causal one. However, as noted earlier, the strength
of the employment—crime correlation is not nearly as
impressive as a number of theoretical accounts would sug-
gest. Neither has research successfully pinpointed the
precise theoretical mechanism for the correlation. Never-
theless, there is sufficient evidence to date that continued
exploration of this relationship is justified that would illu-
minate the causal pathway.

A handful of more recent studies have endeavored to do
just that by considering heterogeneity in the employment—
crime relationship. These studies are based on the pre-
sumption that employment may not have the same crime-
control benefits for all members of a population. The popu-
lation average treatment effect of employment on crime will
not be meaningful if it is not representative of the group
average treatment effect for any identifiable subgroup in the
target population. It could be, in other words, an average
over a possibly wide range of subgroup averages. Relatively
more recent studies have found that the strength of the
employment—crime correlation varies as a function of the
aggregate labor market context (Crutchfield & Pitchford,
1997), specific characteristics of the job (Staff & Uggen,
2003), and individuals’ offending history (Apel et al., 2007;
see also Farrington et al., 1986; Thornberry & Christenson,
1984). Studies such as these identify important pathways for
further empirical and theoretical exploration.

Note

1. A simulation study conducted by Brame et al. (2004) was
incapable of identifying even the sign of the causal effect of work
on delinquency. In other words, they could not determine with
confidence whether the correlation between employment and
delinquency was positive, zero, or negative. All three possibilities
were consistent with the data, depending on what assumptions
they were willing to adopt. Importantly, they concluded that if an
unobserved “crime trait” increased the probability of employ-
ment and also increased the probability of delinquent behavior
(both of which are consistent with prior research), the estimated
work effect could actually be shown to be negative.
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delinquency, and for good reason. Adolescents
spend much time with their friends, attribute great
importance to them, and are more strongly influenced by
them during this period of the life course than at any other
time. During adolescence, friends become the primary role
models, and adolescents are particularly vulnerable to peer
dynamics. Thus, it is not surprising that one of the most
consistent and robust findings in the criminology literature
is that adolescents with delinquent peers are more likely to
be delinquent/criminal themselves. This finding dates back
to the 1930s with Shaw and McKay’s (1942) discovery that
more than 80% of juveniles appearing before court had
peer accomplices. More recent studies have found that the
relationship of peer delinquency to self-report delinquency
is more important than that of any other independent vari-
able, regardless of whether the focus is on status offenses,
minor property crimes, violence crimes, or substance use.
Although prior research establishes that adolescents are
likely to behave in a manner consistent with their friends,
it has only recently begun to incorporate the network struc-
ture of friendship relations into empirical models. By
ignoring the underlying social structure of friendship pat-
terns, prior research has failed to adequately measure peer
delinquency and to incorporate the structure in which peer
processes operate. Therefore, one aim of this chapter is to
illustrate how a network perspective can provide a particu-
larly useful lens through which to better understand the

Peer relations have long been central to the study of

importance of peers for adolescent involvement in crime
and delinquency. The following sections discuss the impor-
tance of friendship networks in adolescence.

Friendship Networks

Ethnographic studies of adolescents in school settings pro-
vide important information on the role of friendship net-
works during adolescence. These studies reveal that being
with friends is a very important aspect of school life for most
students and that relational problems with peers are particu-
larly distressing to adolescents. Part of the importance attrib-
uted to friendships derives from structural changes that occur
in the school environment during the transition from elemen-
tary to junior and senior high school. After this transition,
adolescents are confronted with a large and more diverse
population of students, and one’s status in this new setting is
often based on being known by peers. Subsequently, many
students speak of the need to expand their personal networks
to avoid becoming lost and isolated in new school settings.
The importance of finding a position within larger
friendship networks suggests that adolescents are particu-
larly susceptible to peer influence during these transition
years, including behavioral constraints that may pull them
toward or away from problem behavior. This concern over
locating position within the school hierarchy and gaining a
sense of belonging among their peers leads students to
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adopt a variety of strategies to enhance peer solidarity. For
instance, girls may use gossip to direct and constrain
behavior among peers, and boys may enforce masculinity
norms such that behaviors emphasizing aggressiveness,
dominance, and toughness are encouraged. These findings
suggest that friendship networks and peers exert consider-
able influence over behavior during the adolescent years,
including delinquency.

Despite the large body of research examining the impor-
tance of peers and peer behavior for delinquency, the contri-
bution of peer relations to delinquency remains controversial,
with different theories suggesting different reasons for the
association between friends’ and an individual’s behavior.
Next, theoretical explanations for the peer—delinquency asso-
ciation are summarized.

Theory

The two dominant perspectives on the causes of delinquent
behavior are Hirschi’s (1969) social control theory and
Sutherland’s (1947) differential association theory. Other
theories that speak to the issue of peer delinquency include
Gottfredson and Hirschi’s (1990) general theory of crime
and Osgood and colleagues’ opportunity theory (Osgood,
Wilson, O’Malley, Bachman, & Johnston, 1996). Although
these theories offer useful explanations for understanding
the importance of peer relations for delinquency, a social
network perspective can offer additional insight through
which to understand the role of friendship networks for
delinquent behavior.

Social Control Theory

Hirschi’s (1969) social control theory of delinquency is
based largely on the notion of social integration and the
idea that individuals form bonds to society that prevent
them from acting on their delinquent impulses. In terms of
friendship networks, social control theory posits that the
more bonds an adolescent has through friendship ties,
which carry a connotation of attachment, the less delin-
quent the adolescent will be.

One of the more problematic aspects of social control
theory involves its neglect of the context in which the
social bonds occur. Although research has established that
in most cases social bonds through attachment are associ-
ated with a reduction in delinquency, these social bonds
are not likely to reduce delinquency when adolescents are
attached to delinquent friends. When an adolescent has
delinquent friends, being attached to these friends is likely
to direct behavior toward, not away from, delinquent
behavior. Despite Hirschi’s (1969) denial of the impor-
tance of delinquent peers, it is these delinquent associates
who are implicated in the transmission of delinquency and
to whom differential association theory attaches primary
importance.

Differential Association Theory

Sutherland’s (1947) differential association theory is
based on the premise that delinquency is learned through
intimate social relations with individuals whereby attitudes
or “definitions” favorable to law violation are acquired.
Not only are adolescents’ attachments to peers important
for delinquency involvement, but also, and more impor-
tant, the context or norms of the friendship group deter-
mine whether attachment to friends results in conventional
or delinquent behavior. According to Sutherland, the social
transmission of delinquency occurs within the friendship
network through the transference of attitudes about the
appropriateness of delinquent behavior.

Whereas Sutherland’s (1947) theory emphasizes the
attitudes of peers in the transmission of delinquency,
Akers’s (1985) extension to differential reinforcement the-
ory suggests that the adoption of delinquent behavior
occurs through imitation of peers’ behavior or through the
observation of its consequences, either positive or nega-
tive. The important point made by these socialization the-
ories, including differential association and social learning
theories, is that delinquent behavior is learned through inti-
mate personal relations, with friends serving as an impor-
tant mechanism in adolescence by which delinquent
behavior is observed and passed on.

Opportunity Theory

A third theory that is useful for understanding how peer
networks influence adolescent behavior was offered by
Osgood and colleagues (1996) in their opportunity theory.
This position argues that situations conducive to delin-
quency are especially prevalent during time spent in
unstructured socializing with peers in the absence of autho-
rity figures. This is because the presence of peers makes
delinquent acts easier and more rewarding, the absence of
authority figures reduces the potential for social control
responses to delinquency, and the lack of structure leaves
times available for delinquency. From this perspective, peer
relations are not connected to delinquency by the type of
friends that one chooses. Instead, what matters is the amount
of time spent with peers engaged in a common type of
activity. Friendship networks, according to this perspective,
are important because they provide opportunities for ado-
lescents to engage in delinquent behavior. Whether the
friends are delinquent themselves is less important than the
amount of time spent in unstructured activities with friends
away from authority figures.

Self-Selection

An alternative perspective on the association between
friends’ delinquency and a adolescent’s delinquency was
offered by Gottfredson and Hirschi (1990) in their general
theory of crime. The basic premise here is that peers have



no influence on delinquency; instead, stable characteris-
tics of individuals determine how adolescents cluster
together and therefore account for individual participation
in delinquency (i.e., the idea that birds of a feather flock
together). In particular, Gottfredson and Hirschi argued
that adolescents’ level of self-control (i.e., the ability to
control impulsive behavior) determines whether adoles-
cents self-select into delinquent or prosocial friendship
networks. Because self-control is believed to be strongly
associated with delinquent behavior, this position sug-
gests that delinquent behavior precedes selection of delin-
quent friends (i.e., delinquent adolescents select other
delinquent adolescents to be friend). At issue here is what
comes first, an adolescent’s delinquency or the delin-
quency of his or her friends.

A more nuanced position suggests that both socializa-
tion (i.e., peer influence) and selection (i.e., adolescents
select friends similar to themselves) contribute to the simi-
larity found between friends’ and an adolescent’s behavior.
The theories of both Elliott and colleagues (Elliott, Ageton,
& Canter, 1979) and Thornberry (1987) imply that delin-
quent peer groups and normative influence are reciprocally
related, with both processes at work. Therefore, adolescents
are likely to befriend others similar to themselves, and once
friendships are formed, behavior is likely to be reinforced
and shaped to be consistent with group norms.

Social Network Perspective

Although social control theory pays limited attention
to the context in which social bonds occur, its focus on
the constraining influence of social integration is consis-
tent with a social network perspective. Being integrated
within a friendship network in which adolescents are
likely to report high attachment and time spent with peers
either facilitates or discourages delinquency involvement
depending on the norms, values, and behaviors evident in
the network. Consistent with Eder and Enke’s (1991)
finding that although adolescents often discount a peer’s
evaluation, but never a group evaluation, is the notion
that embeddedness within a social structure, such as a
friendship network, acquires additional influence because
it creates expectations for behavior while reinforcing the
social norms and beliefs of the network. This idea of
embeddedness also ties nicely into Sutherland’s (1947)
theory of differential association, because being enmeshed
in a peer network provides access to expectations, norms,
and sanctions that either support or discourage delin-
quent behavior. Because peer friendships are of central
importance during adolescence, and considering that one
of the most important developmental goals during this
period is ensuring peer acceptance, peer networks should
be especially effective at directing and constraining indi-
vidual members’ behavior.

Although a network perspective offers a particularly use-
ful tool for understanding how peer networks can influence
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behavior, research has until recently neglected to incorporate
a network perspective to understand the role of peer relations
in adolescent delinquency. As the next section illustrates, this
has led to a limited understanding of the role of peers for
understanding adolescent delinquency.

Methods

Despite the large body of research documenting the role of
peer influence in adolescent delinquency, research on the
role of delinquent peers has been limited in three important
ways. First, past research has used a less than precise def-
inition of the friendship group in which normative influ-
ence is believed to occur. Most studies in the criminology
literature examining the effect of peer influence on delin-
quency have simply asked adolescents to think about their
friends in general and to report whether their friends have
participated in a particular illegal behavior or set of illegal
behaviors. As a result of this strategy, it is unclear who was
included in adolescents’ definition of “friends.” For instance,
the number of friends considered is unknown. In addition,
no information on prosocial individuals (i.e., friends who
abstain from crime/delinquency) has been collected.

Second, problematic measures of peer influence have
been used. For the most part, past research has relied on ado-
lescents’ perceptions of friends’ behavior. Therefore, the
standard approach to measuring peer delinquency contains a
same-source bias that substantially inflates similarity in
behavior between peers. In almost all criminological studies,
information about friends comes from adolescents’ descrip-
tions of the behavior of their friends instead of from those
friends’ reports of their own behavior. Such measures inflate
the similarity in behavior between adolescents and their
peers, because people tend to project their own attitudes and
behavior onto their friends, a phenomenon social psycholo-
gists refer to as assumed similarity or projection. Although
such findings have led several scholars to caution against the
use of adolescents’ reports about peers, there has been lim-
ited recognition of this problem in research on crime and
deviance. Such findings show that there is some truth in
Gottfredson and Hirschi’s (1990) argument that adolescents’
reports of their peers’ delinquency “may merely be another
measure of self-reported delinquency” (p. 157).

Third, prior research has neglected to consider the role
of the structural properties of friendship relations. By over-
looking the structure of friendship networks, past research
has assumed that everyone in the friendship network is
affected by friends’ behavior similarly. This is an oversim-
plification of network processes because it overlooks the
adolescent’s position within the network (e.g., central vs.
peripheral), the cohesiveness of the network (i.e., the inter-
connections among network members), and the adoles-
cent’s prestige (e.g., popularity) within the network. These
structural characteristics shape the degree to which adoles-
cents are influenced by group dynamics.
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Fortunately, recent work on social networks and net-
work analyses has begun to make its way into the work of
researchers interested in understanding peer processes as
they relate to adolescent crime and delinquency. Much of
this recent work has been spurred by the availability of a
new novel data set, The Longitudinal Study of Adolescent
Health (hereafter, Add Health), which allows researchers
to overcome the limitations just described (for use of the
Add Health data, see, e.g.,, Haynie, 2002). The advantage
of these data is that they can be used to incorporate a
social network perspective to elaborate on the normative
influence process believed to generate peer similarity
among friends. Specifically, a network perspective is
guided by the assumption that the behaviors exhibited by
network members, as well as the structure of the network,
have important consequences for understanding subse-
quent behavior. In the context of delinquency, this sug-
gests that exposure to pro- or anti-delinquent behaviors
will depend upon the structure of the network, the adoles-
cent’s position within the network, and the behaviors
exhibited in the network

In addition, and in contrast to past measurement strate-
gies, a network perspective offers a more desirable mea-
surement strategy whereby the friendship network is
carefully mapped out, responses about behaviors come
directly from the friends’ perspectives, and network homo-
geneity and structure are considered. The beginning point of
network studies involves asking adolescents both to describe
their own behavior and to identify their friends. The second
step involves locating and interviewing the friends, with the
friends describing their own behavior and then identifying
their friends, and so on. In a best-case scenario, all adoles-
cents and friends in the population of adolescents provide
this information. This allows for the links among friends to
be established for the purposes of constructing analytical
friendship networks with identifiable structural properties
and allows researchers to measure friends’ behavior based
on the actual responses of friends themselves.

Add Health Data

Part of the reason the effects of friendship networks on
adolescents’ delinquency has received less attention than it
deserves is that the necessary data have not been available.
Understanding social networks’ influence on adolescent
delinquency requires detailed data on the structure of
friendship networks within a school, for many different
schools. Until recently, the only data that approached these
stringent requirements came from Coleman’s (1961) land-
mark study of social relationship among high school stu-
dents in the 1960s. Fortunately, more recent data are now
available.

Add Health is a nationally representative sample of ado-
lescents in Grades 7 through 12 located within randomly
selected schools in the United States in 1995-1996. The
innovative design of this sample, in particular its emphasis
on the effects of multiple contexts of adolescents’ lives,
allows for an examination of the causes of adolescent

health and health behavior (including delinquency) that
goes considerably beyond prior research.

Adolescents were included in the Add Health study on
the basis of a sampling design that stratified schools by
region, urbanicity, school type, ethnic mix, and size. This
is important because, when used properly, these data allow
findings to be generalized to all adolescents enrolled and
attending middle and senior high schools in the United
States. In addition, the data are longitudinal and currently
consist of three waves of data: an initial in-school ques-
tionnaire followed by three in-home surveys conducted in
1995, 1996, and 2002.

Information collected in the in-school questionnaire is
the critical component of the study for network analyses,
because this is where the friendship networks of school-
age adolescents are measured. In the initial in-school sur-
vey administered in 1994-1995, all students attending
school on the day of the self-administered questionnaire in
each of 132 high schools and middle schools were sur-
veyed. This sample is the basis for the construction of the
measures of friendship network characteristics. To tie all of
the students together in the schools, researchers asked each
student who filled out the in-school questionnaire to nom-
inate up to 5 of his or her closest female and 5 of his or her
closest male friends (for a maximum of 10 friends). They
identified their friends by name from school rosters and
entered a corresponding identification number. Because
each student in the school was interviewed, global net-
works (i.e., school networks connecting all students in the
school) were re-created. The behaviors of friends nomi-
nated by the adolescent, as well as those friends who nom-
inated the adolescent, were matched to the adolescent’s
record, allowing a unique opportunity to assess the actual
effect of friends’ behaviors.

Friendship networks can be defined in various ways
using the Add Health data. For instance, it is possible to
define the network as consisting of those adolescents who
reciprocate the friendship nomination (i.e., the friendship
network contains only adolescents whose friendship ties
sent to others are reciprocated), as containing only those
nominations sent to others (i.e., including only those
friends that the adolescent nominates), as containing only
those nominations received from others (i.e., including as
friends those adolescents in the school who nominated the
adolescent as a friend), or as including both ties sent and
received (i.e., defining the friendship network as including
all of those friends the adolescent nominated as well as
those adolescents in the school who nominated the adoles-
cent in the school). In addition to examining characteristics
of the adolescent’s friendship network (including behavior,
demographics, and structure), these data make it possible
to measure characteristics of the overall school network in
which the adolescent’s friendship network is located.

Following the in-school questionnaire, in-home surveys
were administered to a smaller sample of adolescents selected
from school rosters and involved a longer series of ques-
tions, including items concerning more serious delin-
quency involvement. By the time of the third wave of data



collection, the sample was approaching young adulthood
(i.e., between the ages of 18 and 26). Unfortunately, network
information for all students was available only during the
initial in-school questionnaire. However, for a small number
of schools, network data are available for two points in time.
Because of Add Health’s interest in social networks, there
were 12 schools from which all enrolled students were
selected for the in-home interviews (instead of a random
sample). The 12 schools (2 very large schools and 10 small
schools) have various characteristics, including location in
rural and urban areas, designation as public and private
schools, and differing degrees of ethnic heterogeneity. In
this saturated sample, all adolescents in these schools were
interviewed in depth in their homes. In addition to answer-
ing a series of questions relating to involvement in serious
delinquency, students in these schools also nominated their
closest friends at two points in time (during the first and sec-
ond in-home interviews). These data, therefore, provide a
unique opportunity to study the effect of peer influence
processes over time. More information on the Add Health
data design can be found at the following Web site: http://
www.cpc.unc.edu/projects/addhealth/design.

Applications

Although much is known about the relationships between
delinquency and friends’ behavior, only a few studies pre-
sent detailed information on friendship characteristics
among delinquent adolescents. Warr (1996) examined spe-
cific features of delinquent subgroups, such as group orga-
nization and the instigator role within groups, and
determined that the structure of the group, not an individ-
ual’s attributes, affects which individual instigates delin-
quency. Results from his study also indicate that groups are
more specialized in terms of delinquency involvement than
individuals tend to be, so that most delinquent offenders
belong to multiple groups, with each group specializing in
a smaller range of offenses. This latter finding also high-
lights the multifaceted nature of peer groups; individuals in
school settings can be members of many different friend-
ship groups and face differing degrees of constraint depend-
ing on whether the behavior, norms, and values of the group
coincide or diverge. This is consistent with Dunphy’s (1963)
finding that most adolescents do not belong to a single,
densely knit, isolated friendship group but instead are affil-
iated with many loosely bounded friendship groups with
varying degrees of cohesion and permeability.

Although delinquency is largely a group behavior, there
is evidence that some offenses are more likely to occur in
groups than others. For instance, offenses including the use
of alcohol and marijuana and vandalism are more likely to
be committed in groups compared with offenses such as
assault and shoplifting, which are among the offenses least
likely to be committed in groups (Warr, 1996).

The nature of friendship relations in delinquent versus
nondelinquent networks has also been developed in two
influential studies. Giordano, Cernkovich, and Pugh (1986)
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found that various dimensions of friendship relations do not
differ markedly between delinquent and nondelinquent ado-
lescents. Both delinquent and nondelinquent youth report
similar levels of attachment, intimacy, and contact with
friends. Kandel and Davies (1991) also found few differ-
ences in the quality of friendship relationships among ado-
lescents who did and did not use illicit drugs.

Despite original emphasis on the importance of expo-
sure to definitions or attitudes favorable to law violation,
prior research has consistently indicated that attitude trans-
ference is not the primary mechanism through which
friends influence one another; instead, adolescents appear
more influenced by the behaviors of friends than they are
by friends’ attitudes toward crime (Warr & Stafford, 1991).
Consistent with social learning explanations of peer influ-
ence, these findings suggest that imitation of friends’
behavior and direct reinforcement of behavior by friends
are most important (Akers, 1985).

Even though the studies just described are important for
considering the role of peer relationships for adolescent delin-
quency, they were not able to draw on detailed social network
data to ask more varied questions about the role of friendship
networks. To do this, work using the detailed friendship net-
works available in the Add Health data has begun.

Recent work by Haynie illustrates some of the begin-
ning questions that researchers interested in adolescent
delinquency can address using network data available from
Add Health. A popular issue in the field of criminology
has been trying to understand whether adolescents select
into delinquent peer groups on the basis of their own
behavior (as Gottfredson & Hirschi, 1990, suggested), sup-
porting the common adage that birds of a feather flock
together. If this idea is true, then friendship networks
should exhibit predominately delinquent or nondelinquent
behavior. This, therefore, raises the question: Do adoles-
cents have homogeneous networks in terms of the delin-
quency of their friends?

Using friendship network information available in the
Add Health and a dichotomous measure of delinquency
(1 = yes, adolescent engaged in some delinquency during
the past year; 0 = no delinquency reported), Haynie (2002)
found that adolescents are located in rather heterogeneous
networks in terms of the display of delinquent behavior;
that is, the most common pattern is for adolescents to have
both delinquent and nondelinquent friends in their friend-
ship networks. Specifically, she found that 56% of adoles-
cents are in a mixed network, with both delinquent and
nondelinquent peers; 28% are in an entirely delinquent net-
work; and 16% are in an entirely nondelinquent network.

These findings suggest that peer networks are much more
heterogeneous in terms of exposure to delinquent friends.
Although there is some evidence that delinquents cluster
together, most adolescents in schools have both delinquent
and nondelinquent friends in their networks of close acquain-
tances. This is an important finding that is at odds with
Gottfredson and Hirschi’s (1990) assertion that self-selection
is entirely responsible for the peer—delinquency association,
because the assumption is that there are clearly delineated
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delinquent or nondelinquent networks that adolescents
choose to join. Instead, most adolescents are exposed to
both delinquent and nondelinquent patterns, and the ratio
of these patterns influences behavior. When friendship net-
works contain access to both delinquent and nondelinquent
friends, the network may be less effective in providing clear
behavioral guidelines, cohesive norms, and consistent values
regarding behavioral expectations.

A second common question concerns whether peer
delinquency influences subsequent behavior or instead
results from selection processes or the tendency for ado-
lescents to project their own behaviors onto the peers
whom they think of as their friends. The Add Health data
provide a unique opportunity to address this question,
because, as discussed earlier, the methodological structure
permits the careful definition of friendship networks. With
this approach, results based on the Add Health data suggest
that peer delinquency is associated with an adolescent’s
subsequent delinquency, controlling for prior delinquency;
however, the effect is much smaller than that estimated by
prior research that did not incorporate a network method
and perspectives (Haynie & Osgood, 2005). This finding
suggests that relying on adolescents’ perceptions of
friends’ behavior does introduce substantial same-source
bias that inflates the correlation between friends’ and ado-
lescents’ behavior.

Third, recent work has been able to ask whether net-
work characteristics condition the strength of the peer—
delinquency association. In addition to measures of net-
work behaviors, Add Health data allow for assessment of
the structure of peer networks and the location of an ado-
lescent’s position within the friendship network. Three net-
work characteristics in particular appear to shape the
degree of influence operating in a friendship network:
(1) the density of ties within the network indicating how
cohesive the network is, (2) the centrality of the adoles-
cent’s position in the network, and (3) the popularity of the
adolescent within the network. Specifically, it is expected
that peer delinquency will have a stronger influence on an
adolescent’s behavior when the friendship network is very
dense (i.e., the adolescent’s friends are friends with one
another), when the adolescent is located in a central posi-
tion (vs. a peripheral position at the edge of the network),
or when the adolescent has high prestige in the network
(i.e., when he or she is very popular and receives many
friendship nominations from others in the school). Find-
ings based on the Add Health data suggest that this is
indeed the case. In particular, network density emerges as
an important component of the peer—delinquency associa-
tion, with very cohesive networks promoting greater influ-
ence than networks that are less cohesive (Haynie, 2001).

If delinquency is largely a group phenomenon, then
what would we expect to find in regard to delinquent
behavior for adolescents who are isolated from peers? This
is the interesting question that Kreager (2004) tackled
using Add Health data. Theories reviewed earlier in this
chapter suggest competing hypotheses about these isolated
individuals. According to socialization theories (differential

association and social learning), isolated adolescents will
have limited access to delinquent role models and, as a
result, are expected to engage in low or no amount of
delinquency. In contrast, social control theory would
expect that the lack of attachment to friends would result
in individuals who are more inclined to act on their delin-
quent impulses. Kreager’s results indicate that although
isolation from peer friendships is a rare event (less than 5%
of the sample were friendless), its relationship to delin-
quency is more nuanced than socialization or social con-
trol theories would predict. Isolates who do not report peer
trouble have very low levels of delinquency; however, iso-
lates who also report peer conflict are likely to report
higher levels of delinquency. Therefore, the effect of peer
isolation on delinquency depends on whether adolescents
report peer conflict.

In addition to facilitating examination of the peer—
delinquency association, the Add Health data allow
researchers to examine network behaviors and network
structures as important mediating variables in explaining
outcomes of interest (e.g., delinquency). For instance, in
the criminology literature, there has been a common find-
ing that girls who experience pubertal development earlier
than their peers are at increased risk of engaging in subse-
quent delinquent behavior. One reason for this increased
risk is the differing peer networks in which more devel-
oped versus less developed females find themselves. In
particular, research using the Add Health data has found
that females who experience pubertal development earlier
than their peers do have higher levels of delinquency 1 year
later, but this is because these girls are at heightened risk
of being involved in romantic relationships and because
their friends are engaging in risky behaviors (Haynie,
2003). This suggests that peer networks serve as a mecha-
nism that differently place certain groups of adolescents at
heightened risk of problem behaviors.

Future Directions

This chapter highlights some of the research questions that
have addressed the relationship between peer networks and
delinquency, but it is also important to consider future
research directions that need to be explored further.
Although this chapter has emphasized the important
context of adolescent friendships, future research would
benefit greatly by incorporating multiple dimensions of
potential influence. In particular, the delinquency involve-
ment of other key individuals in youths’ networks, such as
romantic partners, siblings, parents, and neighbors, may
add to our understanding of influence processes. Because
research has highlighted the importance of competing
prosocial and deviant friendships that make up the bulk of
adolescents’ friendships, it likely that other influential per-
sons beyond friends could tilt the ratio of definitions favor-
able versus unfavorable to delinquency involvement.
Incorporating these multiple contexts of adolescents’ lives
into future analyses would also increase our understanding



of the relative risk factors that adolescents face and poten-
tially provide avenues toward reducing these risk factors.

Comparing the strength of influence across relational
contexts also can provide unique insight into adolescents’
overall susceptibility to delinquent patters. One example of
research that incorporated romantic partner behavior is
that by Haynie, Giordano, Manning, and Longmore (2005),
which shows that romantic partners’ delinquency exerts a
unique effect on adolescents’ delinquency, over and
beyond that of friends’ delinquency and control variables.
In addition, recent work has compared the influence of
“best friends” to that of youth considered “close friends”
(Weerman & Smeenk, 2005). Taking this further, it would
be interesting to also consider influence deriving from that
of the overall school network in which adolescents are
enmeshed. Along these lines, future research could iden-
tify the most popular students in the school to determine
whether their behavior is especially influential for other
individuals located in the school (who may or may not be
tied to the most popular students).

Future research should also consider whether and how
peer influence varies across demographic groups, such as
by gender and race. On the basis of studies of homophily
in friendship choice and evidence that race is one of the
most important characteristics that influences which
friendships form, we might expect to find that African
American youth are more likely to be found in mixed net-
works where definitions toward delinquency are less clear-
cut. In terms of susceptibility to delinquency by race, prior
evidence suggests mixed findings. In terms of gender,
research suggests that although girls place more emphasis
on close friendships incorporating intimacy and closeness
than do boys, there is some evidence that boys are more
susceptible to peer influence (Giordano et al., 1986). Other
research suggests that gender differences in peer influence
depend on the sex composition of the friendship network
(Haynie, Steffensmeier, & Bell, 2007).

Another avenue for future research involves incorporat-
ing the school and neighborhood context to better under-
stand how social environments make unique contributions to
the levels and severity of delinquency found among individ-
uals and in their networks. Neighborhood and school envi-
ronments are especially likely to determine the exposure
adolescents have to prosocial or delinquent others. In addi-
tion, school factors such as school size, school disciplinary
practices, school climate, school resources, and school poli-
cies such as tracking are likely to produce environments
more or less conducive to delinquency and/or to place delin-
quent youth in closer proximity to other delinquent youth.
This information would allow researchers to ask whether
delinquent behavior among friends is more likely to occur in
disadvantaged or disorganized schools, for example.

In addition, researchers may be interested in whether
and how characteristics of the overall global school net-
work (e.g., the density of ties, the racial heterogeneity of
ties) influence levels of delinquency in the school. For
instance, this type of information can be used to identify
school characteristics that are most likely to suppress
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delinquency and/or violent behavior in the school, reduce
the transmission of delinquent behavior, and/or decrease
opportunities for high-risk youth to cluster together. In
sum, future research should pay more explicit attention to
the ways that neighborhoods and schools shape adolescent
friendship networks, which in turn provide the contexts in
which peer influences appear to flourish.

Future research should begin to examine how friendship
networks and behavior change over time in school con-
texts. For example, researchers should consider the ques-
tion of what predicts the dissolution of friendship ties over
time. According to socialization theories, an individual’s
behavior is shaped by the group norms to which youth are
exposed. In the case of friendships, what happens when the
behavior in question is not displayed by all members of
the group? The normative influence process could sway the
group’s behavior in favor of or against the behavior in
question. Perhaps there is a tipping point at which it
becomes more likely for the group to adapt the behavior in
question or members who are not displaying the behavior
to select out of the group (i.e., the tie is dissolved). These
are interesting questions that could be addressed using lon-
gitudinal network data available.

Finally, future research needs to attempt to identify the
mechanisms responsible for transmitting peer behavior to
individuals. Although socialization theories suggest a vari-
ety of mechanisms that are potentially responsible,
research has yet to clearly identify the specific ways that
networks influence behavior. For instance, does the effect
of peers on subsequent behavior result from social capital
generated in the group, the modeling of group processes,
increased opportunities for delinquency, deterrence fac-
tors, or a mixture of these mechanisms? Precise identifica-
tion of the mechanism underlying behavioral similarity
may require a different methodological approach.

Conclusion

The purpose of this chapter was to elucidate the importance
of peers and peer networks for understanding adolescent
delinquency and crime. The network framework described
in this chapter emphasizes the social connections among
adolescents that goes considerably beyond prior research,
which has viewed individuals as essentially separate from their
social structure. Instead, the purpose here was to demons-
trate the need for a network reformulation of the peer—
delinquency association that incorporates characteristics of
the friendship network in which adolescents are enmeshed.

As this chapter illustrates, not all adolescents are influ-
enced to the same degree by their peer associations and,
when the patterning of relationships between adolescents
provides more opportunities for interactions among mem-
bers (e.g., when the friendship network contains a higher
proportion of delinquent youth or the network is very cohe-
sive), peer delinquency plays a larger role in the adolescent’s
own delinquency behavior. This positioning in the peer net-
work provides different opportunities for peer interaction,
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resulting in varying exposure to delinquent behavioral mod-
els, communication of delinquent norms, access to informa-
tion on delinquent opportunities, and opportunities for rewards
or deterrents to delinquency.

Because research using network methods and data has
found that the average adolescent is exposed to both delin-
quent and nondelinquent friends and that adolescents’ own
delinquency level is associated with the proportion of
delinquent friends in the network, any intervention policies
that bring delinquent youth together for targeted interven-
tion may have unintended negative consequences. For
instance, these policies are likely to exacerbate problem
behavior if social influence occurs and deviancy training
takes place in these settings (see, e.g., Dishion, Spracklen,
Andrews, & Patterson, 1996). Although network studies of
adolescents are more costly to implement, the findings
emerging from such research suggest that interventions are
more likely to succeed (i.e., to reduce problem behaviors)
if they are able to minimize exposure to delinquent peers.

In addition, identifying adolescents most at risk of
being influenced by peer dynamics and/or transmitting
delinquent behavior to others can be useful information for
policies aimed at reducing delinquent behaviors, because
they can help to identify where school resources may have
the greatest impact. For instance, it may be important not
only to target delinquent peer networks but also to focus on
the delinquent peer networks in which density is high or in
which adolescents are located in central positions.

In sum, the approach of identifying and examining peer
social networks provides a coherent and promising frame-
work for investigating a variety of ways that peers shape
and influence adolescent involvement in delinquency and
crime. This conclusion is consistent with the current
emphasis on the significance of social contexts (e.g.,
neighborhood, school) and suggests that an important con-
text with important implications for adolescents’ behavior
is the peer networks in which youth are embedded.

References and Further Readings

Akers, R. L. (1985). Deviant behavior: A social learning
approach. Belmont, CA: Wadsworth.

Best, R. (1983). We've all got scars. Bloomington: Indiana
University Press.

Brown, B. B. (1990). Peer groups and peer cultures. In
S. S. Feldman & G. R. Elliott (Eds.), At the threshold: The
developing adolescent (pp. 171-196). Cambridge, MA:
Harvard University Press.

Coleman, J. R. (1961). The adolescent society: The social life of the
teenager and its impact on education. Glencoe, IL: Free Press.

Dishion, T., Spracklen, K., Andrews, D., & Patterson, G. (1996).
Deviancy training in male adolescent friendships. Behavior
Therapy, 27, 373-390.

Dunphy, D. (1963). The social structure of urban adolescent peer
groups. Sociometry, 26, 240-246.

Eckert, P. (1989). Jocks and burnouts: Social categories and iden-
tity in the high school. New York: Teachers College Press.

Eder, D. (1985). The cycle of popularity: Interpersonal relations
among female adolescents. Sociology of Education, 58,
154-165.

Eder, D.,, & Enke, J. L. (1991). The structure of gossip:
Opportunities and constraints on collective expression among
adolescents. American Sociological Review, 56, 494-508.

Elliott, D., Ageton, S., & Canter, R. (1979). An integrated per-
spective on delinquent behavior. Journal of Research on
Crime and Delinquency, 16, 3-27.

Giordano, P, Cernkovich, S., & Pugh, M. D. (1986). Friendships and
delinquency. American Journal of Sociology, 91, 1170-1202.

Gottfredson, M., & Hirschi, T. (1990). 4 general theory of crime.
Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press.

Haynie, D. L. (2001). Delinquent peers revisited: Does network
structure matter? American Journal of Sociology, 106,
1013-1057.

Haynie, D. L. (2002). Friendship networks and adolescent delin-
quency: The relative nature of peer delinquency. Journal of
Quantitative Criminology, 18, 99—134.

Haynie, D. L. (2003). Contexts of risk? Explaining the link
between girls’ pubertal development and their delinquency
involvement. Social Forces, 82, 355-397.

Haynie, D. L., Giordano, P, Manning, W., & Longmore, M.
(2005). Adolescent romantic relationships and delinquency
involvement. Criminology, 43, 177-210.

Haynie, D. L., & Osgood, W. D. (2005). Reconsidering peers and
delinquency: How do peers matter? Social Forces, 84,
1107-1128.

Haynie, D. L., Steffensmeier, D., & Bell, K. (2007). Gender and
serious violence: Untangling the role of friendship composi-
tion and peer violence. Youth Violence and Juvenile Justice,
5, 235-253.

Hirschi, T. (1969). Causes of delinquency. Berkeley: University
of California Press.

Kandel, D., & Davies, M. (1991). Friendship networks, intimacy,
and illicit drug use in young adulthood: A comparison of
two competing theories. Criminology, 29, 441-470.

Kreager, D. A. (2004). Strangers in the halls: Isolation and delin-
quency in school networks. Social Forces, 83, 351-390.

Osgood, W. D., Wilson, J., O’Malley, P, Bachman, J., &
Johnston, L. (1996). Routine activities and individual deviant
behavior. American Sociological Review, 61, 635-655.

Shaw, C., & McKay, H. (1942). Juvenile delinquency and urban
areas. Chicago: University of Chicago Press.

Sutherland, E. (1947). Principles of criminology (4th ed.).
Philadelphia: Lippincott.

Thornberry, T. P. (1987). Toward an interactional theory of delin-
quency. Criminology, 25, 863—-891.

Warr, M. (1996). Organization and instigation in delinquent
groups. Criminology, 34, 11-38.

Warr, M. (2002). Companions in crime: The social aspects of crim-
inal conduct. Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press.

Warr, M., & Stafford, M. (1991). The influence of delinquent
peers: What they think or what they do? Criminology, 29,
851-866.

Weerman, F., & Smeenk, W. (2005). Peer similarity in delin-
quency for different types of friends: A comparison using
two measurement methods. Criminology, 43, 499-524.



RAce/EtaNICITY AND CRIME

MATTHEW PATE
State University of New York at Albany

WiLriaMm C. PLOUFFE Jr.

Kutztown University

the course of human history. Early theories of race

assigned numerous social, intellectual, moral, and
physical values to the apparent differences between groups
of people. From the 17th through early 20th centuries, the
study of race was defined in terms of a hierarchy of puta-
tive biological differences. In this era, scholars working
from various social and natural science perspectives devel-
oped “scientific” justifications that were subsequently used
to rationalize the disparate treatment of ethnic, racial, and
social groups. In the decades following World War 11, the
concept of race increasingly came to be understood more as
a social and political construction and less as a matter of
biology. A considerable body of modern theory regards race
as a social mechanism used to preserve unbalanced rela-
tionships of power. In this chapter, readers will encounter a
brief history of race as a subject for social thought, followed
by a review of more recent developments in criminological
theory. Last, a discussion of race as a component of social
policy with specific regard to its place in American legal
history is presented.

Before one can meaningfully discuss the instrumental
properties of race in a social context, a definition of the con-
cept itself must be developed. That said, the reduction of race
to a single essentialist criterion is a difficult, if not impos-
sible, endeavor. Although phenotype or skin color may
strongly inform racial categorization, historically many other
characteristics have been treated as equally determinative.
National or ethnic origin, social class, religion, and language

The meaning of race has changed significantly over

have all been used to identify racially “distinct” groups. Race
is thus invested with a complex social context that depends in
part on the prevailing “common understanding and meaning”
of society (In re Ah Yup, 1878).

Lopez (1994) defined race as follows:

A vast group of people loosely bound together by historically
contingent, socially significant elements of their morphology
and/or ancestry . . . an ongoing, contradictory, self-reinforcing
process subject to the macro forces of social and political
struggle and the micro effects of daily decisions. (p. 3)

Although this is but one scholar’s attempt to capture the
attributes of an admittedly difficult concept, this definition
speaks to the malleability of the term and its predomi-
nantly social, rather than biological, construction.

It is difficult to pinpoint a time in history when theories
of race were first used as a tool to categorize people. Some
scholars argue that the process of racial categorization, as
well as the assignment of relative social values to those cat-
egories, was prevalent by the end of the Middle Ages in
Europe (Winant, 2000) and by the Renaissance in England
(Bartel, 1997). Sweet (1997) made the following argument:

By the time of the Columbian encounter [with the peoples of
the New World] . . . race, and especially skin color, defined
the contours of power relationships. . . . Biological assump-
tions that were familiar to a nineteenth-century Cuban slave
owner would have been recognizable to his fifteenth-century
Spanish counterpart. (p. 166)
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Winant (2000) added the following:

The Crusades and the Inquisition and the Mediterranean slave
trade were important rehearsals for modern systems of racial
differentiation . . . in terms of scale and inexorability, the race
concept only began to attain its familiar meanings at the end
of the middle ages. (p. 45)

Less than a century ago, Italian, Irish, and southern
European immigrants and their descendants were consid-
ered by many other Americans as “non-white” (Ignatiev,
1996). Oxford professor Edward Freeman espoused a
prevalent late 19th-century viewpoint with the statement,
“The best remedy for whatever is amiss in America
would be if every Irishman would kill a Negro and be
hanged for it” (Tucker, 1996, p. 34). The social status of
“whiteness” was eventually conveyed on many of these
immigrant groups on the basis of changes in social agree-
ment regarding their assimilatory potential combined
with the establishment of a racial identity appropriately
distanced from their “blackness.” Lopez (1996) docu-
mented more than four dozen American legal decisions
from 1878 to 1952 in which individuals representing
various nationalities and ethnic groups had their relative
“whiteness” determined in court.

As social and legal conceptions of race have evolved, an
important point has emerged: Race is a matter not just of
discerning group characteristics but of understanding and
demarcating social relationships. The history of scholar-
ship regarding race speaks directly to this point.

A Brief History of Race

The first conflict between one human group against
another is a matter lost to history. Equally distant is the
first enslavement of a defeated people by their con-
querors. Even so, our modern language is peppered with
pejorative terms referencing ancient conflicts. For ins-
tance, we understand colloquially what it is to be a “bar-
barian”; however, most of what we know about the actual
“barbarian races” that plagued Greek and Roman society
comes from the written records of the Greeks and Romans
themselves. The Greek historian Herodotus made the fol-
lowing observation:

Their lust for gold is immense, their love of drink boundless.
Barbarians are without restraint . . . they are given to gross

personal hygiene. . .. Their reproductive energy is inex-
haustible . . . [if] driven back or destroyed, another already
emerges. . . . Indeed, there are no new barbarian peoples. . .

descendents of the same tribes keep appearing. (Wolfram,
1992, pp. 6-7)

As Winston Churchill once quipped, “History is written
by the victors.” In this case, as with many others, the vic-
tory need only be cultural, not military.

Etymologically speaking, the Greek root of the term
barbarian means “strange, foreign or ignorant.” Thus, one
sees that human history has long been shaped both politi-
cally and linguistically by negative reference to a defeated
or marginalized “alien.” This kind of semantic (or actual)
distancing of one group by another has played an impor-
tant part in social policy throughout human history.

One of the first instances when a systematic considera-
tion of race was used to inform modern European public
policy is found in the 17th-century writings of Gottfried
Wilhelm Leibniz. In 1671, Leibniz proposed the Consilium
Aegyptiacum, or “Egyptian Plan” to King Louis XIV of
France. In this scheme, an army of “semi-beasts” com-
posed of slaves taken from “Africa, Arabia, Canada, New
Guinea . . . Ethiopians, Negroes, Canadians, and Hurons”
would be collected and trained as an elite force to be used
for world conquest (Fenves, 2006, p. 14). Interestingly, the
racial classification system Liebniz used relied primarily
on religious distinctions (Christian vs. non-Christian)
instead of phenotype or skin color to justify the enslave-
ment of non-Europeans.

Although Leibniz put forth a very rudimentary theory of
race based on religious and geographical criteria, the first
detailed racial taxonomy of humans was advanced by the
Swedish biological taxonomist Carolus Linnaeus in his
1735 work Systema Naturae (Uppsala Universitet, n.d.).
Linnaeus divided human beings into four distinct categories
based on skin color and geographical origin: (1) Europeaus
(white), (2) Africanus (black), (3) Americanus (red), and
(4) Asiatic (yellow). Each of these categories was described
in terms of personal, mental, and physical attributes said to
typify members of the respective groupings.

In an effort to promulgate a uniform theory of race, the
German medical doctor and physiologist Johann Friedrich
Blumenbach in 1775 proposed a racial classification
scheme that proved very influential even into the modern
era (Zammito, 2006). Blumenbach was vehemently
opposed to viewing groups of humans as “different
species.” He asserted that differences in complexion and
phenotype were caused by climate. Blumenbach also
protested against theories of racial superiority. As he
observed, “[While non-Europeans may be different in
color,] as a whole they seem to agree in many things with
ourselves” (Zammito, 2006, p. 47).

The racial theories of Blumenbach and other social
philosophers gained particular significance during the Age
of Enlightenment. Likewise, the Aristotelian conception of
“natural order” regained intellectual currency; and as an
extension of this ordering, the “inherent” inequalities
therein implied were used to rationalize the subordination
of groups deemed “inferior” (Tucker, 1996, p. 10). Enligh-
tenment thought heralded a move away from an under-
standing of human identity couched in religion and
preservation of the nobility through biological understand-
ings of lineage, to an identity vested in the context of race
(Goldberg, 1993).



Paradoxically, as Malik (1996) argued, Enlightenment
ideals of reason, rationality, and the scientific method do
not necessitate understanding human difference in terms of
race; instead, he contended that Enlightenment faith in rea-
son, empiricism, and human equality were applied to jus-
tify entrenched social inequalities in terms of racial
difference. Even as members of the poorer classes called
for recognition of universal rights, dominant social forces
provided a strong response. Universal rights were seen as
directly oppositional to bourgeoisie notions of capitalism
and the emerging free markets that displaced the old feu-
dal and monarchic order. The inherent inequality stem-
ming from the private ownership of property led thinkers
such as Adam Smith (1789/2003) to conclude a necessity
for limits on and exceptions to “universal equality” as a
means to protect the “natural” rights of propertied classes.

As the world moved through the age of revolution and
into the 19th century, the defense of private property as a
natural right of humankind necessarily required a more
nuanced concept of social equality. More than at any
point in human history, a fundamental paradigm shift was
poised to take place. The divide between a person’s nat-
ural right to social equality and freedom versus the nat-
ural right to own private property came to foment over the
issue of slavery. Slavery was regarded as a form of private
property and took its primary justification not on grounds
of racial inequality per se but as a matter of economic
necessity. Slavery was regarded as a “necessary evil” to
support general economic progress and provide opportu-
nities for poorer whites (Malik, 1996, p. 67). As dis-
cussed in a following section, the American experience of
reconciling these interests has been as troubled and pro-
tracted in the courts as it was bloody on the battlefields
of the Civil War.

The preceding treatment of race as an evolving social
construct demonstrates several fundamental relationships
that social scientists in the 20th and 21st centuries have
used to examine race, crime, and social policy. First, the
distinctions of race have, from first delineation, been used
to inform public policy. Second, science has repeatedly
been called upon to justify, with reference to “natural
order” or “necessity,” the social and economic hierarchies
present in society. Last, numerous criteria, including skin
color, phenotype, religion, language, social class, geo-
graphic origin, and so on, have been used to substantiate
purported racial differences and the social inequities pred-
icated thereon.

Race and Modern Criminological Theory

Although an arguable amount of progress has been made
in the general academic treatment of race, the intersection
of race and crime still proves to be a problematic topic for
social science. As Sampson and Wilson (1995) stated, “The
discussion of race and crime is mired in an unproductive
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mix of controversy and silence . .. criminologists are
loathe to speak...for fear of being misunderstood or
labeled racist” (p. 37) Nonetheless, the disproportionate
involvement of minorities with crime, both as victims and
perpetrators, demands a systematic and balanced explo-
ration. Many social scientists (Mann, 1993; Stark, 1990)
complicate the matter with assertions that the perceived
differential between groups with regard to crime is reducible
to either systematized bias or unreliable/misapplied sta-
tistics. To counter, a number of scholars (Hawkins, 1986;
Hindelang, 1978; Katz, 1988; Sampson & Wilson, 1995)
have provided arguments that both acknowledge the differ-
entials while furthering the etiological debate.

As the preceding discussion implies, there are many
divergent perspectives on the matter of race and crime.
Accordingly, there is little broad agreement on many of the
fundamental aspects of the issue. This said, it is instructive
to consider some general theoretical categories of scholar-
ship and how each has addressed the problem.

Among the oldest body of work that considers the mat-
ter of race and crime may be those which are described as
sociobiological theories. These theories generally posit
that criminality (or the proclivity thereto) is a matter of
hereditary, genetic, or physiological flaw. Perhaps the most
well-known of these is the work of Cesare Lombroso.
Lombroso (1912/2006) proposed that criminals were a
kind of evolutionary throwback to a more primitive condi-
tion: “The criminal is an atavistic being, a relic of a van-
ished race...a return to characteristics peculiar to
primitive savages” (p. 21). Lombroso’s work spawned an
examination of theorized physiological and psychological
differences between criminals and ‘“normal” people.
Lombroso famously observed that “many criminals have
outstanding ears, abundant hair, a sparse beard, enormous
frontal sinuses and jaws, a square and projecting chin,
broad cheekbones, frequent gestures, in fact a type resem-
bling the Mongolian and sometimes the Negro” (p. 29)

In more recent years, Jeffery (1979, 1990) and Fishbein
(1990) have proposed a revised version of sociobiological
criminological theory. Jeffery’s (1990) work in particular
concerns the interaction of genetics with environmental
forces: “Genes influence behavior through pathway mech-
anisms such as the brain, brain chemistry and hormonal
systems, all in interaction with one another and with the
environment” (p. 184). Balkan, Berger and Schmidt (1980)
were highly critical of this approach, calling it “a continu-
ation of the tradition of looking for individual biological
basis of criminal behavior” (pp. 18—19). Although Jeffery
never expressly addressed race, adherents to the perspec-
tive nonetheless have cautioned against “the premature
application of biological findings” (Fishbein, 1990, p. 55).

An individual-level theory that does expressly con-
sider race is found in the work of Poussaint (1972).
Poussaint’s theories consider the impact of rage and low
self-esteem as conditioned by the African American expe-
rience: “Many of the problems in the Black community
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are related to institutional racism, which fosters a chronic
lack of Black self-respect, predisposing many poor
Blacks to behave self-destructively and with uncontrol-
lable rage” (p. 163). The “incessant ... [irritation] of
the black man’s psyche” (Guterman, 1972, p. 231) and
“estrangement, cynicism and expectations of double-
dealing” (Heilbrun & Heilbrun, 1977, p. 370) add sup-
port to frustration—aggression theory. Likewise, Bernard
(1990, p. 74) refined the perspective by suggesting that
social factors such as urban environment, low social posi-
tion, and discrimination exacerbate the conditions noted
in previous studies. As Bernard’s work suggests, under-
standing the interplay between the individual and his or
her environment is important in assessing the relationship
between crime and race.

Moving beyond individual-level theories, a number of
perspectives have considered the impact of culture and the
broader social environment in their explanations of crime
and race. Hereto, there exists considerable debate. As
Sampson and Wilson (1995) stated, “[Criminologists] have
reduced the race-crime debate to simplistic arguments
about culture versus social structure” (p. 38). As Sampson
and Wilson correctly identified, the discourse is funda-
mentally one couched in either a “relative deprivation”
structuralist hypothesis as typified by Blau and Blau
(1982) or an equally unsatisfying cultural focus on “an
indigenous culture” of ghetto violence offered by
Wolfgang and Ferracuti (1967).

Of the two, the subculture-of-violence perspective is
arguably the more widely discussed. In their elaboration
of the theory, Wolfgang and Ferracuti (1967) sought to
explain minority violence in terms of dominant subcul-
tural values, which include “a potent theme of violence”
that is transmitted through “lifestyle, the socialization
process, [and] the interpersonal relationships of individu-
als living in similar conditions” (p. 140). A more recent
explication of the subculture-of-violence perspective
came from Luckenbill and Doyle (1989), who put forth
the hypothesis that “young adults, males, blacks, lower
income persons, and urban and southern residents are
more likely than their respective counterparts to name a
negative outcome, to claim reparation and to persevere
and use force in resolving a dispute” (p. 425).

The subculture-of-violence perspective has garnered a
substantial amount of criticism. Mann and Selva (1979)
criticized the perspective for its over-focus on “the street
lifestyle.” Haft-Picker (1980) summarized a number of
concerns with her statement that “criminologists no longer
agree on what the subculture of violence actually is or
whether it exists at all” (p. 181).

In many regards, ecological theories of crime overcome
the problems inherent to individual-level and subcultural
explanations. As a general construct, ecological theories
seek to identify and understand those features of commu-
nities, in particular urban communities that produce differ-
ential rates of crime (Bursik, 1988; Byrne & Sampson,
1986; Sampson & Wilson, 1995; Short, 1985). In particular,

the community-level approach first elucidated by Shaw
and McKay (1942/1969) identifies three structural factors
that contribute most strongly to juvenile delinquency:
(1) low economic status, (2) ethnic heterogeneity, and
(3) residential mobility. Perhaps their most prescient
finding was their demonstration that high rates of delin-
quency persisted in certain areas irrespective of popula-
tion turnover. This finding led Shaw and McKay to reject
individualistic theories of delinquent behavior in favor of
studying the process of intergenerational transmission
of delinquency (and crime generally) in more socially
disorganized areas (p. 320). Shaw and McKay directly
refuted contemporary theorists (i.e., Jonassen, 1949) who
argued that ethnicity had a direct effect on observed rates
of delinquent behavior.

As pertains specifically to considerations of race, the
social disorganization perspective founded largely in the
work of Shaw and McKay (1942/1969) continues to be
among the most fecund in the study of crime. Of particu-
lar note is the work of Messner and Sampson (1991),
Sampson (1987), Sullivan (1989), and Meares (1998) on
the influence of family structure and disruption in minor-
ity communities.

Perhaps the most damaging criticism of the social dis-
organization perspective, namely, that it is founded in cir-
cular reasoning, was summarized by Bohm (1997): “That
is, social disorganization is the cause of delinquency, and
delinquency is an indicator of social disorganization”
(p. 78). Bohm also noted that the social disorganization
perspective fails to account for high crime rates in stable
working-class communities.

The work of Blau and Blau (1982), mentioned earlier,
has inspired explanations of crime through the lens of eco-
nomic and racial inequality. The influence of extralegal
factors (e.g., economic inequality) on the social control of
crime is the focus of considerable scholarly debate. The
mass of the discourse is built around issues of race and
social class examined from a conflict perspective (Eitle,
D’Alessio, & Stolzenberg, 2002, p. 557). Liska (1987)
asserted that “law making is assumed to reflect the inter-
ests of the powerful; those activities are criminalized that
threaten their interests” (p. 77) Racial threat theory
expands on the conflict perspective to suggest that law vio-
lations by racial minorities can be perceived as particularly
threatening to those in power and will therefore be met
with greater force (Liska, 1987, p. 77).

Blalock (1967) is generally viewed as the primary expo-
nent of racial threat theory. Blalock argued that one may
use the relative minority population size to predict the
ways in which a majority population will exercise social
control. According to his perspective, as the percentage of
non-whites increases, they are perceived to constitute a
political and economic threat to the white majority. The
growing minority in essence “forces” members of the
white majority to compete for jobs and other economic
resources. As the minority population grows, it competes
with whites for social resources, such as political power.



Racial discrimination is, according to this perspective, an
attempt by whites to subvert racial minority efforts to exer-
cise power. As an extension of this perspective, those
things that become criminalized, and the ways in which the
criminal justice system is structured to respond, reflects
the interests of the majority population and its attempts to
preserve social power.

Numerous studies support the conclusion that the size
of the minority population influences social control (Bobo,
1983; Chamlin, 1989; Fossett & Kiecolt, 1989; Giles &
Evans, 1986; Giles & Hertz, 1994; Glaser, 1994; Matthews
& Prothro, 1966; Taylor, 1998; Wright, 1977). Despite this
consensus, critics have identified a number of problems
that undercut the racial threat perspective.

Liska (1987, p. 78) provided one of the more damaging
critiques. Citing problems of “epistemic and theoretical
linkage,” he contended that theorists have generally failed
to properly operationalize and connect concepts such as
“ruling class interests” and “threat.” Moreover, he held that
the problems extend throughout the literature, for the fol-
lowing reasons:

Because the critical causal variables are not well defined,
theoretically and operationally, and are not clearly linked to
each other in the form of propositions or a causal model,
the relevant research literature is also not well defined and
integrated. (p. 78)

As readers can see, there are numerous theoretical per-
spectives through which one might approach the topic of
race and crime. Each contributes to the broader under-
standing of the matter while presenting methodological or
structural issues that remain to be reconciled. In this, one
may view the body of criminological theory as a continu-
ally evolving construct. As readers will see in the follow-
ing section, this metaphor of evolution also fits the history
of American legal process with regard to race.

Race in American Legal History

One of the most difficult areas of American legal and polit-
ical history has been the conjunction of race and crime.
Matters of race have tainted legal proceedings and enforce-
ment of the criminal law since before the founding of the
United States of America. An examination of constitu-
tional, judicial, and legislative history provides an under-
standing of how a person’s race has determined the extent
of justice individuals were or were not allowed.

Before the Civil War

The U.S. Constitution, as originally enacted, recognized
that those persons who were not free (i.e., slaves) were not
endowed with the full rights of citizenship. For example, in
determinations of congressional representation, slaves
counted as only three fifths of a free person (U.S. Const.,
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Art. 1, Sec. 2, Cl. 3). Furthermore, when a slave escaped
the captivity of a state permitting slavery, the law man-
dated the slave’s return to the slave state (U.S. Const., Art.
IV, Sec. 2, Cl. 3).

Not until after the Civil War was the institution of
slavery effectively abolished in the United States. The
Thirteenth Amendment, which prohibits slavery, was
enacted in 1865. This was followed shortly by enactment
of the Fourteenth Amendment in 1868. The Fourteenth
Amendment was extremely important in that it guaran-
teed “equal protection of the law to all persons; and that
no person shall be deprived of life, liberty, or property
without due process of law.” It further mandated that
these principles were applicable to the states and not just
to the federal government. Combined with the Thirteenth
and Fifteenth Amendments, the Fourteenth Amendment
was a statement of principle that race should not be a
factor in denying any person justice. Moreover, the
Thirteenth and Fourteenth Amendments, taken together,
obviated the unequal three-fifths rule for determining the
number of congressional representatives. The Fourteenth
Amendment, did, however, stipulate that the required
population count “[exclude] Indians not taxed.” With the
adoption of the Fifteenth Amendment in 1870, the right
to vote was guaranteed to all men over 21 years of age,
regardless of race.

Such constitutional statements of principle were
admirable improvements, but meaningful execution of pol-
icy was entirely another matter. In the decade following the
Civil War, Congress took a number of steps to put policy
into action. Congress passed the Civil Rights Act of 1866
(14 Stat. 27), which mandated equal property rights for all
persons regardless of race. The Civil Rights Act of 1870
(42 US.C. § 1981) granted the right to contract to all per-
sons regardless of race. It also provided criminal penalties
for certain civil rights violations. The Civil Rights Act of
1871, also known as the Ku Klux Klan Act, provided for a
civil action: to enforce violations of civil rights by the gov-
ernment (42 U.S.C. § 1983), to obtain damages for con-
spiracies to violate civil rights (42 U.S.C. § 1985), and to
obtain damages for negligence in preventing civil rights
violations (42 U.S.C. § 1986). Furthermore, the Congress
enacted the Civil Rights Act of 1875, which prohibited
racial discrimination in inns, public conveyances, and
places of public amusement, for which criminal penalties
were applied for violations.

Even before the enactment of the U.S. Constitution and
the Bill of Rights, race was linked to many injustices in
criminal law enforcement in America. One of the more
well-known early criminal cases involving slaves was the
“Great Negro Plot” of 1741 (DiCanio, 1994). A number of
African Americans were convicted of theft and conspiring
to commit arson and murder. On the basis of what would
now be regarded as inadmissible and hearsay evidence,
70 African Americans were banished from the American
colonies to Africa, 16 were hanged, and 13 were burned at
the stake. A small number of whites were also punished.
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This was not the last time that such evidence would be
used to convict racial minorities.

Despite the enactment of the Bill of Rights, racial
minorities were continuously denied the same rights
accorded to whites. For example, slaves were frequently
denied the right to testify in court. The tension between the
North and South concerning slavery continued to fester
and was only temporarily mollified by the Missouri
Compromise of 1820, an act intended to regulate the
spread of slavery in the western territories.

Perhaps paradoxically, American history contains sev-
eral instances in which justice was done, albeit for unusual
reasons. One such example involved the schooner Amistad.
A slave, Joseph Cinque, and 49 others, were purchased in
Havana, Cuba, and placed on the Amistad for delivery to a
Cuban plantation. Cinque and other slaves revolted, killing
the captain and members of the crew. They eventually
arrived in New York City, where they were charged with
murder and piracy in 1839. Although eventually acquitted,
the acquittal was granted under property law instead of
criminal law. The decision was based on the grounds that
Cinque and his codefendants were not legally “property”
and had been illegally enslaved in Africa. Thus, Cinque and
the other slaves had both a valid defense to the criminal
charges as well as the right to free themselves (Christianson,
1994a; U.S. v. The Schooner Amistad, 1841).

Despite rare decisions like that of the case of Joseph
Cinque, the concept of racial inferiority remained perva-
sive. In the infamous Dred Scott decision of 1856, the U.S.
Supreme Court reaffirmed the idea that African Americans
were inferior as a race (Scott v. Sanford, 1857). Scott, an
African American slave, had been taken by his owner from
a slave state to a free state and brought suit in Missouri to
gain his freedom. Although Scott won at trial, the Missouri
Supreme Court and the U.S. Supreme Court both held that
Scott was property and thus was still a slave (Christianson,
1994b; Hall, 2005). This decision reinforced the position
in the United States that actions taken against slaves,
which would otherwise be criminal if committed against
whites, were not criminal acts.

No discussion of the issue of race and crime would be
complete without mentioning John Brown. In 1859,
Brown, an ardent abolitionist, attempted to arm and start a
revolt among southern slaves. He and his followers seized
the federal arsenal at Harpers Ferry, Virginia. After a brief
siege, Brown and his followers were captured. Brown was
tried in Virginia for charges of insurrection and murder. He
was found guilty and hanged (Christianson, 1994c). This
case illustrates how, throughout American history, race
permeates not just the criminal trials of racial minorities
but the trials of whites trying to defend racial minorities.

Civil War Era

Within a few years of the John Brown revolt, the Civil
War started. After the defeat of the Confederacy, the
Thirteenth, Fourteenth, and Fifteenth Amendments to the

U.S. Constitution were enacted. Reconstruction began in
the South, ostensibly as a means to protect the former
slaves. Many gains were made for the former slaves.
However, Reconstruction, which was essentially adminis-
tered by the military during the early years after the Civil
War, caused a great deal of resentment among southern
whites. As a result, lynching and other racially motivated
crimes were commonplace (Foner, 1988).

In 1873, in Louisiana, a number of African Americans
were lynched concerning voting in a state election. The
State of Louisiana, for unknown reasons, failed to prose-
cute the murder suspects. The U.S. Attorney, seeking to
enforce the Civil Rights Act of 1870, indicted more than
100 people for various crimes, including conspiracy.
Eight of the suspects went to trial, three of whom were
found guilty. They appealed to the U.S. Supreme Court,
which reversed the convictions, finding that the indict-
ments were technically insufficient, although some
authorities are of the opinion that the reversal was based
more on the posture that the criminal charges were more
properly brought in state court (United States v.
Cruikshank, 1875; Hall, 2005).

This setback notwithstanding, a number of criminal
cases were brought against private individuals for discrim-
ination. Several of these cases came to the U.S. Supreme
Court in 1882. In a combined decision, known as the
“Civil Rights Cases,” the Supreme Court struck down part
of the Civil Rights Act of 1875, finding that Congress did
not have the authority to enact such criminal laws (The
Civil Rights Cases, 1883; Hall, 2005). These decisions,
United States v. Cruikshank (1875) and the Civil Rights
Cases (1883), effectively squelched the hope for equal
rights for racial minorities, in both civil and criminal
actions, in America for almost a century.

After the Civil War: Jim Crow Laws

In the wake of the Cruikshank and the Civil Rights
Cases, a long interregnum in the South began. So-called
Jim Crow laws were enacted all across the South and in the
North (Klarman, 2004). Jim Crow laws were statutes
enacted to enforce segregation between the white and
minority populations. These laws covered almost every
aspect of life, including public facilities, restaurants, pub-
lic transportation, health care, education, employment, and
social relationships. Violation of Jim Crow laws frequently
resulted in criminal prosecution.

Enforcement of Jim Crow laws came to a head in 1896
with the one of the most infamous Supreme Court deci-
sions: Plessy v. Ferguson (1896). Plessy, an African
American, had purchased a ticket on a train within the
State of Louisiana. He entered a car reserved for whites.
Plessy was arrested, taken to jail, prosecuted, and found
guilty. Plessy appealed to the U.S. Supreme Court, which,
in essence, placed its seal of approval on de facto racial
discrimination, by approving the doctrine of “separate
but equal” and affirming Plessy’s conviction. The



Supreme Court ignored the fact that accommodations for
African Americans were almost never equal and that it
was impossible for African Americans to enforce any
equality of treatment. Justice John Marshall Harlan, quite
presciently, dissenting in the Plessy decision, noted that
Plessy would be become as pernicious as the Dred Scott
decision (Hall, 2005).

Through the early 1900s, racial minorities rarely
received due process in criminal trials. Despite the prob-
lems, Congress made attempts to enforce civil rights
through legislation. For example, it was a crime for gov-
ernment officials to engage in a conspiracy to violate civil
rights or to deprive a person of his or her civil rights under
the color of law (18 U.S.C. §§ 241, 242, 35 Stat. 1092,
1909). Well intended as they may have been, these statutes
were rarely enforced. This situation was aggravated by the
rapid postwar increase in membership and influence of the
virulently racist Ku Klux Klan (McLean, 1995). Despite
these problems, there was still the occasional victory, but
usually at great cost.

A noted example occurred during 1919 as a result of
race riots in Elaine, Arkansas. A number of sharecropping
African Americans held meetings in at the Hoop Spur
Church to organize protection from extortive practices of
white landowners. In response, the white landowners
attacked the sharecroppers. During the clashes, between
100 and 200 African Americans and 5 whites died. A num-
ber of African American men were arrested and charged
with murder. A “Committee of Seven” whites was ap-
pointed to investigate the matter. A lynch mob marched on
the jail. The National Guard was summoned in to protect
the African Americans. Although the defendants were
shielded from the anger of the lynch mob, the subsequent
trial was hardly fairer. Witnesses were tortured to compel
testimony against the accused. An attorney was appointed
for them, but he did not meet with the men before trial. He
did not challenge any juror, nor did he ask for separate tri-
als. Moreover, he called no witnesses for the defense, even
though they were available. In a 45-minute trial, with the
jury deliberating less than 5 minutes, 6 African Americans
were found guilty and sentenced to death. Appeals
through the Arkansas courts were unsuccessful. Suit for a
writ of habeas corpus brought in the federal district court
in Arkansas was likewise unsuccessful. Not until the U.S.
Supreme Court decided the matter in 1923 was a writ of
habeas corpus granted for the wrongful conviction
(Moore v. Dempsey, 1923; Hall, 2005; Ryan, 1994a). The
Moore v. Dempsey decision foreshadowed changes to
come concerning race and the criminal justice system. It
was not enough, however, to prevent one of the gravest
racially tainted miscarriages of American justice: the
Scottsboro Boys cases.

In Scottsboro, Alabama, in 1931, nine African American
youth were accused of rape by two white women. The mood
of the local community was ugly, and the National Guard
had to be called to prevent the defendants from being
lynched. At trial, the judge, after stating that he would
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appoint any attorney in the country to represent the defen-
dants, appointed an attorney who was a renowned alco-
holic. Despite the lack of inculpatory medical evidence, the
Scottsboro Boys were all convicted and sentenced to death
save for one, who was granted a new trial. The Alabama
courts denied the appeals. The U.S. Supreme Court
reversed the convictions for a violation of due process con-
cerning the appointment of the defense attorney (Hall,
2005; Ryan, 1994b).

A second trial in the Alabama courts was scheduled.
One of the Scottsboro Boys was again convicted. He was
convicted in spite of the following facts: One of the alleged
victims recanted, the other victim had been found to have
been convicted several times of adultery and fornication,
two of the boys had physical limitations preventing them
from raping the alleged victims, and the medical evidence
again showed that the alleged victims had not been raped.
The trial judge set aside the jury’s judgment and recused
himself under pressure from the attorney general and the
chief justice (Hall, 2005; Ryan, 1994b).

A third trial for the Scottsboro Boys in the Alabama
courts was held in 1936. Convictions were again obtained.
An appeal to the U.S. Supreme Court resulted in a reversal
because African Americans had been excluded from jury
duty (Hall, 2005; Ryan, 1994b). Even so, a fourth trial was
held in Alabama in 1937. Four of the Scottsboro Boys were
found guilty of rape. One was found guilty of stabbing a
deputy during a jail transfer, and the charges against the
remaining four were dropped when a new prosecutor was
placed in office. The Alabama governor, cognizant of pub-
lic opinion, refused to grant a clemency petition after he
agreed that “all were guilty or all should be freed” (Hall,
2005; Ryan, 1994b). The Scottsboro Boys case has been
considered to be perhaps the ultimate example of racial
discrimination and the denial of due process in the
American criminal justice system.

During World War II, race became an issue in what is
probably one of the most shameful events in American
history. More than 100,000 Japanese Americans on the
West Coast were rounded up and herded into the American
version of concentration camps based solely on their race,
on the assumption that they might possibly be spies. Even
though American officials admitted that there had not
been a single case of espionage involving Japanese
Americans, the internments continued. Indeed, Japanese
Americans volunteered for combat duty in Europe against
the Nazis and, in the 442nd Nisei Regiment, amassed
numerous battle honors, but still innocent Japanese
Americans were criminally prosecuted for failing to
report for internment (Irons, 1983; Korematsu v. United
States, 1944). Indeed, in the Korematsu decision,
a dissenting justice, Frank Murphy, accused the nation
of falling into the ugly abyss of racism and compared
the United States to Nazi Germany. Only later in the cen-
tury, when Fred Korematsu brought a civil suit, were
the Japanese Americans finally vindicated (Korematsu v.
United States, 1984).



140 ¢ CORRELATES OF CRIME AND VICTIMIZATION

Although not a criminal case, Brown v. Board of
Education (1954) highlights the status of racial minorities
in America up to the 1950s. Linda Brown, a young African
American girl, was denied enrollment in a white school in
Topeka, Kansas, and was required to travel a long distance
to attend a black school. Brown brought suit. The lower
courts, relying on the decision in Plessy v. Ferguson
(1896), denied the suit. Brown appealed to the U.S.
Supreme Court. In 1954, the Supreme Court overruled
Plessy and rejected the doctrine of separate but equal,
deciding that segregation was inherently unequal (Brown
v. Board of Education, 1954; Hall, 2005).

The 1960s to the Present

The 1960s were a significant period of upheaval and
change in society and for minorities in the American justice
system. With broad changes such as the Civil Rights Act of
1964 (Pub. Law 88-352, 78 Stat. 241) and the National
Voting Rights Act of 1965 (42 U.S.C. § 1973-1973aa-6),
the legal landscape slowly adapted to the realities of past
injustices. A number of criminal cases decided by the U.S.
Supreme Court under Chief Justice Earl Warren added to
this change (Schwartz, 1996). During 1961, the Supreme
Court decided the case of Mapp v. Ohio (1961). By its
decision in Mapp, the U.S. Supreme Court overruled Wolf
v. Colorado and held that the exclusionary rule—that evi-
dence seized in violation of the Fourth Amendment was
held inadmissible in both state and federal criminal
proceedings—was directly applicable to the states.
However, the Mapp decision is also important in regard to
the issue of race and the criminal justice system. The defen-
dant, Dollree Mapp, was an African American woman
whose house was illegally searched without a warrant. The
Mapp decision was the first landmark decision concerning
the universal application of a constitutional rule of criminal
procedure involving a racial minority (Long, 2006).

The 1960s also saw the decision of the U.S. Supreme
Court in Miranda v. Arizona (1966). Ernesto Miranda was
a Hispanic man arrested for rape and kidnapping. He was
not well educated. Despite maintaining his innocence, after
police interrogation Miranda signed a confession that led
to his conviction. Miranda subsequently appealed, and the
U.S. Supreme Court ruled that police had to advise sus-
pects of their rights, to include access to counsel, before
interrogation. The Miranda decision reinforced the princi-
ple that even the lowliest person was entitled to the rights
of criminal procedure guaranteed by the Constitution and
the Bill of Rights and that minorities should be given equal
protection of the law (Hall, 2005).

Capitalizing on these principles, under Chief Justice
Warren, the U.S. Supreme Court expressly overruled a
number of the Jim Crow laws enacted in the late 19th and
early 20th centuries. In McLaughlin v. Florida (1964) and
Loving v. Virginia (1967), the Warren Court struck down
laws that criminalized interracial marriage.

Although not directly concerning criminal prosecution,
a decision of the Warren Court in 1961 allowed those per-
sons who suffered violations of their civil rights in the con-
text of criminal investigations and prosecutions to seek
civil relief under the Civil Rights Act of 1871 and 42 U.S.C.
1983. In Monroe v. Pape (1961), the U.S. Supreme Court
allowed civil rights suits against government officials to be
brought for damages. This was an extraordinary decision
that breathed life into the Civil Rights Act of 1871 and 42
U.S.C. § 1983, which had been rarely used since its enact-
ment almost a century before. Since that decision, suits
brought under these laws have limited the powers of the
government to enforce criminal law and required the more
just and equitable application of the criminal law for
minorities under the equal protection and due process
clauses of the Fourteenth Amendment.

Many more civil rights laws were passed in the 1960s.
Relative to criminal law, one of the most important was
probably 18 U.S.C. § 245, which criminalized both private
and public discrimination (Pub. Law 90-284, 82 Stat. 73,
1968). This statute was, in essence, another attempt to
make such discrimination criminally illegal, as was done
with the Civil Rights Acts of 1870 and 1871, which had
been undermined by previous Supreme Court decisions.

Despite the myriad legislation and judicial decisions
recognizing the inappropriateness of race as a factor for
limiting a person’s rights, law enforcement agencies con-
tinued to use race as a factor. Among the most notorious
examples of this is a Federal Bureau of Investigation pro-
gram known as COINTELPRO. This program, along with
others, resulted in the illegal surveillance and harass-
ment of Martin Luther King and the Black Panther Party
(Burnham, 1996).

Any review of race and crime in the United States must
include a discussion of the death penalty. It is undisputed
that in the American criminal justice system, African
Americans are executed at a rate much greater than whites.
[Nlustrative of the problem is the case of Furman v. Georgia
(1972). Mark Furman, a young African American man, was
charged with murder subsequent to burglarizing a home and
killing the homeowner who had interrupted the burglary.

Furman, both indigent and with psychological prob-
lems, received a court-appointed lawyer, who was paid
$150. Upon his conviction, Furman appealed. The U.S.
Supreme Court found that the death penalty was dispro-
portionately applied to racial minorities and overturned the
conviction. Although the Furman decision did not invali-
date the death penalty, it restricted its application. Within a
few years, the Supreme Court, in its decision in Gregg v.
Georgia (1976), added additional restrictions on the death
penalty and its application to minority groups (Gregg v.
Georgia, 1976; Hall, 2005).

Obviously, all the problems concerning race and the
criminal justice system were not resolved in the 1960s and
1970s. The Supreme Court has repeatedly heard cases
alleging racial discrimination. In the 1980s, the U.S.



Supreme Court addressed the issue of exclusion of jurors
on the basis of race. Even though each party (i.e., prosecu-
tor and defendant) has the right to exercise a certain num-
ber of peremptory challenges to a juror for which a reason
does not have to be given, the court ruled that it was uncon-
stitutional to use such challenges against jurors on the
basis of race (Batson v. Kentucky, 1986).

Race continued to be a troublesome issue for law
enforcement in the 1990s. The Rodney King case provides
a well-known example. King was arrested in 1991 and dur-
ing the arrest was beaten by a number of California police
officers. The officers were acquitted in state court of crim-
inal charges. However, they were subsequently indicted in
federal court for criminal civil rights violations under
18 U.S.C. § 242. Two of the officers were found guilty and
sentenced to prison (Koon v. United States, 1996). The
King incident highlighted what many minorities assert is
the continuing unequal treatment afforded to racial minori-
ties in the enforcement of the criminal law.

Furthermore, in the 1990s, criminal law enforcement
was taken to task for the unequal enforcement in what is
commonly known as the “driving while black” lawsuit
(Maryland State Conference of the NAACP v. Maryland
State Police, 1998). A number of law enforcement agen-
cies engaged in the practice of racial profiling, whereby a
person is be suspected of committing a crime simply on the
basis of—or in part because of—his or her race. Lawsuits
such as this, combined with public and political pressure,
have reduced the incidence of such law enforcement prac-
tices, but they still exist.

Even today, during the early part of the 21st century,
matters of race continue to plague the criminal justice sys-
tem. For example, for decades the rate and extent of incar-
ceration of racial minorities in prison have far exceeded
the imprisonment rate and extent of whites.

History indisputably shows that race has been and still
is a significant factor in the enforcement of the criminal
law in the United States. With the Warren Court in the
1960s, significant improvements to the criminal justice
system concerning its intersection with race have been
made. There has been moderate, if only minimal improve-
ment since that time, with the changing of the political
environment and the U.S. Supreme Court to a more conser-
vative perspective. As a matter of law and policy, the issue
of race in the criminal justice system has witnessed posi-
tive changes, but there remains much to be done to ensure
racial equality in the American criminal justice system.
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n impressive research literature that identifies
Alinkages between religion and a wide range of

attitudes, behaviors, and life events has emerged.
This research suggests that religiosity—a cognitive and
behavioral commitment to organized religion—is associ-
ated with factors such as interpersonal friendliness; psy-
chological and physical well-being; comfort for those who
face difficult life situations, such as family problems,
divorce, and unemployment; marital happiness; participa-
tion in politics and political movements; and volunteering
in community organizations. A recurrent theme in this lit-
erature is that religion may operate as a social force for
reducing negative behaviors and for increasing positive
behaviors.

The relationship between religion and crime, however,
is not as straightforward. Research on this topic since the
1960s has yielded widely varying results. Whereas many
studies have found that religion is significantly related to a
host of crime-related factors, others have found no rela-
tionship. This chapter is designed to introduce readers to
the extensive literature on religion and crime. It is orga-
nized along three dimensions. First, research on the rela-
tionship between religion and the commission of criminal
and deviant acts is discussed. Second, research on religion
in the prison context is reviewed. Third, research on the
relationship between religion and crime control attitudes is
presented.
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Religion and Criminal or Deviant Behaviors

Researchers have long sought to understand the relation-
ship between religion and the commission of criminal or
deviant behaviors. French sociologist Emile Durkheim
(1897) was one of the first to consider this topic.
Durkheim believed that religion operated as a social force
such that greater levels of religious commitment should
lead to reduced negative behaviors. Before the empirical
research on this topic is discussed, the important question
to address is how religion may reduce criminal or deviant
behaviors. The answer lies in insights drawn from social
capital theory (Coleman, 1988) and social control theory
(Hirschi, 1969). Many researchers contend that religious
involvement may create social networks and emotional
support that will constrain criminal behavior. Religious
individuals tend to be bonded to religious institutions that
provide informal social control over their behaviors. The
behavior of individuals with higher levels of religiosity is
thought to be guided by the sanctions derived from reli-
gion. According to this logic, religiosity may operate as a
shield against negative behaviors such as crime and
deviance by creating and reinforcing social networks and
social bonds.

Closely related to the avoidance of criminal and deviant
behaviors is the promotion of prosocial behaviors.
Christopher Ellison (1992) contended that religiosity may



be linked with prosocial behaviors for two key reasons.
First, individuals with higher levels of religious commit-
ment are more likely to engage in religious role-taking
such that they interact with others according to their per-
ceptions of what a “divine other” would expect. Religious
individuals may view life from “the vantage point of the
‘God-role,” by attempting to understand how a divine other
would expect them to behave toward their fellows”
(Ellison, 1992, p. 413). Second, religious individuals may
internalize religious norms concerning kindness, empathy,
and civility. Scriptural stories such as the Good Samaritan
and scriptural precepts such as the Golden Rule provide
structure and a model for relationships with others.

Review of Empirical Studies

The first major empirical study of religion and crime
was conducted by Travis Hirschi and Rodney Stark (1969).
They used survey data on youth from California to test the
hellfire hypothesis, which predicted that religion could
deter crime on the individual level through the fear of
supernatural sanctions and at the same time encourage
prosocial behaviors through the hope and promise of super-
natural rewards. The authors investigated whether individu-
als who attended church were less likely than individuals
who do not attend church to engage in a variety of delin-
quent behaviors. They also investigated whether belief in
supernatural sanctions for bad behavior deterred the same
delinquent behaviors. Hirschi and Stark found no relation-
ship between religious attendance or belief in supernatural
sanctions and self-reported delinquent acts. They concluded
that respondents’ decisions to commit crimes were linked
with perceptions of pleasure and pain on earth, instead of on
perceived heavenly rewards for good behavior or the pun-
ishment of hellfire for sinful acts. Since Hirschi and Stark’s
landmark study, investigators have produced approximately
two studies per year on this topic. The relationship between
religion and crime has also been the subject of a meta-
analysis (Baier & Wright, 2001) and a systematic review
(Johnson, De Li, Larsen, & McCullough, 2000).

In a subsequent study, Stark, Kent, and Doyle (1982)
suggested that the findings from Hirschi and Stark’s (1969)
study were largely due to the moral makeup of the area in
which it was conducted (Richmond, California). In what
has become known as the moral communities hypothesis,
Stark et al. contended that religion is best understood as a
structural property of communities rather than as an indi-
vidual attribute of persons. In other words, religion is most
likely to reduce crime and deviance in more religious areas
of the United States (e.g., Southeast, Midwest), and is less
likely to do so in less religious areas (e.g., Northeast,
Pacific Northwest). In terms of church membership and
church attendance, Richmond, California, had very low
rates of religious commitment relative to the rest of the
country. Stark et al. characterized this area as a “secular
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community” rather than as a “moral community.” The
moral makeup of the community thus helped to explain
why religiosity did not reduce crime in the original study
(see also Stark, 1996).

Similar to Stark et al. (1982), Higgins and Albrecht
(1977) suggested that the absence of a significant relation-
ship between religiosity and delinquency in Hirschi and
Stark’s (1969) landmark study stemmed from the use of a
sample from a primarily nonreligious Western population.
Higgins and Albrecht analyzed a sample drawn from the
more religious-oriented South and found that religiosity
led to reductions in the amount of self-reported crime and
deviance. They also found that, in addition to religiosity,
peer expectations and relationship with parents were pre-
dictors of crime and deviance. Thus, Higgins and Albrecht
concluded that Hirschi and Stark’s research may have
yielded accurate results for the western area they studied,
but the results of studies conducted in other areas of the
country, characterized by strong religious communities,
are likely to be the opposite.

Burkett and White (1974) offered a rival explanation
to Hirschi and Stark’s (1969) findings. They suggested
that the effects of religion on crime will vary depending
on the type of crime. Using survey data on high school
students in Pennsylvania, they found that religion is most
likely to reduce behaviors that have a strong moral or
ascetic connotation in religious circles but are not uni-
versally looked down on in society (e.g., alcohol and drug
use, gambling, premarital sex). The authors reported that
higher levels of religious participation led to significant
decreases in students’ use of alcohol and marijuana, but it
did not influence involvement in property or violent
offenses. Burkett and White’s work comprises what is called
the anti-asceticism hypothesis.

Using data on middle and high school students in three
midwestern states, Cochran and Akers (1989) reached a
conclusion similar to that of Burkett and White (1974).
Cochran and Akers tested several competing theories of
the relationship between crime and delinquency and found
that the anti-asceticism hypothesis received the most sup-
port; specifically, the more religious students in the sample
reported significantly lower levels of alcohol and mari-
juana use than less religious students and nonreligious stu-
dents, but there was no significant effect of religion on
other types of crimes.

Lee Ellis (1987) suggested that the relationship between
religion and crime is spurious; that is, the relationship is
contingent on another factor, which in this case is the
arousal level of each individual. According to Ellis’s
arousal theory, criminal behavior is related to innate vari-
ations in each individual’s demand for neurological stimu-
lation. Ellis contended that criminals are naturally prone to
boredom and that criminal actions are a means of finding
arousal through risk-seeking behavior. If individuals have
suboptimal arousal levels (a tendency to be bored), they
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will seek stimulation to meet their psychological and phys-
iological needs. This need for stimulation is greater than
for individuals with normal levels of arousal. This is not to
say that all stimulation sought by suboptimal individuals
will be criminal but that the risk-seeking behaviors may, in
some cases, be criminal.

In terms of religiosity, Ellis (1987) predicted that indi-
viduals who have suboptimal arousal levels will have low
levels of church attendance, because religious services often
are routine and solemn events. In Ellis’s test of his theory, he
measured religion on the basis of church membership,
church attendance, belief in God, denominational measures,
belief in immortality, and other beliefs. He then measured
arousal in two ways: (1) neurological and (2) extraneurolog-
ical. The neurological measure included basic brain wave
readings from an EEG. Extraneurological measures were
divided into two subcategories: (1) physiological measures
and (2) self-reported measures. Physiological measures
involved skin conductivity and other arousal indicators,
such as heart and pulse rates, startle reflexes, and adrena-
line secretions. The self-reported measures consisted of
responses about the exciting and boring activities in which
the participants took part.

On the basis of this research, Ellis (1987) reached three
main conclusions: (1) Among church members, those who
attended church more often exhibited lower crime rates
than those whose attendance was infrequent; (2) those who
believed in an afterlife where their sins would be punished
had lower crime rates than those who lacked the same
belief, and (3) Jewish crime rates were lower than for
Christians, and Protestants had lower crime rates than
Catholics. He concluded that religious participation was
associated with lower levels of criminal conduct; however,
he found that the observed relationship between religion
and crime was no longer strong once the level of arousal
was accounted for. Thus, Ellis concluded that arousal level
was the best predictor of both religiosity and criminal
behavior.

Cochran and colleagues (Cochran, Wood, & Arneklev,
1994) used data on high school students in Oklahoma to
investigate whether religion could reduce the incidence of
several different types of crimes. Along with measures of
religiosity, the authors included measures based on arousal
and social control theories. Similar to Ellis (1987), the
authors found that the religion—crime relationship was spu-
rious; more specifically, the relationship between religion
and crime disappeared once the arousal levels and social
controls of the individuals were accounted for.

Benda and Corwyn (1997) analyzed data on students in
three Arkansas high schools to determine whether religion
was related to several different types of delinquent and
criminal behaviors. They found that greater levels of reli-
giosity (in particular, church attendance) reduced the like-
lihood of status offenses (e.g., skipping school, fake
excuses for missing school, running away) but did not
reduce the likelihood of several crimes against persons or

property. When measures of social control were accounted
for, however, the relationship between religiosity and sta-
tus offenses disappeared, and there was still no effect of
religiosity on crime.

Byron Johnson and his colleagues (Johnson, Jang,
Larson, & De Li, 2001) analyzed data from the National
Youth Survey and came to a very different conclusion
about the relationship between religiosity and delinquency.
They attempted to explain involvement in 35 different
types of delinquent behavior on the basis of religiosity,
social controls, and social learning, and found that reli-
giosity directly reduced delinquent behavior, even after
controlling for youth’s social bonds to society and the
extent of their delinquent associations.

Welch, Tittle, and Grasmick (2006) examined the rela-
tionships among religiosity, self-control, and crime. They
analyzed survey data on adults in Oklahoma to determine the
key predictors of five different types of crimes. The authors
found that religiosity and self-control operate on significant,
independent tracks for deterring crime. In other words,
higher levels of religious commitment directly reduced the
likelihood of criminal activities even after accounting for
individuals’ level of self-control.

Finally, two sets of scholars compiled and reviewed a
large number of empirical studies of religion and crime to
determine the overall strength and nature of the relation-
ship. Johnson and associates (Johnson, De Li, et al., 2000)
reviewed 40 studies of the relationship between religion
and delinquency conducted between January 1985 and
December 1997. They used a method called systematic
review, which involves a search of all peer-reviewed jour-
nals in the social and behavioral sciences. Of the 40 stud-
ies of religiosity and crime/delinquency they identified,
30 indicated that religion had a beneficial effect (i.e., led
to reductions in) on many types of criminal and deviant
behaviors. The 10 remaining studies showed either no
effect (5 studies), mixed effects (3 studies), positive effects
(1 study), or effects not specified (1 study). Thus, Johnson
et al. concluded that the research literature consistently has
shown that religion leads directly or indirectly to reduc-
tions in criminal and deviant behavior. Baier and Wright
(2001) reviewed 60 studies of religion and crime that were
conducted between 1969 and 1998. They concluded that,
overall, religion had a “moderate” effect on reductions in
criminal and deviant behaviors.

Religion and Prison

The relationship between religion and crime has also
received attention from scholars who have studied religion
in the prison context. Religion has been a tool for correc-
tional treatment since the inception of the penal system in
the United States. In fact, the first penitentiaries were
developed by Quakers for offenders to study the Bible to
facilitate their rehabilitation. Currently, most states employ



full-time chaplains and allow members of local religious
congregations to promote faith to the incarcerated. Before
studies of religiosity and faith-based programs in prison
are reviewed, it is important to learn more about prison
chaplains and local religious congregants.

Prison Chaplains and
Local Religious Congregants

Much of the literature on prison chaplains has been
written by chaplains themselves. The most prevalent topic
in the literature is the transformation of their position in
the last century from guiding inmates to spiritual conver-
sion to serving as counselors, organizers, and liaisons for
inmates. One particular concern for chaplains is balancing
the provision of religious programs with active proselyti-
zation. The once-accepted practice of using inmates as a
“captive audience” for chaplains has now been dismissed.
It is unethical, and in some cases illegal, for chaplains to
force inmates to attend a religious program. In addition to
not forcing their beliefs on inmates, prison chaplains must
be respectful of whatever religious beliefs are present in
the prison. The majority of inmates and chaplains identify
with some form of Christianity, but a growing minority
adhere to other religions, including Islam and Judaism.
Chaplains must ensure that inmates have the materials and
personnel necessary to fulfill the religious rites of the faith
tradition to which they adhere.

Sundt and Cullen (1998) sought to determine the types
of tasks prison chaplains spent most of their time doing in
order to categorize those tasks as either spiritual or secular.
They also attempted to determine whether what chaplains
perceive they should be doing is what they actually are
doing. The authors mailed questionnaires to a sample of
500 chaplains. They hypothesized that chaplains would see
spiritual duties as their primary responsibility but that they
would report being responsible for more secular duties.
The authors found that chaplains consider the secular
activity of counseling inmates to be their highest priority
and the area on which they spend the most time. The study
showed that, with the exception of the time spent coordi-
nating volunteers, chaplains mostly spent their time on the
tasks they perceived to be most important. Most chaplains
perceived their role to be primarily supportive of inmates,
but custodial activities were a substantial part of their job
as well. Sundt and Cullen concluded that it does appear
that chaplains have secular activities, such as counseling,
as their primary responsibility; however, this did not
appear to produce greater role ambiguity among the chap-
lains than for most people working in corrections.

In a follow-up study conducted on the basis of data on
chaplains in New York, Sundt, Dammer, and Cullen (2002)
measured chaplains’ support for treatment, the amount of
counseling done by chaplains, and the content of the coun-
seling sessions. Most chaplains favored treatment and
rehabilitation along with punishment and did not see the
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rehabilitation model as a failure. They found that chaplains
used a variety of counseling methods during their sessions;
however, most reported using a spiritual orientation in
these sessions. As these studies demonstrate, counseling
has become one of the most important aspects of modern
chaplaincy. However, in addition to counseling inmates,
chaplains are expected to be a liaison between inmates and
the rest of the correctional staff and, in some cases, even an
advocate for inmates.

In a third study, Sundt and Cullen (2002) surveyed
chaplains to determine their perspective on the purpose of
imprisonment. They hypothesized that those who are in the
field of service, such as chaplains, would be more sup-
portive of rehabilitation efforts and less likely to be puni-
tive. They found that although almost half of the chaplains
thought that the primary purpose of incarceration should
be incapacitation, when they had to choose between reha-
bilitation and punishment, they chose rehabilitation. Not
surprisingly, chaplains thought that religion was the best
method for reforming inmates. The authors concluded that
chaplains support rehabilitation and consider their work to
be such. Chaplains who felt called to work in chaplaincy
and those who viewed God as forgiving were more likely
to have a rehabilitative view.

As the responsibilities of prison chaplains change and
prison populations increase, local religious congregants
are a more vital part of faith-based prison programs. With
an increase in secular responsibilities and shortage in
money per inmate, chaplains increasingly rely on local
religious congregants to help with the workload. Local
religious congregants can be helpful when inmates have
spiritual requests for which chaplains are not trained or
equipped to respond. Tewksbury and Dabney (2004) found
that nearly 60% of prison volunteers reported contributing
financial or material goods to their work. That is substan-
tial support in an overcrowded prison system in which bud-
gets are limited for rehabilitation programs. The downside
of looking to the community for help is that, as a result of
budget cuts, chaplains themselves are being replaced by
local religious congregants in order to cut costs. According
to chaplains, the main disadvantage of this trend is that
local religious congregants do not have the training that is
required of chaplains. Chaplains are necessary to train the
congregants visiting the prison so that they are aware of
and adhere to the rules of the facility. Also, local religious
congregants cannot be expected to meet all of the demands
required of a chaplain, including counseling and advocacy.

Tewksbury and colleagues conducted two studies of
prison volunteers. In the first study, Tewksbury and Dabney
(2004) surveyed volunteers at a southern prison who were
attending a mandatory training session. The point of the
survey was to determine who was volunteering, why, and
how he or she benefited. The most frequently reported
motivation for coming to the prison was to share religious
beliefs. Other reasons for volunteering were to help others,
because they were asked to do so, or because they had a
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relative in prison. Overall, the ratings the volunteers gave
for their experience and satisfaction were positive. The
questions regarding satisfaction all averaged over 7 on a scale
of 1 to 10, with 10 representing complete agreement. Nearly
half of the volunteers listed seeing a change in the inmates
as the most rewarding part of their experience. Tewksbury
and Dabney concluded that the main population of volun-
teers came from the religious community. Those volunteers
showed high levels of satisfaction and showed that they are
willing to make sacrifices in order to volunteer.

In a more recent study, Tewksbury and Collins (2005)
surveyed a different group of local religious congregants
doing faith-based prison work. They asked these congre-
gants about the same motivations and their perceived
rewards from the work in order to help recruit future local
religious congregants. In this instance, the authors used
anonymous surveys, which were distributed to local con-
gregants who volunteered in three Kentucky prisons. The
vast majority identified with some form of Christianity,
and most had served more than 1 but less than 10 years as
a volunteer. There were a multitude of tasks that were
reportedly done by the local religious congregants. The
most commonly reported tasks were teaching, preaching,
counseling, and studying religious texts. Nearly all prison
volunteers reported intrinsic rewards, such as feeling that
they were serving God and had a true sense of purpose.

Review of Empirical Studies

Researchers who study religion in the prison context
have focused on two issues: (1) whether inmates’ level of
religiosity affects prison behavior and (2) whether reli-
giosity reduces the likelihood of arrest after release (i.e.,
recidivism). Several of the major studies of religion in
prison context have been conducted by Johnson and his
colleagues. Using a sample of inmates released from a
Florida prison between 1978 and 1982, Johnson (1987)
found that inmate religiosity, chaplains’ assessment of
inmate religiosity, and inmate religious service atten-
dance did not affect the number of prison infractions
committed or the amount of time inmates spent in disci-
plinary confinement.

Johnson, Larson, and Pitts (1997) conducted an evalu-
ation of a faith-based program sponsored by Prison
Fellowship Ministries (PFM). A sample of prisoners in
four New York state prisons was chosen because the PFM
staff in that prison had kept thorough records. Among the
40,000 inmates in the four prisons, 201 male prisoners
were chosen on the basis of their similarities to the con-
trol group. Inmates were categorized on the basis of how
often they participated in three different kinds of reli-
gious programs and the length of time they were involved
in an activity. Inmates who participated in 10 or more
activities per year were considered highly active, those
participating in 1 to 9 programs were considered medium
active, and those who did not attend were classified as

inactive. Johnson et al. evaluated the inmates’ incident
records while incarcerated as well as their arrest records
up to 1 year after release. They hypothesized that the num-
ber of infractions while incarcerated, including serious
infractions, would be inversely proportional to level of
participation in PFM programs and that inmates who
were most active would be less likely to be rearrested
than those who had less participation.

Johnson et al. (1997) found that participation in PFM
activities was not related to the prison infractions; in fact,
inmates who were most active in PFM activities were most
likely to have a record of serious infractions. The authors
were unable to determine which activity was first (the
PFM activity or the infraction) but suggested that the
inmates might have committed the infractions and then
turned to religion to make amends. Inmates involved in
PFM activities did not have a significantly reduced likeli-
hood of recidivism compared with the control group.
However, Johnson et al. found that inmates who were most
heavily involved in PFM activities were much less likely to
have been arrested 1 year after their release than individu-
als in the control group.

In 2004, Johnson conducted a follow-up study with
several modifications. In particular, he changed the defin-
ition of active participation and increased the amount of
time evaluated after the inmates were released. By lower-
ing the number of activities in which inmates must partic-
ipate to be considered having high participation from
10 or greater to 5 or greater, and increasing the time after
release from 1 year to 8 years, he was able to determine
more thoroughly the effect of involvement in PFM activi-
ties. Johnson found little difference between the median
arrest times and reincarceration rates between PFM and
non-PFM inmates. The survival rate, or the rate at which
inmates were arrested after release, was slightly lower for
the PFM group at 8 years, but the only significant differ-
ences appeared when highly active inmates were com-
pared with low-activity inmates. Program attendance was
insignificant when predicting recidivism, and participa-
tion in PFM programs was insignificant as a predictor
compared with virtually all other variables through the
8-year mark. Johnson concluded that there was little dif-
ference in recidivism rates between inmates at different
levels of participation after 8 years.

Todd Clear and his colleagues (Clear, Hardyman,
Stout, Lucken, & Dammer, 2000) studied the potential
benefits of any type of faith-based prison activity. They
noted that although religion might be popular as a way to
reduce recidivism, historically, any method for reducing
recidivism will fall out of favor if it does not produce sig-
nificant results. They sought to determine what benefits
inmates could receive from religious activities in prisons.
Clear et al. used both survey data and an ethnography of
inmates involved in Christian and Muslim religious activ-
ities over the course of 10 months. They looked at the
intrinsic values of being outwardly religious for prisoners,



which they defined as the part that religion plays in help-
ing them deal with the bad feelings they experienced
because of their incarceration. They proposed that inmates
who are active in religious activities would report, or have
reported about them, mental or behavioral differences
compared with those who were not active in the religious
activities. This would demonstrate that religion can have
intrinsic value in prison outside of any value it may have
in reducing recidivism.

The results supported Clear et al.’s (2000) expectations
that inmates who were active in religious activities differed
from those who were not active in regard to emotional
health, prosocial behaviors, and the benefits they received.
They found that faith allowed inmates to receive forgive-
ness and to make restitution for their offenses. Also, it gave
them hope that they could turn their lives around when
they were released. The most religiously active inmates
reported that religion allowed them a mental escape from
the realities of prison life and helped to prevent involve-
ment in activities that could cause them trouble.

Clear et al. (2000) also looked at the extrinsic values of
religious participation in terms of how faith affects
inmates’ relationships with others. Involvement in reli-
gious activities benefited inmates by providing them with
a safe context in which to forge positive relationships in
prison. These friends ensured a measure of safety. Espe-
cially for inmates practicing Islam, being part of a group
provided them with a certain amount of protection,
because their group was bound to protect them. Also, the
physical act of going to religious activities or acting out
religious rituals kept an inmate out of trouble or in safe
places, such as the chapel. Being active in religious pro-
grams also allowed inmates to create relationships with
individuals visiting from outside prison. This contact with
those in the free world gave inmates a feeling that they had
not been forgotten by society. The authors concluded that
religious activities in prison can provide inmates with a
way of coping with the shock that prison life can present
(see also Clear & Sumter, 2002).

Kent Kerley and his colleagues (Kerley, Matthews, &
Blanchard, 2005) studied the effect of religiosity on negative
prison behaviors, specifically to determine whether it
reduced frequent arguments and fights. A random sample of
inmates at a large southeastern prison facility completed
a survey relating to personal background, religious back-
ground, involvement in religious activities, and fighting or
arguing with other inmates. The key outcome measures were
arguing with other inmates and fighting with other inmates
one or more times per month. The authors found that there
is a correlation between religiosity and the amount of argu-
ments in which inmates engage. Inmates who reported
belief in a higher power and regularly attended prison reli-
gious services had a significantly lower likelihood of argu-
ing once or more per month than those who did not.
Religiosity reduced inmate fighting not directly but indi-
rectly, by reducing the frequency of arguments.
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In a follow-up study, Kerley, Allison, and Graham
(2006) found that religiosity did not lead to a significant
reduction in the experience of a range of negative emo-
tions. They concluded that prison life is emotionally debil-
itating to the point that religion does not seem to reduce
the experience of negative emotions but does appear to
structure interpersonal relationships in prison by reducing
negative interactions that could escalate to serious inter-
personal conflicts.

Camp, Klein-Saffran, Kwon, Daggett, and Joseph (2006)
found that inmates who participate in religious programs
are seeking their way in a religious sense. They found that
inmates who had a religious identity prior to incarcera-
tion were less likely to volunteer for religious programs
offered in prison. They argue that religious programs are
effective in reducing prison deviance and recidivism only
for those inmates who are highly involved and not for
inmates who have only a moderate or small amount of
involvement.

Religion and Crime Control Attitudes

The third area in which investigators have studied the
relationship between religion and crime is in regard to how
religious ideology influences attitudes toward crime con-
trol. Overall, this research has demonstrated consistently
that conservative Protestants (also referred to in the litera-
ture as evangelicals or fundamentalists) are more likely to
support punitive crime control measures such as stricter
sentences, three-strikes laws, capital punishment, and boot
camps. Moreover, investigators have studied the relation-
ship between religion and the perception of wrongfulness
of crimes. Using survey data from Oklahoma, Curry
(1996) examined the relationship between conservative
Protestant beliefs and the perceived wrongfulness of
crimes. He concluded that conservative Protestantism was
positively associated with higher ratings of perceived
wrongfulness of crimes when compared with other reli-
gious traditions and nonreligious orientations. Thus, both
in terms of attitudes toward criminal sanctions and the seri-
ousness of crime, evangelical Protestants are thought to
hold more punitive and stringent attitudes compared with
their nonreligious and mainline counterparts.

The important theoretical question is why conservative
Protestants are more likely to support punitive treatment of
criminal offenders than their nonreligious and mainline
religious counterparts. According to John Bartkowski
(2001, 2004), conservative Protestants typically privilege
the logic of justice over the logic of mercy. The logic of
justice places a premium on the judgment and condemna-
tion of wrongdoing. It is focused on morality and empha-
sizes the punitive consequences of antisocial and criminal
behaviors. By contrast, the logic of mercy stresses the
importance of forgiveness of wrongdoers and highlights
opportunities for redemption. In the Christian context, the
logic of justice distinguishes the sheep (the saved) from the
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goats (the damned), whereas the logic of mercy stresses the
equality of “God’s children,” all of whom are in need of
divine redemption. In addition, conservative Protestants
are more inclined to embrace an individualistic worldview
that downplays the role of structural explanations for
human behavior. Closely linked to this commitment to
individualism, religious conservatives believe that moral
accountability, which is facing the consequences for one’s
actions, is of key importance.

The conservative Protestant tendency to prioritize jus-
tice over mercy does not mean that religious believers are
incapable of exhibiting compassion. In fact, there is grow-
ing evidence that although the logic of justice predomi-
nates in conservative Protestant congregations, it is often
intertwined with the logic of mercy. Recent survey research
reveals that religious adherents who embrace images of
God as loving and forgiving are less likely to support puni-
tive reactions to criminal offending. Applegate, Cullen,
Fisher, and Vander Ven (2005) considered the effects of
religious forgiveness and the influence of traditional con-
servative religious views on punitiveness for offenders.
Using survey data from Ohio, they found that a literal
interpretation of the Bible and a punitive image of God
were significantly related to favoring punishment and
opposing rehabilitation programs for offenders.
Conversely, they found that persons with stronger values of
religious forgiveness were less likely to support capital
punishment and less likely to support punitive approaches
to offenders. Furthermore, stronger attachments to reli-
gious values of forgiveness were positively associated with
favoring rehabilitation and treatment.

Unnever, Cullen, and Applegate (2005) investigated
what they referred to as the “neglected variables” (com-
passion, forgiveness, and an image of a gracious God)
from prior studies of religion and punitiveness. Using data
from the 1998 General Social Survey, they found that all
three of these measures of religious orientation were asso-
ciated with being less punitive. The authors reported that
individuals who truly can “turn the other cheek” and are
compassionate toward others are less supportive of “get
tough on crime” policies. In a follow-up study, Unnever
and Cullen (2006) investigated whether Christian funda-
mentalists were more likely than nonfundamentalists
to support capital punishment. Their results indicated
that fundamentalists hold more religiously conservative
beliefs, are more likely to express forgiveness and com-
passion, and are not more likely to support the death
penalty than nonfundamentalists.

In a subsequent study analyzing data from the 2004
General Social Survey, Unnever, Cullen, and Bartkowski
(2006) hypothesized that individuals reporting a personal
relationship with a loving God would reject the world-
view that punitiveness is an appropriate response to
human failings. They argued that instead, forgiveness and
unconditional love and mercy are extended from God to
all who have failed or sinned. Their findings indicated

that individuals with a close relationship with a loving
God were significantly less likely to support capital pun-
ishment. The authors theorized that people with a close
relationship with God are less likely to support the death
penalty because it contradicts the power and purpose of
God, denies offenders the opportunity for redemption,
and is in opposition to the sentiment that only God can
give and take away life (Unnever et al., 2006).

Thus, the current literature suggests that the religious
convictions and practices of conservative Protestants are
complex, not simple reflections of a punitive worldview.
Local parishioners who focus on individualism and moral
accountability prioritize the logic of justice in forming their
crime control attitudes (e.g., judgment of wrongdoers, puni-
tive consequences for transgression). Parishioners who
focus on compassion and redemption prioritize the logic of
mercy in forming their crime control attitudes (e.g., forgive-
ness of wrongdoers, reconciliation following repentance).

Limitations of Studies

Many scholars have noted several important limitations of
the research literature on religion, crime, and faith-based
prison programs. First, scholars have questioned the quality
and quantity of the measures of religiosity in some previous
studies. Johnson, De Li, et al. (2000) found in their system-
atic review that only about half of the 40 studies they
reviewed included three or more measures of religiosity.
They also found that only 65% of the studies measured reli-
gious attendance, and only 35% measured time spent in
prayer. Second, many studies were based on samples of
individuals who had volunteered for faith-based interven-
tions, as opposed to participants who had been randomly
assigned to a religious or nonreligious group. This allows
for the possibility of self-selection bias, because the effects
of a religious program may be due not to the program itself
but to whatever caused individuals to get involved in reli-
gion in the first place. Third, the large majority of studies
have used all-male or predominantly male populations in
the U.S. general population or in U.S. prisons. Additional
research needs to be conducted with females and in other
countries. Fourth, the overwhelming majority of studies
have used cross-sectional data gathered at one point in time
instead of longitudinal data gathered at multiple points in
time. For example, only 5 of the 40 studies reviewed by
Johnson, De Li, et al. (2000) used longitudinal data. Thus,
more longitudinal studies are needed to determine the long-
term impact of religion on crime, deviant behavior, prison
behavior, recidivism, and crime control attitudes.

Conclusion

An impressive body of research has identified a signifi-
cant relationship between religion and a wide range of



attitudes, behaviors, and life events. Studies of the rela-
tionship between religion and crime, however, have not
shown the same significant and uniform effects. This
chapter has provided a review of the literature on religion
and crime from three distinctive topic areas: (1) the effects
of religion on the commission of criminal and deviant
acts, (2) the effects of religion on prison misconduct and
recidivism, and (3) the effects of religion on attitudes
toward crime control. Studies in all three areas suggest a
nuanced and inconsistent relationship between religion
and crime. It is fair to say that religion, to varying degrees,
is related to several crime-related factors. Additional
research is needed to explore further the relationship and
to understand the nuances. So long as religion continues
to be a recognizable and prominent social institution,
researchers will continue to assess the extent to which it
influences crime and related factors.
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been a long-standing source of debate in criminol-

ogy. Specifically, there is considerable disagree-
ment as to whether crime is largely a lower-class phenomenon
or is more broadly and equally distributed. The signifi-
cance of this debate, and thus its longevity, stems from the
fact that most established criminological theories are pred-
icated on the belief that there is something about a lower-
class lifestyle that is inherently criminogenic. In fact,
during the early and middle decades of the 20th century,
most new criminological theories began with the assump-
tion that crime was primarily a lower-class phenomenon
(see, e.g., Cloward & Ohlin, 1960; Cohen, 1955; Miller,
1958, Shaw & McKay, 1942).

More recently, the assumption of lower-class excep-
tionalism has been challenged by empirical research that
has attempted to determine the class—crime relationship
instead of accepting it as the starting point for crimino-
logical inquiry. Unfortunately, because of disparate find-
ings and inconclusive results, criminologists have yet to
establish a conclusive answer regarding the class—crime
relationship, a relationship that is further complicated
when crimes of the powerful, which normally are exclu-
ded from criminological analyses of class and crime, are
entered into the equation.

The relationship between social class and crime has

This chapter examines the possibility that differing con-
clusions about class and crime by researchers supposedly
analyzing the same phenomenon may be rooted in method-
ological differences. It also considers the possibility that if
the long-assumed causal relationship between lower social
classes and criminality is incorrect, not only are many the-
ories of nature and origins of crime based on an erroneous
supposition, but the criminal justice policies based on
these theories are also formulated on a fundamental mis-
perception. Most crime control policies disproportionately
target individuals from the lower classes while ignoring the
harms caused by people in the upper classes. If crime and
other harmful activities are, in fact, more widely distrib-
uted across social classes, these policies, then, may be inef-
fectual at best and, at worst, counterproductive or even
harmful when it comes to combating crime and reducing
the harm that it causes.

There are several notable aspects of the relationship
between social class and crime: (a) how social class shapes
the definition of crime, (b) how social class influences pat-
terns of victimization and wrongful behavior, and (c) how
the commonly held societal perception that crime com-
prises largely lower-class behaviors influences the way the
criminal justice system deals with lower income popula-
tions. However, before examining these topics, we must
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begin by examining the definition of social class, why
social classes exist, and why they are an important aspect
of free market societies.

What Is Social Class,
and Why Is It Important?

When discussing social class, we frequently hear terms
such as upper class, middle class, lower class, working
class, and underclass. These terms attempt to differentiate
social groups according to their access to economic, social,
political, cultural, or lifestyle resources. Although such
terms present an overly simplistic description that ignores
the complexity and difficulties in defining social class,
they do provide a starting point for discussing social
stratification.

Economic resources consist of the wealth and/or
income controlled by different social groups. The extent to
which groups can exert political influence and/or cultural
authority constitutes social resources, and the ability to
directly shape the actions of governmental institutions
such as political leaders or governmental functionaries, or
indirectly through the exercise of power outside of govern-
ment, constitute political resources. Cultural capital refers
to the capacity of social classes to shape popular percep-
tion through access and control of mass media, education,
and other platforms of public communication.

Finally, the phrase lifestyle resources refers to the degree
to which group-based patterns of behavior and belief are
valued or devalued within a society. These include such
things as modes of speech, style of dress, attitudes and val-
ues, and preferred and/or available pleasures. As illustrated
in studies of ghetto youth (see, e.g., Bourgois, 1995, and
Wilson, 1987), the less individuals can look, talk, dress, and
act in the approved white, middle-class manner, the less
likely they are to be hired, even when they have the neces-
sary skills for a job.

Attempts to understand social class typically fall into
one of two types: (1) those following a Marxian model of
social class and (2) those following a Weberian model of
social class. Marxian models are concerned with locating
individuals within distinct groups with respect to their
relationship to the means of products, for example, those
who earn some or all of their income through the owner-
ship of productive wealth versus those whose only source
of income is their ability to work for a wage. Because the
social structure of modern industrial societies involves
many more class locations than the simple distinction
between owners and workers would allow, some analysts
have developed the notion of class fractions, that is,
although many people work for wages, some, such as cor-
porate managers, are more closely linked to ownership
structures than others, such as low-income wage workers.
Considerable effort has been devoted to creating more pre-
cise definitions of where one class fraction ends and

another begins. This theoretically grounded approach to
social class has been incorporated into sociological and
economic research, but it has rarely been used within crim-
inological research.

Criminological research typically treats social class
from a Weberian perspective that views class as a matter of
relative income levels. A more useful model for viewing
social class is to understand it not simply as a matter of rel-
ative income but as the intersection of economic, cultural,
and political resources that place social groups somewhere
along a social class continuum ranging from the least to the
most advantaged groups. At the highest level of this social
class continuum in the United States are those groups that
(a) earn large annual incomes; (b) control much of the
country’s wealth, in the form of real estate and material
objects as well as in financial securities such as stocks,
bonds, and hedge funds; (c) exert substantial influence over
developing and implementing laws and governmental pol-
icy; (d) use wealth and power to shape the content of mass
media; and (e) live the kinds of lifestyles that many people
envy and would like to emulate. At the lower end are social
groups that (a) earn relatively low annual incomes; (b) own
little material property and almost no financial securities;
(c) have minimal influence over government or media; and
(d) have patterns of speech, dress, and behavior that are
often viewed as disturbing or “dangerous” by better-off seg-
ments of the society. Between these two extremes are other
groupings characterized by differing configurations of eco-
nomic, social, and lifestyle resources that afford them fewer
benefits than elites but more than the worst off.

The criminological significance of this differential dis-
tribution of resources is how it influences justice
processes. Specifically, the social class system in America
enables resource-advantaged groups to implement defini-
tions of crime and justice that ensure elite-caused harms
will rarely be treated as crime while harms more common
among less advantaged groups—so-called street crimes—
will be criminalized and vigorously punished.

Another important question to address is: Why do
social classes exist? Like most of the world, the United
States is based on a political-economic system organized
around free-market competition. In these competitive mar-
ket systems, some people win a larger share of the society’s
resources and assets than others. A number of reasons
explain why some people may fare better in the competi-
tion for resources than others. A commonly held percep-
tion is that people obtain more because they work harder
and sacrifice more; however, this is not always the case.
Some people fare better than others because they are
healthier or start life with more cultural and economic
advantages than others. Others gain more because they
have more hope and have not succumbed to the frustrations
caused by the constant negotiation of the obstacles that
society has placed in front of them. Although these repre-
sent some individual reasons for success or failure, they
are not the cause of inequalities among large social groups.



For societies organized around economic competition,
the division of society into social classes based on varying
levels of material success is an inevitable, structural out-
come. In the absence of measures that work to reduce
social inequality, these differences tend to solidify into
highly unequal class systems, in which people who are
advantaged acquire more than the disadvantaged. The divi-
sion of society into social classes also has a cumulative
effect on economic disparity, whereby the more resources
individuals bring to the game, the more resources they can
win, in particular because economic expansion does not
produce equal benefits to all social classes.

Between 1979 and 2005, for instance, the United States
experienced a period of substantial economic growth. By
2005, however, the after-tax income of the richest 5% of
the U.S. population had grown by over 80%, while the
income of the bottom 20% of the population had declined
by 1%. Although the middle fifth of the population, which
represents the heart of America’s hard-working middle
class, did experience a 15% increase in net income during
this time, this was still only about one fifth of the growth
experienced by the top 5% of income earners (U.S. Census
Bureau, 2006). In other words, according to a number of
sources, it was clear that, during one of the strongest peri-
ods of income growth, income inequality increased.

In addition to shaping the distribution of financial
wealth, economic stratification ensures the continuation of
social class distinctions by determining access to social
capital, that is, the nonmonetary resources and skills that
enable individuals to do well in competitive societies.
Children who grow up in financially advantaged homes in
neighborhoods with high-quality schools, and who enjoy
important developmental experiences such as early expo-
sure to reading, writing, and analytic reasoning, will char-
acteristically do better in school, pursue more advanced
levels of education, obtain better careers, and earn more
money over the course of their lives than people who grow
up in households that could not provide these benefits. It is
true that some individuals who are born poor succeed
beyond expectations, while some who have every advan-
tage fail; however, this is atypical. For most of the people,
most of the time, their social class origins will shape much
of their adult lives. The process of uneven competition
ensures that wealth will concentrate within relatively small
segments of the population, ensuring the continuation of
social class differences.

Although an uneven distribution of wealth and cultural
advantages is inevitable in any competitive-market society,
the degree of inequality is the result of political forces.
Governmental policies can either intensify or lessen class
inequalities. Progressive taxation of income and capital
gains can finance programs and policies that improve the
chances of the people who are less well off while reducing
income and wealth inequality. Alternatively, governments
can pursue policies that make the poor poorer and the rich
richer, such as regressive sales taxes and reducing the
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amount of money spent on social programs that would close
the wealth gap.

Exploring the Social Class—Crime Link

Whereas the origin of social classes is relatively clear, the
effect of social class divisions on crime is less so. Annual
reports of the characteristics of people arrested in the
United States provide insight concerning gender, age, race,
and ethnicity but tell us little about social class char-
acteristics such as income, occupation, or residence.
Consequently, the best information we have regarding the
social class characteristics of the individuals who inhabit
U.S. prisons and jails derives from surveys of prison
inmates and, interestingly, the government provides very
little money to fund research into these characteristics. The
last detailed survey of prisoners serving felony sentences
in state penitentiaries, who make up the majority of those
incarcerated in the United States in any given year, was
conducted in 1993. Apparently, the federal government has
little interest in regularly gathering information about the
class and other social characteristics of prisoners.

An examination of the U.S. correctional population
leaves little doubt that most of the people serving time for
criminal offenses come from the lower end of society’s
socioeconomic continuum. Government statistics show that
criminal offenders in prison tend to be less well educated,
more likely to be unemployed, and to earn far lower
incomes than the general population. A 2002 survey con-
ducted on inmates incarcerated in local jails revealed a sim-
ilar pattern: Only about half of jail inmates were employed
full-time at the time of their arrest, even though the national
unemployment rate was below 5%, and over half of jail
inmates earned less than $15,000 a year (Bureau of Justice
Statistics, U.S. Department of Justice, 2004).

Although these statistics may be somewhat skewed by
the fact that better-off offenders who are charged with street
crimes are more likely to avoid imprisonment, there is little
reason to believe the degree of error is substantial. All one
has to do is observe any urban police station or city court to
know that very few middle- or upper class citizens are
arrested and prosecuted for common street crimes. Clearly,
the criminal justice net hauls in the poorest of the poor.
What this tells us about the link between social class and
criminal behavior, however, remains controversial. Some
scholars argue that the disproportionate representation of
poor people in prison is indicative of their overinvolvement
in crime, whereas others suggest this disparity is the result
of a criminal justice system that unfairly targets the poor.

The contradictory perceptions about the relationship
between social class and criminality are, in part, the prod-
uct of disparate research findings. There is no shortage of
research studies that have examined this relationship; how-
ever, there is little consensus because of inconsistent find-
ings and inclusive results. For example, some studies have
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concluded that crime is more likely among people in
higher social classes, whereas others have found criminal-
ity more prevalent among the lower classes. Some of these
inconsistencies are traced to the different research methods
used to study this relationship. These include different data
collection methods; different measures of social class,
crime, and criminality; different samples; and different
methods of data analyses.

An examination of the past research reveals that the ear-
liest of these studies (those conducted before the 1950s)
tended to find more criminality among the lower classes
than the upper classes. These findings in turn provided the
foundation for numerous theories of crime and delin-
quency that attempted to explain why poverty was crim-
inogenic, focusing on factors such as individual and
cultural deficiencies, lack of opportunity, and differential
(and harsher) treatment of individuals in poorer communi-
ties by the criminal justice system. Many of these theories,
however, were only tenuously rooted in empirical research.

Although the social class—crime link was widely accepted,
there were criminologists of the time who took issue with
the methods that produced the correlation between social
class and criminality. Most commonly, they argued that
measuring crime through the use of official data (i.e.,
arrest data, prison statistics) presented a biased picture of
crime. This measure of crime simply did not take into
account the reality that many crimes go unnoticed or unre-
ported, or for some other reason simply do not become
known to those who wish to count them. This unknown and
uncounted crime is referred to as the dark figure of crime.
The problem, as they saw it, was that there was no way to
determine whether accurately measuring the dark figure of
crime would or would not show crime to be more broadly
distributed. Some criminologists also argued that official
measures of crime may actually better measure police
practices than actual levels of crime; that is, in reality they
may simply reflect, at least in part, the discretionary prac-
tices of police officers concerning whom to arrest and
whom not to arrest, or a judge’s propensity for sending par-
ticular offenders to prison while reserving alternative,
community-based sanctions for others.

The development of self-report data in the 1950s inten-
sified the ongoing debate. Researchers administered sur-
veys to individuals randomly selected from the population
and asked them to report their criminal behaviors.
Although many of the earliest of these studies did not sup-
port the belief that lower social classes were more criminal,
there was also enough research that found contradictory
results to ensure that the issue would not be resolved.
Furthermore, there were as many sociologists and crimi-
nologists who attacked the validity of self-report data as
there were those who took issue with the validity of offi-
cial measures of crime. Their argument was that there is no
way to determine whether people in self-report studies are
telling the truth about their criminal behavior. Doubters
suggested that self-report surveys were better measures of

a participant’s willingness to tell the truth about his or her
criminality. They also speculated that people from the
lower classes were underreporting their deviant and crimi-
nal behavior while those in the upper classes were overre-
porting, thereby artificially reducing the magnitude of the
correlation between lower-class status and criminality.

Tittle, Villemez, and Smith (1978) reviewed 35 research
studies that had examined the social class—crime link and
concluded that there was an extremely small relationship,
with the members of the lower classes exhibiting slightly
more criminality. They also noted that this relationship had
become smaller over the past four decades.

This by no means settled the debate; instead, research
became the impetus for even more extensive and compli-
cated empirical efforts. Much of these later efforts
attempted to discover the conditions under which social
class influences criminality. One set of studies attempted
to determine whether the manner in which social class and
crime were measured affects the likelihood of discovering
a link between social class and crime. In terms of social
class, several studies suggested that this relationship may
exist only among people in the lowest economic strata, the
group sometimes referred to as the underclass. These stud-
ies then measured social class by dividing populations into
dichotomous categories such as welfare recipients and
nonrecipients or, for school-age children, those who
receive free lunches and those who do not. Other studies
used a composite measure of social class, which often
included education, occupation, and income. Still other
studies used Marxian classifications of social class, con-
ceptualizing social class in terms of an individual’s (or his
or her parents’) relationship to the means of production—
specifically, whether they owned some means of produc-
tion or sold their labor for a wage. Still others expanded
this fairly simple classification to include other variables,
such as whether one has control over the means of produc-
tion and/or control over the labor of others. The emphasis
on control helped to distinguish between wage workers
who have managerial positions and those who do not, an
increasingly prevalent distinction in modern society.

Crime was also measured in a number of different ways
in an effort to determine whether it conditions the social
class—criminality relationship. For example, a number of
studies have examined whether the negative relationship
between social class and delinquency existed only for the
most serious criminal offenses or the most frequent offend-
ers. Also, the source of crime data was thought to have an
effect on whether a relationship between social class and
crime was uncovered. Some criminologists held that crime
would be shown to be more prevalent among the lower
class if official police data or court records are used to
determine criminality. As previously mentioned, they
argued that people from lower classes are more likely to
underreport their criminal behavior on self-report surveys.

A number of studies also sought to determine whether
demographic and environmental variables had important



conditioning effects on the class—crime relationship. For
example, some studies examined whether the effect of
social class on criminality was greater among blacks than
it was for whites or among males than among females.
Given the contradictory results of these research efforts, it
would be difficult to suggest that the social class—
criminality relationship was specific to a certain race or
gender. Still another set of studies has examined whether
this relationship was more likely in areas that were charac-
terized as being more heterogeneous, more urban, or in
higher status areas, and again produced mixed results.

Tittle and Meier (1990) reviewed the research literature
that examined the relationship between socioeconomic sta-
tus and delinquency and that attempted to specify whether
any of the aforementioned conditions mattered. They con-
cluded that there was little evidence that the link between
social class and criminality existed under any of the condi-
tions examined.

More recent and sophisticated studies have generally
arrived at similar conclusions, although some studies did
help clarify the relationship. For example, Wright and his
colleagues (B. R. E. Wright, Caspi, Moffitt, Miech, &
Silva, 1999) found that people in lower social classes expe-
rienced lower educational and occupational goals and
more financial strain, aggression, and alienation, which in
turn increase delinquency. Delinquency in the higher
social classes, on the other hand, was the result of high
socioeconomic status causing increased risk taking and
social power, and diminished the commitment to conven-
tional values, all of which then predispose these youth to
delinquency. Dunaway, Cullen, Burton, and Evans (2000)
examined the relationship between social class (measured
in a variety of ways) and criminality (based on self-report
surveys) and found that, among adults, the correlation was
weak for less serious offenses. They did, however, find a
class effect for violent offenses and among non-whites.
This study was distinctive in that it measured adult crimi-
nality, a surprisingly underresearched population. In the
end, the best conclusion that can be drawn about the rela-
tionship between social class and the commission of street
crimes is that it tends to be weak and present only under
certain specified conditions, and criminology researchers
must continue to attempt to specify other circumstances
that may influence this relationship.

What many of these studies do have in common is that
most approached the definition of crime as being non-
problematic instead of acknowledging crime as a multifac-
eted concept that includes crimes of the disadvantaged as
well as crimes of the powerful. Unfortunately, the latter
were, and still are, less apt to be considered. This is impor-
tant, because if studies included offenses that powerful
individuals are more likely to commit (e.g., insider trad-
ing), and that those in lower classes are in no position to
commit, then there would be little question as to whether
criminality would appear more evenly distributed across
social classes than has traditionally been thought.
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Moreover, it is only by including a wider variety of
offenses that we can consider the social class—crime link as
having been more completely and fairly tested.

So, although there has been little advancement toward
settling the social class—street crime questions, the intro-
duction of self-report studies has generally confirmed
that criminality is more broadly and equally distributed
across social classes than previously suspected. In fact, to
date, these studies have consistently shown that nearly
90% of Americans have committed at least one crime for
which they could have been sentenced to jail or prison.
These findings may confirm that the use of official statis-
tics means that we may not actually be measuring the level
of crime or propensity for criminality but instead are mea-
suring the decision-making practices of the criminal jus-
tice system (i.e., when to file an official police report,
whom to arrest, whom to charge, and whom to send to
prison).

Explaining the Relationship
Between Social Class and Criminality

Although the relationship between social class and
crime remains contested and unclear, it has not pre-
vented the development of a number of theoretical expla-
nations, which are formulated around the belief that
poor people simply commit more serious crime. There
are three types of explanations: (1) individualistic theo-
ries, (2) social interactionist theories, and (3) structural
outcomes theories.

Currently, the most favored theories are those that sug-
gest that higher rates of street crime among the poor are the
product of family failings and personal morality.
Collectively, these theories are considered individualistic
explanations for crime. Body Count (Bennett, Dilulio, &
Walters, 1996), an influential, conservative assessment of
crime trends, argued that crime is the result of “moral
poverty.” The authors claimed that high crime rates occur
when families fail to impose clear moral understandings of
right and wrong on the next generation. By focusing on
“street criminals,” the authors make it clear that they are
primarily concerned with the “moral poverty” of the
poorer classes, not the moral poverty of the families that
produce corporate and political criminals.

A second set of approaches suggests that if it were not
for the discriminatory practices of the criminal justice sys-
tem, the affluent would appear to be as equally criminal as
the poor or, put in more positive terms, the poor would
appear to be just as law abiding as the affluent. These
social interactionist explanations contend that the criminals
who show up in official statistics are disproportionately
poor because (a) the justice system focuses on controlling
poor communities, and (b) this practice increases the like-
lihood of future criminality by labeling residents of these
areas, particularly young men, as criminals at an early
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age. A typical example put forth is that the proportion of
drug users among college students is no less than in that in
poor communities, yet college students have a far lower
risk of serving time as drug offenders than residents of
poor communities because they are not the targets of
“wars on drugs”—which are really wars on poor people.
Although there is some merit to this approach, the question
that remains is: Why does the criminal justice system do
this? Is it merely a reflection of the discriminatory attitudes
of the people who work in the justice system, or are they,
as good workers, simply pursuing the goals set out for
them by a broader political and economic system?

Finally, there are scholars who argue that poor commu-
nities suffer from higher rates of crime, in the same way
that they suffer from disproportionate levels of other prob-
lems, such as alcohol and drug abuse, medical ailments,
stress and hopelessness, not because of individual failings
but because of the physical and emotional pressures of
poverty and inequality. These structural outcome perspec-
tives focus on the structurally induced discrepancy between
the material desires of people in the poorer classes and their
access to legitimate opportunities for fulfilling them. As
initially described by Robert Merton (1938), this concept
of structural strain contends that although desires for the
“good things” in life are equally distributed across all
social classes, the poor have fewer resources to obtain
them. Some individuals resolve this pressure by resorting
to illegal means to fulfill their culturally learned desires.
When it comes to nonutilitarian crimes, such as interper-
sonal violence or drug use, structural outcomes models
shift their focus toward how the daily frustrations and sad-
ness of living poor can increase tendencies toward aggres-
sion or to self-medication with illegal drugs and alcohol as
an escape from the hardships of daily life.

Regardless of the future outcome of the ongoing debate
as to whether social class determines criminality in terms
of the incidence or even prevalence of crime, it seems
likely that social class at least shapes the types of crimes
one commits. As the populist folk singer of the 1930s,
Woody Guthrie, wrote, “Some men rob you with a six-gun,
some with a fountain pen.” Whether one uses a six-gun or
a fountain pen depends on the socioeconomic status of the
individual. Although it is clear that those who occupy the
most privileged and powerful positions certainly can and
do at times engage in private crimes of greed, lust, or
insanity, it is rarely possible for those in lower classes to
engage in many of the illegal behaviors of the rich.
Offenses such as price-fixing, embezzlement, and wire and
securities fraud require jobs and circumstances possessed
by people who have been exposed to advanced education
and other social and cultural privileges.

The criminal justice system, however, is designed
almost exclusively to control people who “rob you with a
six-gun.” Those who commit corporate and political crime
with a pen have little to fear from the justice system. In
other words, social class not only shapes the type of crime

one can commit but also influences the likelihood of
apprehension and severity of punishment. Many of the
crimes in which people from the lower class participate,
such as drug dealing, prostitution, and robbery, occur
outside in the street, where detection is more probable.
However, state-sponsored, corporate, and white-collar
crime tends to occur behind the closed doors of offices and
conference rooms, where detection is much more difficult.
Also, when apprehension and threat of criminal prosecu-
tion do occur, individuals who possess economic and
social capital are more likely to avoid punishment. They
are able to post bail, employ high-priced, experienced
attorneys; participate in developing their defense; and use
their status in the community to decrease likelihood of
conviction and/or severe penalties. Individuals in the lower
classes, however, may not be able to raise bail and are more
likely to be represented by an overworked, underexperi-
enced public defender. Economically disadvantaged
offenders may not even meet their attorneys until minutes
before the trial, and, when they do, they are often persuaded
to plead guilty in return for a less severe punishment.

Perceptions of Crime as a
Lower-Class Phenomenon

Perceptually speaking, there appears to be a consensus among
a large segment of the U.S. population that crime is largely
the product of the behavior of lower-class populations.

If the relationship between social class and crime is not
supported by research, why does the perception persist? In
his seminal work concerning the social reality of crime,
Richard Quinney (1970) noted that certain forms of
crimes are embedded in the psyche of the American peo-
ple; that is, when we think about crime, we tend to think
of it in very narrow terms, often omitting the most preva-
lent crimes and, often, the people who cause the most
harm. We tend to envision street crimes, such as murder,
robbery, burglary, and assault, while rarely conceiving of
white-collar, corporate, and state-sponsored crimes. Because
street crime is often more likely to be carried out by peo-
ple in the lower classes, and crimes of the elite—which
generally do not occupy the public consciousness—are
committed almost universally by people with economic,
political, and social power, the theory of the social reality
of crime neatly associates criminality with those on the
lower rungs of the economic and social ladder. This
remains true even in the face of the well-documented data
demonstrating that crimes committed by the powerful cost
the U.S. population more, both in terms of monetary and
physical costs. Quinney (1977) suggested that this is so
because the definition of what constitutes a crime is devel-
oped by those with economic, political, and social power
and according to their own interests, whereas individuals
without such power are more likely to have their activities
defined as criminal.



Explanations for why the American public tends to
have such a limited conception of crime are plentiful. The
way crime is measured sheds light on one way that peo-
ple obtain a narrow definition. There are three general
methods used to measure crime: (1) official statistics,
(2) victimization surveys, and (3) self-report studies. The
last two methods measure various aspects of victimiza-
tion and self-reported criminal behavior, and the first
usually involves the Uniform Crime Reports, which relies
on crimes known to the police to provide us with esti-
mated crime rates. A crime become known to the police
either because an officer discovers it or, more likely,
because someone reports it to the police. As long as the
police make a report of the crime, it is available to be
counted and used in calculating crime rates. The caveat to
this is that, in creating an overall crime rate, the Uniform
Crime Report measures only eight offenses: (1) murder
and nonnegligent manslaughter, (2) forcible rape, (3) rob-
bery, (4) aggravated assault, (5) burglary, larceny—theft,
(6) motor vehicle theft, (7) simple assault, and (8) arson.
The first four are violent offenses, and the second four
are property offenses. Because these offenses deal mostly
with street crime, which the poor are more likely to com-
mit, and omit a large number of offenses, many of which
those in the upper economic strata are likely to commit,
crime rates provide a skewed picture of crime.

Of course, news and entertainment media have also
worked to present a picture of crime and victimization that
is not necessarily rooted in reality. Crime has become a
prominent theme in media content. One of the most notice-
able aspects of media coverage of crime is that it tends to
focus on the rarest of crimes. Images of relatively high-
profile rapes, murders, and robberies are displayed on tele-
vision screens throughout the day, throughout the country.
Local newspapers and news shows typically adhere to the
adage “If it bleeds, it leads.” News stories about the deviant
and illegal practices of political, economic, and social elites
receive no comparable attention unless they occur on a very
large scale, as was the case with the collapse of companies
such as Enron and WorldCom because of financial crimes.

However, media practices are not a complete explana-
tion. As social actors, people play a role in, if not creating,
then surely allowing the emergence and sustainability of a
distorted image of crime. Stories about violent and grue-
some crimes tend to capture public interest. This interest is
part of the reason that the newspaper articles we read, and
the news, movies, and TV shows we watch are dominated
by crime stories. Indeed, some analysts argue that the
media are simply responding to the desires of the public.
They are a business and, like all businesses, their primary
goal is to increase market share, advertising income, and
profits. Therefore, if the public did not consume what the
media presented, then the media would have to change
what they offer or go out of business.

Public perceptions of crime are also a product of ideol-
ogy. Many of our ideas about crime and criminality are
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rooted in socialization and personal circumstances. Shaped
by social background, religious principles, and political
preferences, many people develop strong ideas about the
causes and cures of criminal behavior relatively early in
life. The extent to which people accept the common view
of crime as a lower-class phenomenon is due in part to the
fact that these views coincide nicely with the dominant
rhetoric of religious, economic, and political leaders about
the relationships among sin, poverty, and crime.

Finally, criminologists are complicit in creating an inac-
curate depiction of crime. Criminology has historically
focused almost exclusively on street crime in theoretical
development and empirical research; that is, criminologists
have devoted far more attention to describing and explain-
ing crimes such as murder, burglary, robbery, and drug use
than to white-collar offenses such as securities fraud, ille-
gal price fixing, or other forms of elite deviance. It is only
recently that a significant number of criminologists have
started to empirically examine crimes of the elite.

Social Class and Criminal Victimization

Although there is some debate about the relationship
between social class and criminality, the link between
social class and criminal victimization is well-known and
commonly accepted. Data provided by the National Crime
Victimization Survey indicate that although the link
between social class and victimization varies according to
crime, overall, people who are less well-off tend to bear a
greater burden as crime victims, particularly with respect
to crimes of violence. The difference between rich and
poor households as victims of property crime is less dra-
matic, although for the more serious crime of burglary,
poor households face greater risks than rich ones.

The popular image of street crime is often that of the
poor preying on the rich, but the reality of crime is that
most people tend to commit crime within a relatively short
distance of where they live. Thus, if the structural contra-
dictions of poverty and inequality are more likely to result
in individuals committing ordinary crimes, it means that the
poor are also more likely to be the victims of street crimes.

Social Class, Crime, and Policy

Most problematic about the apparent misconception of the
criminogenic nature of economic and social disadvantage
is that policies implemented on the basis of this assump-
tion are more harmful to the lower classes. Government
policies can increase or decrease the criminogenic conse-
quences of income and wealth inequality by choosing
to pursue preventive or punitive justice strategies. Pre-
ventive strategies, such as preschool education of poor
children, housing subsidies, and income support policies
for poor families, will help reduce the negative effects of
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inequality, lessening the number of low-income children
for whom hopelessness becomes a pathway to delinquency,
drug use, and maybe even adult crime. Punitive strategies,
which are far more prevalent today, attack crime through
get-tough tactics such as determinate sentencing, “wars”
on crime and drugs, and removal of rehabilitation pro-
grams from prisons. This results in an increase in the num-
ber of people, mostly poor, who will be victims of the
crimes committed by those who have become enmeshed in
the justice system in ways that leave little option but to
return to crime once they return to their communities.

Social class divisions are characterized by the asym-
metrical distribution of political power, cultural authority,
and wealth. Individuals whose money comes principally
from investments or high-paying occupations have more
opportunities to influence the formal institutions of
government—including the justice system—than ordinary
wageworkers, the poor, the unemployed, the young, or the
undereducated. If you doubt this, examine the U.S. Senate,
the Congress, or your state legislature, and you will find
that most of the members tend to be wealthy, employed in
high-status professions, or business owners, or possess
some combination of these characteristics. At the federal
level, one third of all senators and over one quarter of all
congressional representatives are millionaires (Santini,
2004). The nonelite social groups that together comprise
the vast majority of the American social landscape are
almost entirely absent from the law-making process. As a
result, the laws and policies that shape how we define
crime are more likely to reflect the values, life experiences,
and interests of the upper echelons of society.

Of course, laws and policies do not reflect the interests
only of the upper echelons of society. Across social classes,
there are many areas of consensus over the definition of
crime. Both the rich and the poor agree that murder, rape,
and burglary should be treated as crimes. It is where this
consensus over the definition of crime breaks down that
the greater power of the upper classes becomes apparent.
For example, most Americans view deliberate acts of
white-collar crime that lead to death or injury as being as
serious as street crimes that lead to death or injury, and
view corporate and political corruption as being as deserv-
ing of punishment as ordinary acts of theft. Lawmakers,
however, come primarily from the strata of society that has
the exclusive ability to commit white-collar crimes. As a
result, the prosecution and punishment of white-collar,
corporate, and political crimes has always been more
lenient than the treatment of street crimes.

Whose Crimes Are More Harmful?

In addition to the conflict over who is more likely to com-
mit crime, there is considerable disagreement about whose
crimes cause the most harm. Past research fortunately has
provided some fairly clear answers to this question, result-
ing in the following observation: Elite offenders pose a far

greater risk to health, life, and economic well-being than
street criminals.

There are approximately 20,000 homicides in the
United States every year; however, approximately 100,000
people die every year because of work-related illnesses and
accidents, and almost 40,000 deaths occur because of inad-
equate medical care and unnecessary surgeries. Jay
Albanese (1995) estimated that annual economic losses
due to street crime are about $10 billion, whereas the
losses due to white-collar crime were nearly $200 billion.
As Jeffrey Reiman (2004) notes in his book, The Rich Get
Richer and the Poor Get Prison, the latter figure is
undoubtedly an underestimate. Reiman’s own calculations
put the cost of white-collar crimes in the United States at
over $400 billion a year. He suggested that this figure also
underestimates the true cost of white-collar crime. In fact,
other researchers have estimated that the material and
physical losses from white-collar and corporate crime may
actually exceed $600 billion.

If we ask, then, who is more likely to cause harm to
society, it would appear that the upper and middle-class
sectors pose the greatest danger to our health, life, and eco-
nomic well-being. If we stick to the question of who com-
mits the crimes targeted by the justice system, the picture
remains unclear.

Conclusion

Social class has always been a critical component in the
study of crime, criminality, and the criminal justice sys-
tem’s responses. Although research is unclear as to the
exact nature of the relationship, it seems evident that
social class matters. It matters in determining who decides
which harmful behaviors are criminalized and which are
not. It matters when determining the severity of sanctions.
It matters in the kinds of offenses one can commit and the
quality of defenses one can mount when apprehended. It
matters when one is looking at arrest records and prison
populations. It matters when one is determining victim-
ization patterns, and it matters in calculating the harm
caused by crime. Ironically, where it may not matter is in
determining who is more likely to be a criminal. Never-
theless, it matters, and because it matters, criminological
research will, we hope, continue to explore the effects of
social class on crime and, more important, its effect on
justice, the one place where social class should definitely
not matter.
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VICTIMIZATION

BonniE S. FisHER AND BRADFORD W. REYNS
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ictimization is the outcome of deliberate action
\ / taken by a person or institution to exploit, oppress,
or harm another, or to destroy or illegally obtain
another’s property or possessions. The Latin word victima
means “sacrificial animal,” but the term victim has
evolved to include a variety of targets, including oneself,
another individual, a household, a business, the state, or
the environment. The act committed by the offender is
usually a violation of a criminal or civil statute but
does not necessarily have to violate a law. Harm can
include psychological/emotional damage, physical or sexual
injury, or economic loss.

Victimology is the scientific study of victims.
Victimologists focus on a range of victim-related issues,
including estimating the extent of different types of vic-
timization, explaining why victimization occurs to whom
or what, the effects and consequences of victimization,
and examining victims’ rights within the legal system.
Different domains of victimization are also of interest.
Victimology is characterized as an interdisciplinary
field—academics, practitioners, and advocates world-
wide from the fields of criminology, economics, forensic
sciences, law, political science, public health, psychol-
ogy, social work, sociology, nursing, and medicine focus
on victims’ plight.
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Types of Victimization

Personal Victimization

Personal victimization occurs when one party experiences
some harm that is a result of interacting with an offending
party. Personal victimizations can be lethal (e.g., homicide),
nonlethal (e.g., assault), or sexual (e.g., forced rape). These
victimizations can be violent (e.g., robbery) or nonviolent
(e.g., psychological/emotional abuse). Examples of personal
victimization also include domestic violence, stalking, kid-
napping, child or elder maltreatment/abuse/neglect, torture,
human trafficking, and human rights violations.

Property Victimization

Property victimization involves loss or destruction of pri-
vate or public possessions. Property victimization can be
committed against a person or against a specific place (e.g.,
residence), object (e.g., car), or institution (e.g., business).
Encompassing offenses include burglary, arson, motor vehi-
cle theft, shoplifting, and vandalism. Embezzlement, money
laundering, and a variety of computer/Internet offenses (e.g.,
software piracy) are also property victimizations.



Estimating the Extent of Victimization:
National Sources of Victimization Data
in the United States

Uniform Crime Reports

One of the primary sources of annual victimization data
is the Uniform Crime Reports (UCR). The Federal Bureau
of Investigation (FBI) has compiled the UCR since 1930;
it is the longest-running systematic data collection effort
on crime in the United States. The UCR presents aggregate
crime counts for personal and property offenses based on
standardized definitions collected from jurisdictions in all
50 states; Washington, D.C.; and Puerto Rico. Crime
counts are reported for the entire country, as well as for
regions, states, counties, cities, and towns. Participation in
the UCR is voluntary, with more than 17,000 city, county,
and state law enforcement agencies participating, repre-
senting about 94% of the total U.S. population.

UCR crimes are divided into two categories: Part I and
Part II offenses. Part I crimes are referred to as index
crimes and include more serious offenses, which are sub-
divided into violent and property categories. Part I violent
offenses are murder and nonnegligent manslaughter,
forcible rape, robbery, and aggravated assault. Part I prop-
erty offenses are burglary, larceny—theft, motor vehicle
theft, and arson. Part II offenses are less serious offenses,
including simple assault, drug offenses, and weapon
offenses. In 1992, the FBI began reporting information on
hate crimes. It also collects the UCR Supplemental
Homicide Reports, which are the most reliable, timely data
on the extent and nature of homicides.

The usefulness of the UCR as a measure of the “true”
amount of victimization is limited, because it overlooks the
dark figure of crime; that is, it includes only those crimes
reported to and known by law enforcement and reflected in
official crime statistics. Agency reporting practices, such
as masking problems through manipulating or reporting
incomplete crime counts, have also plagued the UCR.
Another shortcoming is a lack of information about the
victim or the context of the offense.

National Crime Victimization Survey

The National Crime Victimization Survey (NCVS) is
another source of annual victimization data. Its precursor,
the National Crime Survey (NCS), was initiated in 1973 by
the U.S. Census Bureau and the Bureau of Justice Statistics
with the goal of surveying a representative sample of
members of the nation’s households regarding their vic-
timization. The NCS was renamed in 1992 after an inten-
sive methodological redesign (e.g., question wording
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changes, addition of new crime types). Further changes in
methodology (e.g., a new sample and method of inter-
viewing) in 2006 do not allow its estimates and perhaps
subsequent NCVS crime victimization estimates to be
compared with previous years’ NCVS estimates.

Housing units are selected through a stratified multi-
stage cluster sampling design. For 3 years and half-years,
each household member 12 years and older from selected
house units is interviewed. Victimization screen questions
are asked and followed by a detailed incident report for
each number of times the respondent reports the incident
happened over the past 6 months.

Personal crimes include completed and attempted/
threatened rape, sexual assault, robbery, simple and aggra-
vated assault, and larceny with and without contract (e.g.,
pocket picking, purse snatching). Property crimes com-
prise household burglary, motor vehicle theft, and theft.
Because it is a self-report survey, the NCVS does not col-
lect information about homicides.

Among the strengths of the NCVS is the incident-level
information that is used to assess the frequency, victim
(e.g., sex, race) and incident characteristics (e.g., weapon
use, victim—offender relationship, place of occurrence),
and consequences of the victimization (e.g., injury, report-
ing behavior, economic loss). The NCVS collects informa-
tion about incidents reported and not reported to law
enforcement.

Topical supplements are periodically fielded and have
included school crime (1989, 1995), workplace victimiza-
tion (2002), stalking (2006), and identity theft (2008). Like
all surveys, memory decay, forward and backward tele-
scoping (i.e., the ability to remember things from the past
[backward] or predict the future [forward]), and exaggera-
tion by respondents are possible threats to the validity of
the victimization estimates. Frequently victimized individ-
uals, such as the homeless or those institutionalized, are
not included in the NCVS.

National Incident-Based Reporting System

Another source of national victimization data is the
National Incident-Based Reporting System (NIBRS).
NIBRS is an incident-based reporting system of a wide
variety of crimes known to law enforcement. The FBI created
NIBRS in 1988 with the purpose of enhancing and improv-
ing the UCR to meet law enforcement needs in the 21st cen-
tury. Like the UCR, participation in NIBRS is voluntary on
the part of law enforcement agencies and is not based on a
representative sample of crime in the United States.

NIBRS collects information about the nature of the
offenses in the incident, characteristics of the victim and
offender, types and value of property stolen and recovered,
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and characteristics of persons arrested in connection with
a crime incident. NIBRS has a number of improvements
over the UCR. Additional crimes, such as drug offenses,
fraud, kidnapping, and prostitution offenses, are included
in NIBRS. NIBRS also collects data on the context of the
incident, such as information on the relationship between
the victim and the offender. NIBRS overcomes the UCR’s
limitation of recording only the most serious offense with
an incident; NIBRS records each offense within an inci-
dent. The complicated nature of the incident report, cou-
pled with the strict guidelines and voluntary participation,
has resulted in less than ideal levels of participation from
law enforcement agencies.

Patterns and Trends in Victimization Rates

Consistent trends over time are evident from the UCR and
NCVS. First, both sources have consistently reported that the
annual property crime rate is larger than the violent crime
rate. For example, the 2006 UCR reports that there were
3,334.5 property victimizations per 100,000 inhabitants of
the United States, compared with 473.5 violent victimiza-
tions per 100,000. Second, both sources reported that crime
rates have been declining over time. Figure 20.1 shows that
the NCVS property crime rates have been steadily declining
since 1973. Figure 20.2 shows that, since 1994, violent crime
rates have declined, reaching the lowest level ever in 2005.
The UCR reported that from 1996 to 2005, the violent crime
rate decreased 26.3% and the property crime rate fell 22.9%.

Personal Victimization

The NCVS has consistently reported that assault is the most
frequently occurring personal victimization. Of the two types

of assault, victims experience approximately three times more
simple assaults than aggravated assaults. To illustrate, the 2005
NCVS estimated 13.5 simple assaults per 1,000 persons age
12 and older compared with 4.3 aggravated assaults per 1,000
persons age 12 and older. Robbery was the next most frequent,
with 2.6 per 1,000 persons age 12 and older; rape was next at
0.03 per 1,000 persons age 12 and older. Murder was the least
frequently occurring crime—an estimated rate of 5.7 per
100,000 inhabitants as reported by the UCR.

Demographic differences in personal victimization
rates have also consistently been reported in the NCVS. In
2005, for example, persons of two or more races had the
highest rates of violent victimization (83.6 per 1,000 per-
sons age 12 and older), followed by blacks (27 per 1,000
persons age 12 and older), Hispanics (25 per 1,000 persons
age 12 and older), whites (20.1 per 1,000 persons age 12
and older), and all other races (Native Americans, Native
Alaskans, etc.; 13.9 per 1,000 persons age 12 and older).

Males had higher violent victimization rates than
females. Males were almost 4 times more likely than
females to be murdered in 2005. Males’ violent crime rate
was 25.5, compared with females’ rate of 17.1 per 1,000
persons age 12 and older.

Victims of violence tend to be young and less likely to expe-
rience a violent victimization as they age. The age group most
at risk was the 2024 age group (46.9 per 1,000 persons age
12 and older), followed by the 16—19 group (44.2 per 1,000
persons age 12 and older), the 12—15 group (44 per 1,000 persons
age 12 and older), the 25-34 group (23.6 per 1,000 persons age
12 and older), the 3549 group (17.5 per 1,000 persons age
12 and older), the 50-64 group (11.4 per 1,000 persons age 12
and older) and, finally, the 65-and-older age group (2.4 per
1,000 persons age 12 and older). Interestingly, the relationship
between age and victimization is very similar to the relationship
between age and crime.

Adjusted victimization rate per 1,000 persons
age 12 and over
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Figure 20.1 U.S. Violent Crime Rates, 1973-2005

SOURCE: U.S. Department of Justice, Bureau of Justice Statistics (2005). National Crime Victimization Survey. Washington, DC: Author.



Victimization e 165

Adjusted victimization rate per 1,000 households

600 -

400 ~

200 -

0 T T T

T T T T T T
1973 1978 1983

T T T T T T T T T T T T T T T 1
1993 1998 2003

Figure 20.2 U.S. Property Crime Rates, 1973-2005

SOURCE: U.S. Department of Justice, Bureau of Justice Statistics (2005). National Crime Victimization Survey. Washington, DC: Author.

Property Victimization

Theft was the most frequent property victimization to
occur in 2005, with 116.2 victimizations per 1,000 house-
holds; followed by household burglary, with 29.5 victim-
izations per 1,000 households; and motor vehicle theft,
with 8.4 victimizations per 1,000 households. The overall
property victimization rate was 154 per 1,000 house-
holds. The NCVS presents victimization information for
a number of victim characteristics. As an example, the
nature of one’s housing (rent or own) shows that people
who rent were victimized more than those who own
(192.3 compared with 136.5 victimizations per 1,000 house-
holds). The location of the residence is also presented in
the NCVS. People living in urban locations experience
the most property victimizations (200 per 1,000 house-
holds), followed by suburban residents (141.4 per 1,000
households), and then rural residents (125.1 per 1,000
households).

Theories of Victimization

Relative to the field of criminology, which originated
around the mid-18th century, victimology is a young
field with roots in the late 1940s. Since that time, several
generations of scholars have advanced its theoretical
beginnings and promoted the reemergence of interest in
the victim through a wide range of research questions
and methods.

First Generation: Early Victimologists

First-generation scholarly work in victimology pro-
posed victim typologies based on the offender—victim dyad

in a criminal act. Common to the ideas of thes