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Guide to Preparing Manuscripts
Editorial Policy—Criminology & Public Policy (CPP) is a peer-reviewed journal devoted to the study of criminal justice policy and 
practice. The central objective of the journal is to strengthen the role of research findings in the formulation of crime and justice policy by 
publishing empirically based, policy-focused articles. Authors are encouraged to submit papers that contribute to a more informed 
dialogue about policies and their empirical bases. Papers suitable for CPP not only present their findings, but also explore the 
policy-relevant implications of those findings. Specifically, appropriate papers for CPP do one or more of the following:

Strengthen the role of research in the development of criminal justice policy and practice•	
Empirically assess criminal justice policy or practice, and provide evidence-based support for new, modified, or alternative policies •	
and practices
Provide more informed dialogue about criminal justice policies and practices and the empirical evidence related to these policies •	
and practices
Advance the relationship between criminological research and criminal justice policy and practice•	
The policy focus of the journal requires articles with a slightly different emphasis than is found in most peer-reviewed academic 

journals. Most academic journals look for papers that have comprehensive literature reviews, provide detailed descriptions of methodol-
ogy, and draw implications for future research. In contrast, CPP seeks papers that offer literature reviews more targeted to the problem at 
hand, provide efficient data descriptions, and include a more lengthy discussion of the implications for policy and practice. The preferred 
paper describes the policy or practice at issue, the significance of the problem being investigated, and the associated policy implications. 
This introduction is followed by a description and critique of pertinent previous research specific to the question at hand. The methodology 
is described briefly, referring the reader to other sources if available. The presentation of the results includes only those tables and graphs 
necessary to make central points (additional descriptive statistics and equations are provided in appendices). The paper concludes with a 
full discussion of how the study either provides or fails to provide empirical support for current, modified, or new policies or practices. The 
journal is interdisciplinary, devoted to the study of crime, deviant behavior, and related phenomena, as found in the social and behavioral 
sciences and in the fields of law, criminal justice, and history. The major emphases are theory, research, historical issues, policy evaluation, 
and current controversies concerning crime, law, and justice.

Manuscript Submissions—Manuscripts are to be submitted electronically to cpp@fsu.edu. The manuscript should be 
submitted in one Word (.doc) file with tables and figures in the same document as the manuscript text. Please note that Word 
2007 is not yet compatible with journal production systems. Unfortunately, the journal cannot accept Microsoft Word 2007 documents 
until such time as a stable production version is released. Please use Word’s “Save As” option, therefore, to save your document as an 
older (.doc) file type. Additional documents, including cover letters or memos to the editor, may also be e-mailed as supplemental files. 
Although we strongly encourage on-line submission, those who prefer not to submit on-line may send a CD to Julie Mestre, Managing 
Editor, Florida State University, Center for Criminology & Public Policy Research, 325 John Knox Road Building L-102, Tallahassee, FL 
32303. 

A two-section abstract of approximately 150 words (see example on page 6 of the Style Sheet) and a brief biographical 
paragraph describing each author’s current affiliation, research interests, and recent publications should accompany the 
manuscript. A $10 submission fee, made payable to the American Society of Criminology, is also required (except for student sole authors). 
This may be submitted as a check mailed to the address above, or credit card payments can be arranged.

Papers accepted for publication should comply with American Psychological Association guidelines concerning nonsexist 
language. We accept three formats for digital artwork submission: Encapsulated PostScript (EPS), Portable Document Format (PDF), and 
Tagged Image Format (TIFF). We suggest that line art be saved as EPS files. Alternately, these may be saved as PDF files at 600 dots per 
inch (dpi) or better at final size. Tone art, or photographic images, should be saved as TIFF files with a resolution of 300 dpi at final size. For 
combination figures, or artwork that contains both photographs and labeling, we recommend saving figures as EPS files, or as PDF files 
with a resolution of 600 dpi or better at final size. More detailed information on the submission of electronic artwork can be found at:

http://authorservices.wiley.com/bauthor/illustration.asp
The American Society of Criminology regards submission of a manuscript to this journal as a commitment to publish herein; 

simultaneous submission to another journal is unacceptable. Every effort will be made to notify authors of editorial decisions within 3 
months of manuscript and processing fee receipt. Note that CPP publication decisions arrive by postal mail, so please indicate whether 
you prefer e-mail correspondence to postal mail upon submission of your manuscript.

Please consult and conform to the CPP Style Sheet, which is available at cpp.fsu.edu, prior to submission.
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Editorial Introduction

V I o l e n t  V I c t I m I z a t I o n  a n d 
e c o n o m I c  c o n d I t I o n s

Economic Conditions and Minority Violence
An introduction to “Violent Victimization 
among Males and Economic Conditions: The 
Vulnerability of Race and Ethnic Minorities”

alfred blumstein, Senior Editor
H e i n z  C o l l e g e ,  C a r n e g i e  M e l l o n  U n i v e r s i t y

The problems from what has been called the “Great Recession” (2007–2010), which 
was marked by the stock market crash of September 2008, understandably have raised 
many questions and concerns about how the economic impact of those problems will 

affect crime. Indeed, many have been prepared for the worst, especially in terms of its impact 
on African American and Hispanic communities because of a presumed disproportionate im-
pact on their job opportunities and the consequent reactions in terms of need for money and 
resulting family tension and frustrations. All of these elements could be causal factors in terms 
of property crime as a replacement for employment and violence as an outgrowth of conflict. 
Lauritsen and Heimer (2010, this issue) have made the following important contributions to 
addressing these issues: 

They have focused on the issue of violence, leaving the issue of property crime to others.• 
They have invoked the richer detail of the National Crime Victimization Survey (NCVS) • 
rather than the limited detail associated with the Uniform Crime Reports (UCR), presuming 
that the violent victimization of members of a racial or ethnic group is perpetrated most 
often by other members of that group.
They have related the violent victimization time series to one indicator of economic • 
conditions, the Consumer Pessimism Index (CPI), the obverse of the Consumer Senti-
ment Index, which was introduced to criminology by Rosenfeld and Fornango (2007), 
rather than the more common conventional economic indexes like unemployment rates 
or employment rates.

Direct correspondence to Alfred blumstein, Heinz College, Carnegie mellon university, 5000 Forbes Avenue, 
Pittsburgh, PA 15213 (e-mail: ab0q@andrew.cmu.edu).
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They have focused on African Americans and Hispanics, which are the nation’s largest • 
minority groups that disproportionately suffer the disadvantages most often associated 
with crime and are the most vulnerable to the impacts of economic shocks.

These choices highlight the complexity of measuring the causal effects on “crime” of any societal 
phenomenon: 

What kinds of crime should be measured?• 
Through what lens should it be measured?• 
How will the effects differ across different demographic groups (age, race, gender, ethnicity, • 
socioeconomic status, residence, and many others)?
What are appropriate—and empirically accessible—measures of the societal phenomenon • 
we are concerned about?
How can we get a forecast of the societal phenomenon that is any better than the inherently • 
weak forecasts we have about crime itself?

Given the multidimensionality of these choices, it is no wonder that the state of knowledge in 
criminology has moved as slowly as it has. Any single author or research team is forced to make 
discrete choices in each of these domains. Then, when asked to prescribe appropriate policies, 
authors are driven to choices that they prefer ideologically or have been shown to be useful in 
other contexts and hopefully will be transferable. If one focuses on a policy that is distinctively 
appropriate to one of the analytic choices, how well does that transfer to a different analytic 
choice, and how does that fit in the larger societal context? 

In the context of trying to understand the impact of economic conditions on violent crime 
among African American and Hispanic males, which was a concern that was certainly raised 
early in the development of what became the Great Recession, Lauritsen and Heimer (2010) 
had to make some additional hard choices, as follows:

Among Hispanics, how to differentiate among citizens (native born or naturalized) or • 
immigrants, documented or undocumented.
Whether to try to differentiate among the economic sectors that would be experiencing • 
an economic shock—the dot-com bust of the early 2000s compared with the housing and 
construction bust resulting from the finance catastrophes of the late 2000s.
In terms of policy, all the political attention during a recession is focused on the economy • 
and creating and stimulating the creation of jobs generally, how does one attract some 
attention to the particular kinds of jobs that are most likely to have an impact on crime, 
and especially crime by or against minority groups?

One particular challenge they faced was how to bring into the policy arena the results that are 
interesting and important from the perspective of criminology: Their disaggregation of seri-
ous violent victimization by race and ethnicity was interesting and important, and finding a 
linkage of some sort to economic conditions made it even more interesting. The natural policy 

implication of these observed relationships is to put more resources into the kinds of social 
services targeted at the disadvantaged minority populations that are most seriously impacted 

editor ia l  I nt roduct ion Vio lent  Vic t imizat ion and economic Condit ions
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by the economic downturns and are most likely to turn to crime as a result. But, of course, the 
revenues of state and local government agencies that provide these services are also impacted 
seriously by the economic downturn, and those services tend to be cut back despite the cries of 
criminologists noting their importance in preventing crime. Those cries are likely to be heeded 
only if a dramatic shift upward in crime rates occurs. Even then, the response is far less likely 
to be an increase in the social services and much more in the form of greater enforcement and 
incarceration to demonstrate responsiveness to the public concerns rather than to accept the 
lags between the provision of the social services and their later impact on crime reduction.

The irony of this situation is reflected in the interaction between the economic trauma of the 
Great Recession and crime rates. One would not expect to observe much street crime generated 
by the financial analysts or traders laid off by Lehman Brothers, or even by the large numbers 
of workers in their 50s who were laid off and are not likely to be reemployed. One would also 
not expect to observe much change in the rates of violence by Elijah Anderson’s (1999) “street 
people,” who are largely out of tune to both the ups and the downs of the economy. Rather, the 
people most likely to be impacted by a downturn in job opportunities are the recent high-school 
graduates who would otherwise have moved into the legitimate economy and now find that 
opportunity blocked to them, and so they have an incentive to continue to engage in the kinds 
of crime that they—or at least their neighborhood teenage colleagues—have been doing.

Another irony of the 2009 recession is the striking decrease in crime rates reported by 
the Preliminary 2009 UCR Crime Statistics, which reported a 7% decrease in homicide, 8% 
decrease in robbery, and 5% decrease in property crimes (Federal Bureau of Investigation, 
2010); these findings represent the first significant decreases since 2000, a period during 
which national crime rates had been impressively flat. This decline in 2009 was contrary to all 
expectations by criminologists, the media, and the lay public. Not only have the declines been 
large, but also they have been widespread, particularly among the larger cities where homicide 
rates decreased by 11% in the cities of 1 million or more and 500,000 to 1 million. In a group 
of 22 relatively high-crime cities that was examined, the decline was not only large but also 

impressively widespread; for homicide, 18 cities declined, and 5 cities by more than 20%, and 
for robbery 20 cities declined, 12 cities by more than 10% (Yost, 2010). So far, no thorough 
documented assessments have been published of the factors contributing to this good news, and 
hardly any speculation has been made. One interesting hypothesis that can be pursued once 
some demographics from 2009 crime and victimization rates become available is whether there 
has been a disproportionate decline in African American involvement in violence in response to 
the election of the first African American President in 2009; this issue is particularly important, 
not only as a policy choice but also to recognize the important degree to which factors outside 
the criminological tradition can have a major influence on crime rates.

The four policy essays included in this segment nicely complement the work by Lauritsen 
and Heimer (2010). Cook (2010, this issue) draws on his own and others’ research, finding a 
clear link between economic conditions (unemployment rate and employment—population 

blumstein
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ratio) and robbery and burglary rates, finding no association with criminal homicide. He also 
rationalizes the authors’ finding of counter-cyclical effects (i.e., robbery victimization goes up 
when economic conditions go down) on Blacks and Hispanics by presuming most robbery to 
occur within minority groups, which disproportionately suffer the effect of economic downturns. 
His observations also suggest a parallel study of perpetrators by Lauritsen and Heimer because 
the victimization survey contains some identification information on the perpetrators

Land and Zheng (2010, this issue) propose several possibly useful methodological variations 
on those used by Lauritsen and Heimer (2010) and use the unemployment rate with some new 
analyses of their own to confirm the influence of the unemployment rate on victimization. The 
essay by Martinez (2010, this issue) invokes his extensive research on Latino immigrant groups, 
and his findings are consistent with those of many other investigators: Immigrant groups are 
less involved in crime and violence than native groups. These findings are particularly impor-
tant in the contemporary political environment where anti-immigration rhetoric erroneously 
accuses immigrants of contributing disproportionately to crime and calls for specially targeted 
control measures.

Warren’s (2010, this issue) policy essay focuses on the inequality of minority groups and 
their particular vulnerability to economic conditions. She offers some policy strategies for ad-
dressing their needs. One involves greater police presence in their communities, but only in 
a community-oriented policing mode, working with established community groups. She also 
highlights the importance of education involving school-based tutorial reading and math programs 
as a means of providing minority groups tools to better overcome the disadvantages inherent 
in their communities, to enable them to more quickly overcome other historical disadvantages 
impacting minorities, and to be better able to weather future economic downturns.

references
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Research Article

V I o l e n t  V I c t I m I z a t I o n  a n d 
e c o n o m I c  c o n d I t I o n s

Violent victimization among males 
and economic conditions 
The vulnerability of race and ethnic minorities

Janet l. lauritsen
U n i v e r s i t y  o f  M i s s o u r i — S t .  L o u i s

Karen Heimer
U n i v e r s i t y  o f  I o w a

research summary
In this article, we use data from the 1973 to 2005 National Crime Victimization Survey 
(NCVS) to estimate previously unknown trends in serious nonfatal violent victimization 
for Latino, non-Latino Black, and non-Latino White males in the United States. Past 
research has shown that Blacks and Latinos have been more susceptible than Whites to 
financial hardship during economic downturns and that economic disadvantage is an 
important correlate of violence in cross-sectional analyses. If significant declines in the na-
tional economy contribute to increases in violence, then crime trends disaggregated by race 
and ethnicity should show greater changes among minorities during periods of economic 
downturn. Although rates of violence have declined for all groups, we find that trends for 
Latino and Black males are similar and closely follow changes in consumer sentiment. 
In contrast, trends for White males display fewer fluctuations coinciding with changes in 
economic conditions. Continued disaggregation shows that these patterns appear primar-
ily in stranger violence and not in violence by known offenders. The patterns also suggest 
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that the association between changing economic conditions and male victimization trends 
might have weakened in recent years.

Policy Implications
The findings raise concerns about the potential impact of recent economic changes on the 
risk for serious victimization, particularly among Blacks and Latinos. In light of the possible 
recent weakening of the relationship between economic changes and crime, future research 
should assess whether criminal justice policies and other factors moderate the relationship 
between economic conditions and victimization and use group-specific measures of violence 
so that important variability across race and ethnicity is not masked. These analyses also 
should be expanded to consider the potential effects on violence of government policies 
designed to alleviate poverty and unemployment. 

Keywords
violence, trends, victimization, race, ethnicity, economic conditions, policy, recession

The study of crime trends is an integral component of criminological research, and it 
is well understood that efforts to understand and prevent violence should include the 
systematic description of trends in fatal and nonfatal violence and the identification 

of subgroups most at risk. Disaggregated trends can reveal whether increases and decreases 
in violent victimization over time have been experienced equally or whether some subgroups 
have distinct trends. These types of descriptive analyses were a critical step for understanding 
the nature of the youth homicide epidemic of the late 1980s and early 1990s (Blumstein and 
Rosenfeld, 1998; Blumstein and Wallman, 2006; Cook and Laub, 2002). 

Yet researchers have not compared long-term trends in serious violent victimization for 
Latinos, non-Latino Blacks (hereafter Black), and non-Latino Whites (hereafter White) because 
of the lack of readily available data. The Federal Bureau of Investigation’s Uniform Crime Reports 
(UCR) do not record information about the victim’s ethnicity, and victimization rates disag-
gregated beyond categories of “Black” and “White” are not obtainable from National Crime 
Survey (NCS) reports for years prior to 1993. More refined race and ethnic group comparisons 

are important because the rates of Whites are confounded with those of Latinos when ethnicity 
is not taken into account, and race and ethnicity have been shown to be associated with levels of 
violent victimization in cross-sectional research (Lauritsen and White, 2001). Not only would 
long-term trends by race and ethnicity provide previously unknown information about the 
experiences of Latinos, they also can offer valuable insight into the group-specific consequences 
of potential causal factors, including changing national economic conditions, the focus of the 
current investigation. 
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In this research, we estimate long-term trends in serious nonfatal violent victimization for 
Latino, Black, and White males in the United States.1 We also show how these group-specific 
trends are associated with previous national economic downturns. We estimate the trends for 
the period 1973–2005 using data from the NCS and the National Crime Victimization Survey 
(NCVS), which contain measures of race and ethnicity not available elsewhere. These data 
also permit increased disaggregation by incident characteristics; thus, we also estimate race and 
ethnic differences by victim–offender relationship and by type of crime. The former compari-
sons can be used to explore whether previous economic downturns have different associations 
with stranger versus nonstranger violence, whereas the latter can be used to assess whether the 
associations depend on economic motivation (i.e., robbery vs. aggravated assault). We describe 
the relationships between the group-specific trends in violence and economic downturns using 
a continuous indicator of economic change that has been shown to be related significantly to 
property crime trends, the Index of Consumer Sentiment (ICS; Rosenfeld, 2009; Rosenfeld 
and Fornango, 2007). We also note how other indicators such as unemployment, poverty, and 
a discrete measure of recessionary periods are associated with these trends.

 The results from this research are used to discuss the need to refine our understanding of 
the relationship between race and ethnicity, changing economic conditions, and serious violent 
victimization as well as to prompt additional research on how factors such as drug markets 
and criminal justice policies might moderate these relationships. The findings also suggest the 
importance of broadening the scope of criminological policy research to include analyses of 
the potential effects of social-welfare programs such as income transfers, job programs, em-
ployment benefits, and family assistance. Such policies have received relatively little attention 
in criminological research and might have broader benefits that include dampening possible 
increases in serious violent victimization. 

background
The onset of the most recent economic recession in December 2007 led to many stories in the 

news media about possible increases in crime and violence (e.g., Audi and Fields, 2010; Cramer, 
2009; Hauser and Baker, 2008; Li, 2009). Typically, these news accounts feature statements by 
criminologists and others who report no relationship between past recessions and violence rates 
as well as some who expect to see some increases as a result of the economic downturn. One 
reason for the belief that the most recent recession is unlikely to result in increases in violence is 
that long-term aggregate trends in serious nonfatal violence using data from either the UCR or 
the NCVS exhibit little apparent association with periodic downturns in the national economy. 
For example, when UCR and NCVS trends in serious violence are displayed in conjunction 

1. of course, it is equally important to conduct similar investigations of female victimization, and such work 
currently is underway. We do not combine the presentation of the results for male and female victimiza-
tion because of the need to pay special attention to intimate partner violence for females, which occurs at 
extremely low rates among males. In addition, preliminary analyses show that the overall trends and race 
and ethnic differences in serious nonfatal victimization differ somewhat for males and females. 
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with information designating past recessionary periods (National Bureau of Economic Research, 
2003), relatively little noteworthy change in violence seems to occur during these periods in 
either data series (see Figure 1).2 Such patterns suggest that past recessions have not corresponded 
closely with aggregate serious violent crime rates over the past several decades.

However, despite the patterns in Figure 1, it is clear that many criminologists are ill at 
ease with the assertion that economic recessions, or other changes in economic conditions, 
have little relationship to crime rates. A large body of cross-sectional research consistently has 
demonstrated a strong relationship between economic disadvantage and violence at various 
levels of analysis. Studies of states, metropolitan areas (e.g., Land, McCall, and Cohen, 1990), 
cities (e.g., Land, McCall, and Cohen, 1991), neighborhoods (e.g., Sampson, Raudenbush, and 
Earls, 1997), and census tracts (e.g., Krivo, Peterson, and Payne, 2009) have found effects of 
economic disadvantage on violence rates. In a recent meta-analysis of macrolevel predictors of 
crime, Pratt and Cullen (2005) reported that the effect sizes were both strong and stable across 

2. The National bureau of economic research (Nber) defines recessions as those periods in which a signifi-
cant decline occurs in economic activity across a variety of indicators, including gross domestic product, 
income, employment, industrial production, and retail sales (Nber, 2003). recession periods begin when 
significant decreases in these indicators become evident and end when significant increases resume. 
since 1973, the Nber has designated the following periods as recessions: November 1973 to march 1975, 
January 1980 to July 1980, July 1981 to November 1982, July 1990 to march 1991, march 2001 to Novem-
ber 2001, and the most recent recession, which began in December 2007 (Nber, 2010).

F I g u r e  1

serious Violent crime rates and recession Periods:  
ucr and ncVs 1973-2005
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153 studies of poverty and crime. Similarly, individual- and multi-level research has found 
that neighborhood economic disadvantage and family income have independent effects on an 
individual’s risk for violent victimization (Lauritsen, 2001) and that neighborhood disadvantage 
and subjective financial strain in the household are related to women’s risk for intimate partner 
violence (Benson, Fox, DeMaris, and VanWyk, 2003). These consistent relationships between 
violence and economic disadvantage across various levels of aggregation suggest that temporal 
changes in the national economy that affect poverty and economic disadvantage should be 
associated with changes in crime and violence. 

 Research that has examined the effects of macroeconomic changes on crime trends has 
found that such conditions are related significantly to property crime rates net of criminal justice 
system effects such as incarceration and policing. For example, using state-level data, researchers 
have shown that changes in unemployment or wages (e.g., Raphael and Winter-Ebmer, 2001) 
and in gross state product (Arvanites and DeFina, 2006) significantly are related to property 
crime and robbery trends (see also Blumstein and Rosenfeld, 2008; Gould, Weinberg, and 
Mustard, 2002). In regional-level analyses, the ICS (a measure of perceived economic condi-
tions) has been related significantly to property crime and robbery trends net of criminal justice 
measures and other economic indicators such as unemployment and gross domestic product 
(Rosenfeld and Fornango, 2007). However, aside from the crime of robbery—an economically 
motivated act of violence—most studies suggest that changes in economic conditions are not 
significantly related to trends in violence. Important exceptions can be found in the literature. 
For example, Messner, Raffalovich, and McMillan (2001) showed that changes in child poverty 
rates are significantly associated with changes in Black and White youth homicide arrests, and 
Grogger (2006) suggested that increases in wages are associated with the decline in violence 
during the 1990s but not with the increases in the late 1980s. A recent study by Rosenfeld 
(2009) found that changes in regional economic conditions as measured by the ICS have an 
indirect influence on homicide through their effect on acquisitive crime (robbery, burglary, and 
auto theft) rates. Although these studies are noteworthy exceptions, the common conclusion 
among criminologists is that changes in the economy are not associated with violence rates—a 
conclusion that is generally consistent with the aggregate UCR and NCVS trends displayed 
earlier in Figure 1. 

How might the study of crime trends disaggregated by race and ethnicity help increase our 
understanding of the association between macroeconomic conditions and violence? As noted, 

one of the key lessons from studies of the homicide epidemic was the importance of disag-
gregating crime rates, particularly by race, to discern not only which groups were experiencing 
disproportionate increases but also to learn what factors might account for those changes. The 
same is true for research on rates of poverty and economic well-being, which will be discussed in 
more detail. That literature suggests that some past economic recessions have had a dispropor-
tionately greater impact on race and ethnic minorities, largely because less-skilled, low-income 
workers typically are hit hardest by economic downturns. Taken together with the findings on 
economic disadvantage and violent crime, these patterns imply that significant declines in the 
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national economy might have a greater impact on violent victimization rates among race and 
ethnic minorities than Whites.

Moreover, the need to learn more about the similarities and differences in long-term 
trends in serious violence by race and ethnicity goes beyond the study of economic conditions 
and crime. Scholars of race, ethnicity, and crime have continued to call for analyses that go 
beyond the Black–White dichotomy (e.g., Hawkins, 1995; Martinez, 2003; Peterson, Krivo, 
and Hagan, 2006). Little is known about long-term trends in Latino victimization or offending 
because analysts have relied on the UCR and Supplementary Homicide Report data, which 
lack sufficient detail on ethnicity. Cross-sectional research on homicide suggests that Latino 
violence is associated with economic conditions (Martinez, 1996); however, available data on 
these trends have been limited to selected cities and to shorter time series (e.g., Martinez and Lee, 
2000). Comparisons among Black, White, and Latino trends can help illuminate the empirical 
commonalities and differences across groups and therefore provide additional insight into the 
potential structural and cultural sources of violent victimization. 

Past Economic Recessions and Race and Ethnicity
Popular discussions of bad economic times typically use the term “recession” to refer to the 
general condition of the economy; yet this discrete indicator of economic periods does not 
capture the length, breadth, or depth of an economic downturn. Recessionary periods in the 
United States have differed in the types of jobs and industries most affected, the rate at which 
hiring resumed, and in the degree to which poverty and unemployment rates increased during 
the recession and persisted after the end of the recession was declared. In addition, the nature 
and availability of jobless benefits, public assistance, or antipoverty programs has varied across 
recessions, as has the amount of government spending on these programs (Blank, 1997). We 
use the term “recession” to refer to the periods designated as such by the NBER (see footnote 2) 
and show how this indicator of the economy is associated with other macroeconomic indicators, 
including unemployment rates, poverty rates, and the ICS. 

Although the nature and the consequences of each of the past recessions have differed, 
economists have noted for a long time that the poor experience the greatest relative loss of 
income and economic well-being during economic downturns, just as they gain relative to the 
wealthy when the economy recovers (e.g., Beach, 1977; Mirer, 1973; Thurow, 1970). Poverty 
rates increase during periods of economic decline partly because unemployment increases most 
among the least skilled and the poorest workers (e.g., Blank and Blinder, 1986). Less-skilled, 
low-income workers experienced greater shifts in employment than other groups during the 
recessions of the early 1980s and 1990s (see Blank, Danziger, and Schoeni, 2006). The reces-
sion of 2001, however, is unique in that both low- and high-skill groups experienced similar 
decreases in earnings because of the particular industries most affected by the downturn (Hall, 
2006). In addition, smaller increases in poverty occurred during the recession of the 1970s 
than those of the 1980s and 1990s (Hoynes, Page, and Stevens, 2006). This trend might reflect 
higher levels of government subsidies (including unemployment benefits), which grew relative 
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to income through the mid-1970s before beginning to decline (see Blank and Blinder, 1986; 
also Gottschalk and Danziger, 1984). In short, apart from the early 2000s, economic cycles 
have had the greatest impact on poverty and economic well-being among workers and families 
at the bottom of the income distribution. 

Because race and ethnic minorities are more likely than Whites to be low-skilled, low-
income workers, their unemployment and economic well-being tends to be more sensitive to 
recession and recovery periods (e.g., Hoynes et al., 2006). Moreover, within the low-skilled male 
population, minorities seem to be affected more profoundly by economic downturns. Using 
data from the Current Population Survey for the period 1975–1997, Hoynes (2000: 47-49) 
showed greater employment declines among non-White, low-skilled males than White, low-
skilled males during the recession of the early 1980s. Similarly, Borjas (2006) used the Census’ 
Public Use Micro Sample data from 1980 to 2000 to show that the wages of low-skill minority 
immigrant men are affected substantially by economic cycles and that, among nonimmigrant 
workers, the chances of employment for Blacks and Latinos (especially low-skilled workers) are 
influenced more strongly by economic cycles than for White workers. For example, a 2 percent-
age point increase in national unemployment is associated with a 4 percentage point decrease 
in the likelihood of nonimmigrant Black employment (Borjas, 2006: 74).

Consistent with these findings, with few exceptions, a greater proportion of Blacks and 
Latinos dropped below the poverty line than did Whites during past recessions (see Census 
Bureau, 2010).3 For example, prior to the start of recessions of the early 1980s, the percent of 
Whites, Blacks, and Latinos living below the federal poverty line in 1979 was 8.1, 31.0, and 
21.8, respectively. By 1983, an additional 2.7% of Whites had fallen into poverty compared 
with an additional 4.7% of Blacks and 6.2% of Latinos. Race and ethnic differences in poverty 
increases were less pronounced during the recession of the early 2000s, perhaps because this 
recession affected both low- and high-skilled workers, as noted. Also, the increase in poverty 
among both Blacks and Whites was comparatively small during the recession of the early 1970s, 
perhaps in part because government transfers and spending were more generous (e.g., Blank 
and Blinder, 1986; Gottschalk and Danziger, 1984). 

The evidence also suggests that past government spending has benefited the White poor 

proportionately more than the minority poor. Unemployment benefits have been received 
disproportionately by White males (Blank and Blinder, 1986). In the past, tax changes and 
government transfers replaced a larger fraction of the income lost to unemployment for poor, 
White male household heads than for poor, non-White male household heads (Gramlich and 
Laren, 1984). Research thus suggests that race differences in receipt of government transfers 
and benefits also might contribute to the greater disadvantage of minorities, particularly during 
times of economic downturn. 

3. The exception occurred during the 1973–1975 recession when the percent of persons living in poverty 
among Whites and blacks changed relatively little. The percent living in poverty among Whites in 1973 
(the earliest available year in this data series) and 1976 was 7.5 and 8.1, respectively. The comparable rates 
for blacks were 31.4 and 31.1 percent, respectively.
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In addition to being more vulnerable to economic hardship during economic downturns, 
it has been argued for a long time that less-skilled workers also benefit more when the economy 
recovers and expands (e.g., Beach, 1977; Mirer, 1973; Thurow, 1970). However, recent com-
mentators have questioned whether, in fact, “the rising tide” does indeed “lift all boats” (e.g., 
Freeman, 2001). For example, in the 1980s, the gross domestic product grew by 20%, whereas 
the aggregate poverty rate of families increased from 1979 to 1989; by the 1990s recession, 
the poverty rate was similar to what it was during the 1983 recession and was higher than any 
time since 1966 (Freeman, 2001: 98). In short, less-skilled workers—those most susceptible 
to unemployment and poverty—did not benefit as much as would be expected during the 
economic recovery of the 1980s. 

Nevertheless, the economic boom of the 1990s changed the picture; the employment rates 
of the least-skilled workers grew during the expansion of 1990s, whereas it had been fairly stable 
during the expansion of the 1980s (Hall, 2006: 102–103). By 2000, the unemployment of low-
skilled workers fell to levels of the 1960s (Freeman, 2001). These patterns were accompanied 
by a decrease in the poverty rates of the postrecession 1990s, back to the level of 1975 (Census, 
2010). Moreover, as noted, the 2001 recession did not greatly affect less-skilled workers because 
it did not affect the industries in which they primarily are employed. In short, the 1990s into 
the early 2000s were a “relatively good period for the unskilled,” in part because of growth in 
industries that employ less-skilled workers, such as construction (Hall, 2006: 110–111). By 
the turn of the century, the U.S. employment rate was at a historic high (Freeman, 2001: 115), 
and declines (from 1992 to 2000) in the proportion living below poverty were greatest among 
Blacks and Latinos (Census, 2010).4 

Background Summary
The research literatures on homicide, poverty, and unemployment show the importance of 
disaggregating trends by race and ethnicity to understand better changes in violence and 
economic well-being over time. Past research has shown that minorities have been more sus-
ceptible to increases in poverty during economic downturns than Whites and that economic 

disadvantage is an important correlate of violence in cross-sectional analyses. We argue that 
if significant declines in the national economy contribute to violent crime increases, as some 
recent research suggests, then violent crime trends disaggregated by race and ethnicity should 
reveal greater changes among minorities during periods of economic downturn. Alternatively, 
if changes in national economic conditions are not associated with violent crime rates, then 
disaggregated trends should exhibit few short-term changes in rates during these periods as well 
as few differences in the trends across groups. If this scenario is the case, then the aggregate 

4. During this period, the proportion of the black population living below the federal poverty line fell 10.9 
percentage points (from 33.4% to 22.5%); the proportion of the latino population living below poverty fell 
8.1 percentage points (from 29.6% to 21.5%); and the proportion of White population below living poverty 
fell 2.2 percentage points (from 9.6% to 7.4%). For the full poverty series estimates by race and ethnicity, 
see Census bureau (2010).
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violent victimization trend, which is dominated by the experiences of Whites, will not mask 
any important relationships between changing economic conditions and violence. 

Of course, even if the disaggregated victimization trends display patterns that seem to be 
associated with national economic conditions, then such findings by themselves are insufficient 
for establishing an effect of economic downturns, or any other changing condition, on violence. 
It is clear from the existing literature that noneconomic factors, such as increases in incarceration 
and police per capita, and innovations in policing are associated with changes in crime rates (see, 
e.g., Baumer, 2008; Cook, 2009; Levitt, 2004; Zimring, 2006). The purpose of this research 
is not to assess the relative contribution of a variety of factors on trends in violence. Rather, 
we estimate and examine long-term trends in serious nonfatal violence for Black, Latino, and 
White males to disentangle race and ethnic differences in victimization and to discern whether 
such disaggregation provides new information about the potential relationship between chang-
ing national economic conditions and violent crime. These race and ethnic group trends have 
not been estimated in past research, and thus, the associations that we uncover here were not 
known previously. 

data and methods
To estimate the trends in serious violent victimization among Latino, Black, and White males, 
we compile data from the NCS and the NCVS for the period 1973–2005.5 Descriptions of 
long-term trends in nonfatal violence for various sociodemographic subgroups must rely on 
data from the NCVS because the national UCR system does not include information about the 
characteristics of victims of nonfatal violence. Use of the NCVS also provides several important 
advantages; the data include crimes not reported to the police, allow for more refined disaggrega-
tions by victim characteristics including measures of Latino ethnicity not available elsewhere, 
and provide important details about the incident, such as the victim–offender relationship.6 In 
addition, the only changes to the methodology that affected victimization rates were those associ-
ated with the transition from the NCS to the NCVS in 1992. Because this redesign was phased 
into the data collection process over an 18-month period, the effects of the new methodology 
on rate estimates can be assessed, and adjustment weights can be used to make estimates from 

5. We used NCs and NCVs data made available through ICPsr (data sets 7635, 8608, 8864, and 4699). For 
more information, see icpsr.umich.edu/NACJD/NCVs. because of several changes in sample and method-
ology, data for the 2006 NCVs represent a “break-in-series” and should not be compared with data from 
2005 or 2007 (see rand, 2008). We estimated rates for 2007 and could not detect any significant changes 
in violence from 2005 to 2007 as a result of a combination of reduced sample size and relatively little 
change in crime. because we cannot link the 2006 data to either 2005 or 2007, and because the inclusion 
of 2007 does not alter the results reported here, we limit our analyses to 1973–2005.

6. The bureau of Justice statistics includes on their website estimates of long-term trends in violent victimiza-
tion for “blacks” and “Whites” using definitions of race employed by the Census bureau. because of this defi-
nition, no distinctions are made between Hispanics and non-Hispanic blacks and Whites. most Hispanics 
identify their race as “White” in the survey; thus, their rates are confounded primarily with those of “Whites” 
in the bureau of Justice statistics long-term trends. To view the black versus White trends, see bjs.ojp.usdoj.
gov/content/glance/tables/racetab.cfm. The bureau of Justice statistics also documents trends in victim-
ization according to race and ethnicity for the period 1993–2005 (see Harrell, 2007); however this period 
does not include a long enough series to examine victimization vis-à-vis past economic fluctuations.
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the NCS and NCVS comparable over time (as discussed in a subsequent section). 
As most criminologists know, the NCVS and its predecessor, the NCS, have been used to 

gather self-report data about individuals’ experiences with violence and other forms of victimiza-
tion continuously since 1973. The data are gathered by the Census Bureau and are sponsored 
by the Bureau of Justice Statistics. Using a nationally representative sampling frame, interviews 
are conducted with all persons aged 12 years and older in each sampled household.7 The sample 
size of the NCVS has varied over time, ranging from approximately 275,000 interviews per 
year during the early 1970s to approximately 134,000 interviews per year in 2005 (Rennison 
and Rand, 2007).

Victimization experiences are measured through a series of cues and common-language 
questions and are coded into crime types after the interview. We define male serious nonfatal 
violent victimization to include attempted or completed robberies and aggravated assaults, which 
are attacks with a weapon or resulting in injury (Bureau of Justice Statistics, 2005).8 Race and 
ethnicity are measured using self-reports to questions created and used by the Census Bureau. 
Following Census Bureau practices, NCVS items on race and ethnicity have changed over time.9 
To create a set of consistent categories, we combined responses to the “race” questions with 
responses to the “ethnicity” question and coded for the three largest racial and ethnic groups 
in the nation—Blacks, Whites, and Latinos (persons of Hispanic origin or descent who might 
be of any race). An insufficient number of subjects were found of other race and ethnic groups 
to provide reliable annual estimates. 

We also estimate the trends in violence disaggregated by the victim–offender relationship. 
Our measure of stranger violence refers to incidents in which the victim reported that the of-
fender was unknown to them, whereas known/nonintimate violence indicates that the offender 

7. because the multistage cluster sample is developed in accordance with population information for the 
united states, the data do not contain the limitations that might be associated with sample selection 
in random-digit dialing surveys. Persons in each sampled household address are interviewed either in 
person or by telephone once every 6 months over a 3.5-year period. 

8. The level of rape victimization reported by males is extremely low in the NCs and NCVs. The inclusion of 
rape victimization had essentially no effect on the disaggregated estimates provided here.

9. Prior to 2003, respondents designated their race by selecting one of the following categories: “White, 
black, American Indian/Aleut/eskimo, Asian/Pacific Islander, or other.” beginning in 2003, respondents 
were permitted to select more than one race category, and the single race options included “White, black, 
American Indian/Alaska Native, Asian, and Hawaiian/Pacific Islander.” because the proportion choosing 
more than one race category in the 2003–2005 NCVs is small (approximately 1% of respondents), we 
restricted our analyses of those years to subjects who selected one race category. ethnicity questions 
also changed over time. Prior to 1986, multiple categories were available for the ethnicity item, including 
“German, Italian, Irish, French, Polish, russian, english, scottish, Welsh, mexican-American, Puerto-rican, 
Cuban, Central or south American, other spanish, Afro-American, and Another Group Not listed.” begin-
ning in 1986, the ethnicity categories were defined as “Hispanic” and “non-Hispanic.” To create a consistent 
definition of “Hispanic” or “latina/latino” ethnicity over time, persons who selected “mexican-American, 
Puerto-rican, Cuban, Central or south American, or other spanish” were coded as “Hispanic” or “latina/
latino.” An assessment of population estimates throughout the definitional change period showed that 
the 1985 estimate of the latino/latina population was slightly lower than the 1986 estimate based on the 
“Hispanic” versus “non-Hispanic” option—a finding consistent with population trends.
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was neither a stranger nor an intimate partner. Incidents in which more than one offender 
was present are coded as stranger if all offenders were unknown to the victim and as known/
nonintimate if any of the offenders were known to the victim (but not an intimate partner). In 
the NCVS, levels of intimate partner violence reported by males are too low to be used reliably 
for studying long-term trends by race and ethnicity. 

Weighting Adjustments for Preredesign Rates
One issue that has hampered the use of the NCVS data for estimating long-term trends in 
violence disaggregated by victim characteristics is the fact that the survey was redesigned in 
1992 to improve the reporting of victimization (Kindermann, Lynch, and Cantor, 1997; Rand, 
Lynch, and Cantor, 1997). The pre-redesign data (NCS) and post-redesign data (NCVS) can 
be used to create a single time series, but doing so requires adjustment procedures that take 
into account the break in the series and weight the preredesign data in ways that are informed 
by research on the effects of the methodological and content changes to the survey. Adjust-
ments to the data are possible because the redesigned NCVS instrument was phased into data 
collection over an 18-month period. Because both the NCS and NCVS questionnaires were 
administered simultaneously during these months, differences in the rates generated by the two 
instruments can be attributed to the differences in the questionnaires rather than to temporal 
changes in crime that might have occurred during this period. Crime-specific and subgroup-
specific estimates from the NCVS interviews are compared with the same set of estimates from 
the simultaneously administered NCS interviews, and where statistically significant differences 
are found, the ratio of the two estimates can be used to weight the NCS data to make them 
comparable with data from the later NCVS years.

Research has demonstrated that the redesigned questionnaire significantly increased the 
reporting of victimization and that the magnitude of the change varied according to crime type 
(Kindermann et al., 1997; Rand et al., 1997). Our analyses revealed that the redesign did not 
have significantly different effects on males by race and ethnicity for the types of victimization 
studied here. Thus, the adjustment weights we use for the pre-redesign rates are the same for 
Latino, Black, and White males and are equal to those found in earlier analyses of the redesign 
effect. Victimization rates for the 1973–1991 NCS data were multiplied by 1.23 for aggravated 
assault incidents. Because the redesign did not generate significantly higher rates of robbery, no 
adjustments were applied to pre-redesign robbery estimates (see Kindermann et al., 1997). 
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Potential Data Limitations
For the purpose of these analyses, the key strengths of the NCVS data are that they permit estima-
tions of subgroup rates of victimization, include incidents not reported to the police, and have 
been available for more than 35 years. Aside from the redesign noted earlier, no methodological 
changes have been confounded with observed changes in violence rates.10 Nonetheless, these 
data are subject to concerns that affect all survey data, such as recall error and underreporting 
and overreporting. Potential sources of error in the NCVS have been studied extensively (Groves 
and Cork, 2008; Lynch and Addington, 2007; Penick and Owens, 1976), and two issues that 
might be relevant to the trends are noted here. First, the use of adjustment weights for the 
pre-1992 data assumes that the effect of the new instrument would have been the same had 
it been phased in at a different time point; however, available data cannot assess this assump-
tion (Rand et al., 1997). Second, the willingness of respondents to report violence, especially 
nonstranger incidents, to interviewers might have changed over time. This concern applies to 
all survey-based data gathered over time and derived from self-reports, and the magnitude of 
such changes and their potential effects on the trend estimates are unknown. 

Analytic Approach
Our analyses compare estimated long-term trends in Black, Latino, and White male rates of 
serious violent victimization and juxtapose these trends against the Index of Consumer Senti-
ment (ICS), following research by Rosenfeld and Fornango (2007).11 The ICS is a summary 
measure derived from a long-standing and on-going survey of U.S. adults that includes questions 
about personal finances, assessments of the economy now and in the short- and long-term, and 
consumers’ willingness to purchase large household items. The ICS captures the “subjective 
experience of economic hardship and change” (Rosenfeld and Fornango, 2007: 740) and is used 
as part of the Index of Leading Economic Indicators (Conference Board, 2009). According to 
Curtin (2004), changes in the ICS predict changes in gross domestic product and foreshadow 
the onset of recessions. 

To illuminate the relationships between several commonly used national economic in-
dicators, we display in Figure 2 recessionary periods and the trends in the ICS, poverty, and 
unemployment rates. For ease of comparison, we reverse the scaling of the ICS axis so that the 
peaks represent greater levels of consumer pessimism. As expected from the previous discussion, 

10. because we also are estimating serious violent victimization rates by victim–offender relationship, it is 
worth noting that the detail available for measuring this relationship increased in 1980 to allow respon-
dents to distinguish girlfriends/boyfriends and ex-girlfriends/ex-boyfriends from other known offenders. 
This change has little effect on the analyses presented here because males reported few intimate partner 
incidents in the 1970s and early 1980s. However, this methodological change is consequential for esti-
mates of known/nonintimate partner and intimate partner violence for females during the 1970s.

11. A complete discussion of the ICs is found in Curtin (2004) and rosenfeld and Fornango (2007). rosenfeld 
and Fornango found that consumer sentiment accounted for a significant amount of the change in rob-
bery and property crime independent of the effects of unemployment, gross domestic product, age and 
race composition, and police and imprisonment. The ICs data are available at sca.isr.umich.edu. 
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this figure shows that increases in levels of consumer pessimism precede the onset of recessions, 
and that consumer pessimism subsides as recessions end. Trends and fluctuations in consumer 
pessimism are followed by comparable patterns in national unemployment and poverty rates, 
which typically peak 1–2 years later. We focus on the ICS in our descriptive analysis because it 
captures attitudes and perceptions about the health of the economy that might be associated more 
closely with shifts in crime than are unemployment and poverty rates, which tend to lag behind 
recessions and do not necessarily reflect the subjective experience of economic hardship. 

results 
Trends in Victimization by Race and Ethnicity
Figure 3 shows our estimates of the trends in male serious violent victimization disaggregated 
by race and ethnicity. The annual rates are displayed using 3-year moving averages to depict 
the overall trends better, and the national trend in consumer pessimism is superimposed on the 
figure.12 This figure reveals several patterns that are not apparent in the aggregate violence trends 
shown earlier in Figure 1. First, Black males consistently have experienced the highest rates of 
serious nonfatal violence, replicating prior known trends using a shorter series. What has not 
been accomplished in previous analyses is the simultaneous disaggregation of race and ethnicity; 
hence, long-term trends and level differences for Latinos and Whites have remained unknown. 
Our results show that Latino male rates have been somewhat lower than those of Black males 

12. Two-year averages are used for the endpoints.
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throughout the series and that rates among White males were lowest throughout the period. 
Second, greater similarity is observed in the Black and Latino trends compared with the trend 
for Whites—similarities that would be masked in any Black–White comparisons that do not 
distinguish Latinos from Whites. Third, the rates of violence for minority males exhibited more 
fluctuation over time and were highest in 1973–1974, 1980–1982, and 1990–1993. In each 
of these instances, the peaks coincided with periods of economic recession and high consumer 
pessimism in the United States. Moreover, the fluctuations in the consumer pessimism trend 
correspond to those in the Latino and Black male trends until approximately 2001, when in-
creases in consumer pessimism begin to decouple from the violence trends. In contrast, the rates 
for White males exhibit a fairly steady decline over the full series, which accelerated during the 
mid-to-late 1990s. The decline in nonfatal violence that appeared during the 1990s across all 
these race and ethnic groups coincided with the economic expansion of 1991–2001 and then 
slowed considerably around 2002. 

Thus, unlike the aggregate NCVS trend for serious violence, this figure suggests that some 
association exists between periods of economic downturn and levels of victimization; however, 
that association seems to be limited to Black and Latino males. This pattern is consistent with 
research on the association between recessionary periods and the unemployment and poverty 

rates of lesser skilled and minority workers, as discussed previously; Black and Latino males seem 
to be more vulnerable to increases in violent victimization as well as to increases in poverty and 
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unemployment during periods of economic downturn. The exception is the short recession of 
the early 2000s, which did not disproportionately affect low-skilled laborers (see Hall, 2006) 
and showed no differential association with the victimization rates of Black and Latino males. 
The patterns also suggest that the association between changing economic conditions and these 
victimization trends might have weakened in recent years. 

The correlations of first-differences in these trends confirm these interpretations. We find 
that year-to-year changes in consumer pessimism are significantly correlated with year-to-year 
changes in male violence for Blacks (r = .35, p < .05) and Latinos (r = .30, p < .05), but this 
correlation is not statistically significant for Whites (r = .12). The first-differenced correlations 
are stronger when limited to the period 1973–2000. Changes in consumer pessimism remain 
significantly associated with changes in violence for Blacks and Latinos (r = .51 and r = .42, 
respectively) but fail to attain statistical significance for White males (r = .26).

It is also important to note that Black and Latino males experienced a long period of de-
cline in rates of violent victimization, including the well-known crime drop that began in the 
1990s and continued into the 2000s. The magnitude of the decline in serious victimization 
across all three groups is noteworthy; from 1991 to 2003, violent victimization rates declined 
approximately 68% for Black, 75% for Latino, and 59% for White males. Although all groups 
exhibited substantial declines, the changes were somewhat greater among Latinos and Blacks. 
Interestingly, as noted, economic research has shown that low-skill and minority workers might 
benefit proportionately more from economic recoveries and that this fact was particularly true 
in the 1990s as a result of the expansion in the construction industry (e.g., Freeman, 2001; 
Hall, 2006). 

Trends in Victimization by Race and Ethnicity and Victim–Offender Relationship
To explore the nature of the changes in serious violent victimization across race and ethnic 
subgroups, Figures 4 and 5 display the trends for incidents involving strangers (Figure 4) and 
known/nonintimates (Figure 5). Several findings are notable from a comparison of these trends. 

First, it is apparent that the periodic increases in male serious violence occur predominately in 
stranger crimes. The trends in male stranger violence exhibit the same increases and decreases 
that are found in the overall trends, whereas male violence by known/nonintimate offenders 
exhibits few of these fluctuations over time. Second, once the trends are disaggregated by 
victim–offender relationship, differences in the level of stranger victimization between Latino 
and Black males disappear. Despite the periodic increases and decreases that occur in serious 
stranger violence over time, Latino and Black males exhibit remarkably comparable risks. In 
contrast, White males experienced lower rates of serious stranger violence over time, and their 
rates do not fluctuate to the same extent. Third, the distinctive similarities in level and trend 
for Latino and Black male stranger violence are less apparent for known/nonintimate violence. 
For this type of victimization, the levels of risk are more similar for Latino and White males 
throughout the time series, and rates among Blacks became roughly comparable near the end 
of the 1990s. The last few years of the series suggest that known/nonintimate violence against 
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Black males began to increase in 2002; however, these later year-to-year differences are small, 
and the number of years is insufficient to know whether the subgroup rates are beginning to 
depart from one another.13

In sum, greater fluctuations over time are exhibited in the violent victimization trends for 
Latino and Black males than in the trends for White males, highlighting the importance of 
disaggregating trends by race and ethnicity. Rates for serious violent victimization and, more 

specifically, violence committed by strangers peaked for minority males during the economic 
recessions of the 1970s, 1980s, and 1990s. Previous research has not distinguished long-term 
trends in violence beyond descriptions of Black versus White differences and thus has missed 
noting the remarkable similarity in the trends and levels of violent stranger victimization for 
Latino and Black males. The fact that rates of stranger violence (and serious violence overall) 
peaked for Blacks and Latinos during or immediately after periods of recession, when levels of 
consumer pessimism were at their highest, suggests that the risk for serious violence for minority 
males might be more sensitive to changes in broader economic conditions. 

13. First-differenced correlations indicated that changes in consumer pessimism significantly are correlated 
with male stranger violence for blacks (r = .50, p < .05) and latinos (r = .35, p < .05) but not for Whites (r = 
.24). The first-differenced correlations increase when limited to the period 1973–2000. For blacks, latinos, 
and Whites, they are .61, .46, and .35, respectively, and in this instance, the correlation is statistically signifi-
cant for Whites as well.

F I g u r e  4

male serious stranger Violent Victimization by race and 
ethnicity and consumer Pessimism: 1973-2005

0

5

10

15

20

25

30

35

40

19
73

19
74

19
75

19
76

19
77

19
78

19
79

19
80

19
81

19
82

19
83

19
84

19
85

19
86

19
87

19
88

19
89

19
90

19
91

19
92

19
93

19
94

19
95

19
96

19
97

19
98

19
99

20
00

20
01

20
02

20
03

20
04

20
05

Ra
te

 pe
r 1

,0
00

60

65

70

75

80

85

90

95

100

105

110
IC

S

Consumer Pessimism

NonLatino Black

Latino

NonLatino White

research Ar t ic le  Vio lent  Vic t imizat ion and economic Condit ions

10004-CrimJournal-Guts.indd   680 9/15/10   6:54:39 AM



681Volume 9 • Issue 4

Trends in Robbery and Aggravated Assault Victimization by Race and Ethnicity
Earlier, it was noted that researchers have found significant relationships between economic 
changes and robbery trends, changes in child poverty and homicide arrests, and an indirect 
effect of economic changes on homicide operating through their effect on property crime. No 
research has demonstrated a relationship between aggravated assault rates and downturns in the 
economy, perhaps in part because researchers have relied primarily on UCR data to study crime 
trends, and changes in police crime recording practices seem to have had important influences 
on UCR estimates of aggravated assault (Rosenfeld, 2007). Because our measure of serious 
violent victimization combines robbery and aggravated assault, it is possible that the patterns 
shown here might not characterize each type of violent victimization. To consider whether the 

patterns we observe are limited to economically motivated violence, we estimate trends for 
robbery (Figure 6) and aggravated assault (Figure 7) separately. 

With some exceptions, the trends in male robbery victimization are similar to the overall 
trends depicted earlier in the figures for serious violence and stranger victimization. Rates are 
higher, and fluctuations in risk are larger for minority males with these fluctuations peaking 
during periods of high consumer pessimism. However, rates of robbery victimization among 
Latinos were not as high during the 1973–1975 period as might be expected based on the earlier 
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trends. Beginning in the 1980s, Black and Latino rates of robbery victimization were much 
more similar and congruent with the patterns in stranger violence shown earlier.14 

Similarly, with some exceptions, the trends in aggravated assault victimization among males 
generally are comparable with the overall trends in that the minority rates show larger periodic 
fluctuations than the White rates, generally peaking during periods of economic recession and 

consumer pessimism. But for aggravated assault, levels of victimization among Blacks remained 

fairly stable during the period surrounding the recession of the early 1980s. Also, during the 
1990s, the rates of assault for Latinos peaked 1–2 years after the end of 1990–1991 peak in 
consumer pessimism, which was about 1–2 years after the peak in rates for Black males. The 
rates of White male aggravated assault began to decline at roughly the same time as those of 
Latinos. In addition, the race and ethnic differences in risk for aggravated assault risk are smaller 
than those found for robbery.15 Subsequent analyses (not shown) indicate that these variations 
from the overall pattern reflect the greater proportion of known offenders in aggravated assault 

14. The first-differenced correlations for consumer pessimism and robbery for blacks, latinos, and Whites are 
.39 (p < .05), .23 (ns), and .24 (ns), respectively. For the period 1973–2000, they increase to .53 (p < .05), .39 
(p < .05), and .26 (ns). Thus, the association for latinos is statistically significant only when limited to the 
period prior to 2001.

15. The first-differenced correlations for consumer pessimism and aggravated assault for blacks, latinos, and 
Whites are also weaker (.13 [ns], .28 [ns], and .09 [ns], respectively). For the period 1973–2000, they increase 
to .21 (ns) .35 (p < .05), and .21 (ns), respectively. 
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incidents, which as shown earlier, exhibit less periodic fluctuation coinciding with economic 
downturns.16 The trends in stranger aggravated assault for each of the three groups exhibit patterns 
much like those shown for stranger violence overall, except that the rates among White males 
are similar in level to those of minority males during periods when consumer pessimism is at its 
lowest (results available upon request). Thus, the periodic fluctuations in serious male violent 

victimization that correspond with recessionary periods are not strictly limited to economically 
motivated violence (i.e., robbery) but appear in aggravated assault by strangers. Serious stranger 
violence, rather than serious nonstranger violence, accounts for the overall patterns.

Across all figures, an apparent break occurs in the covariation between the trends in con-
sumer pessimism and violent victimization against minority males beginning around 2001. 
Because this break is recent, it will be necessary for future work to examine data from the 2008 
NCVS (not available at the time of this writing), which corresponds to the most recent eco-
nomic downturn. This analysis will allow researchers to determine whether the break reflects a 
change in the nature of the relationship between trends in consumer pessimism and violence for 
Latino and Black males or whether it seems to be a temporary irregularity. In 2008, consumer 
pessimism rose to its highest level in more than 50 years (ICS = 64), which would represent a 
dramatic change from the levels shown in the figures presented here (Curtin, 2009). If this break 

16. Figure available upon request from the authors.
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in 2001 is a temporary aberration and the association between ICS and serious victimization 
remains consistent, then we would expect to see increases in serious violent victimization among 
minority males in the 2008 NCVS. If the NCVS data do not show some increase in serious 
violence, then subsequent research should determine what factors now might be moderating 
the relationship between economic conditions and minority victimization that was apparent 
during the 1970s, 1980s, and 1990s. 

discussion
This research estimated and compared long-term trends in serious violence for Black, Latino, 
and White males to disentangle race and ethnic differences and to investigate whether such 
disaggregation provides new information about the potential relationship between changing 
economic conditions and violent victimization. Drawing on the literature that shows how past 
recessions have affected the employment and poverty rates of different race and ethnic groups, 
we have argued that if significant declines in the national economy contribute to increases in 
violent crime, then disaggregated victimization trends should reveal those relationships by show-
ing greater changes among minorities during periods of economic downturn. We find strong 
similarities in the serious violent victimization trends among Latino and Black males, which 
is a pattern previously unknown to criminologists. Moreover, we also find that minority rates 
of serious male victimization exhibit fluctuations that coincide with recessionary periods and 
changes in perceived economic conditions. The reliance on aggregate UCR data has masked 
important similarities between Latino and Black males and has made it difficult to see how short-
term changes in national economic conditions have been associated with short-term changes in 
violent victimization for some subgroups in the population. It is beyond the scope of this article 
to determine the specific sources of these shared fluctuations, but the patterns suggest that they 
are factors shared by Latinos and Blacks and are associated with economic downturns.

As discussed, Blacks and Latinos tend to suffer more than Whites during economic 
downturns because they are more likely to be employed in the least skilled jobs, which in some 
recessions are eliminated first and in greater proportions. Larger percentages of minorities have 
fallen into poverty during economic downturns, but the degree to which this occurs also has 

varied over time. This trend suggests that future research should rely on group-specific measures of 
macroeconomic indicators to examine more the hypothesis that changes in economic conditions 
are associated with changes in serious violent victimization (see also Messner et al., 2001). Such 
measures are likely to offer more insight into the nature of the relationship between economic 
conditions and violence across all groups than aggregate indicators, which are dominated by 
the experiences of the majority group.17 

Of course, other factors have been shown to be related to crime trends, and these hy-
potheses warrant serious consideration by researchers in future research of these disaggregated 

17. long-term trends in poverty disaggregated by race and ethnicity are available from the Census bureau; 
however, unemployment trend data from the bureau of labor statistics do not distinguish Whites from 
latinos for the earlier years in our series.
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trends (see Baumer, 2008; Cook, 2009). For example, studies of homicide in the late 1980s and 
early 1990s showed that cocaine markets played a large role in the youth homicide epidemic, 
particularly among minorities (e.g., Blumstein and Rosenfeld, 1998; Blumstein and Wallman, 
2006; Cook and Laub, 2002), and thus, drug markets might have direct or indirect effects on 
nonlethal violence rates. But it is important to note that we also found similar fluctuations in 
the early-to-mid-1970s and in the early-1980s, periods in which the crack cocaine market was 
not nearly so apparent, although other kinds of drug markets certainly did exist. It is possible 
that economic downturns are associated with increases in serious violent victimization primarily 
under conditions of serious drug market activity (Ousey and Lee, 2002); hence, drug markets 
might serve as a moderating factor. This finding might help account for why the recession and 
increase in consumer pessimism in 2001 was not associated with increases in violent victim-
ization during that period. However, consistent and reliable measures of drug market activity 
over time are necessary for assessing this hypothesis, and the limited availability of such data 
has hampered such research. 

Also consistent with the patterns we observe is the hypothesis that economic conditions 
are associated indirectly with serious violence through their influence on property crime rates. 
Rosenfeld (2009) found that consumer sentiment had an indirect effect on homicide through 
its effect on acquisitive crime rates. He argued that economic conditions affect the magnitude 
and scope of illegal property crime markets (i.e., the buying and selling of stolen goods) and 
that the activities of such markets increase the likelihood that violence will occur because 
inevitable disputes over stolen goods cannot be resolved legally. Future research that consid-
ers group-specific measures of involvement in these markets with group-specific indicators of 
economic factors and violence would provide an important additional test of this hypothesis. 
To our knowledge, direct measures of involvement in such markets are unavailable, but it might 
be possible to develop proxy indicators using group-specific property victimization rates and 
arrest rates for offending. 

The previous hypotheses about moderating and indirect effects are informed by the well-
known finding that involvement in illegal activities is an important correlate of an individual’s 

risk for victimization (Lauritsen and Laub, 2007). But the associations we observe between 
economic conditions and serious violence among minority males represent the victimization 
experiences of a much larger number of persons than are likely to be involved in illegal markets. 
It is important to note that a victim’s involvement in illicit markets is not a necessary condition 
for increased risk of violence. Rather, if drug and stolen goods markets are more likely to oper-
ate in disadvantaged areas, then persons living in these areas (by and large Blacks and Latinos) 
will face increased exposure to offenders during periods when these markets are more active, 
thereby increasing their likelihood of serious violent victimization. When this exposure occurs, 
increases in victimization are not the result of increased “target attractiveness” or decreased 
“capable guardianship” (Cohen and Felson, 1979), nor do they reflect changes in victims’ 
“lifestyles” (Hindelang, Gottfredson, and Garofalo, 1978). Instead, they result from increases 
in the numbers of “motivated offenders” in such areas. 
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Beyond the potential influences of changes in illicit markets on changes in violence, it is 
obviously important to incorporate measures of policy efforts to reduce crime in future studies 
of these trends. The most common variables in policy research on crime trends have investigated 
the effects of changes in the law, and changes in criminal justice practices, such as policing and 
incarceration. Such factors have been shown to be significant at various levels of analysis (e.g., 
Baumer, 2008; Levitt, 2004; Zimring, 2006). Our findings suggest that researchers also should 
consider whether changes in criminal justice policy have differential implications for group-
specific victimization trends. Without such analyses, it is unknown whether existing results from 
studies of criminal justice policies overgeneralize the nature and magnitude of estimated effects 
on crime and violence because they are dominated by relationships that exist for the majority 
group. It is conceivable that changes in factors such as policing or incarceration might have 
relatively large effects on the violent victimization experiences of some groups but have a lesser 
influence on others. Additional research along these lines would provide important insights 
about the nature of the effects of criminal justice system policies on violent crime trends (i.e., 
who benefits and under what conditions) and also whether these policies have differential ef-
fects over time. For example, it is possible that policing had relatively little effect on violence 
during the 1970s and 1980s but that more recent innovations in policing contributed to the 
weakening of the relationship between economic conditions and violence that we note in 2001. 
If so, the impact of economic downturns on violence might be conditional on the quality of 
police response (Cook, 2009).

Finally, but importantly, we believe that our findings suggest a need for criminologists to 
expand their analyses of public policy to include the potential effects of large-scale social-welfare 
programs. Certainly, the federal government’s efforts to respond to the most recent economic 
recession through policies that extend unemployment benefits, provide new money to fund 
jobs for “shovel-ready” projects, attempt to reduce home foreclosures, and so on are reminders 
that macrolevel economic policies can change dramatically and should be assessed for their 
possible effects on crime regardless of whether such outcomes were part of the original inten-
tion of the policy. With some important exceptions, public policy research in criminology has 

focused on assessing criminal justice policies, controlling for a series of socioeconomic indicators. 
Knowledge about how other policy changes might affect violent crime trends is scant and is 
an important area for future research. Existing cross-sectional research has shown that welfare 
benefits (measured using a variety of indicators) are significantly and negatively associated 
with property crime rates across states (Zhang, 1997) and cities (DeFronzo, 1996; Hannon 
and DeFronzo, 1998a), controlling for a variety of sociodemographic factors. Past research has 
found that Aid to Families with Dependent Children (AFDC) benefits have significant direct 
and indirect effects on city homicide rates (DeFronzo, 1997; DeFronzo and Hannon, 1998), 
whereas others have found that the level of welfare benefits conditions the relationship between 
economic deprivation and crime (Hannon and DeFronzo, 1998b). 

If social supports, such as welfare benefits, are associated significantly with crime across 
places, then it is possible that changes in these support policies are associated with changes 
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in crime and that benefit levels might condition the relationship between economic changes 
and violent crime trends. If so, then models that fail to incorporate measures of benefits or 
other social supports are likely to underestimate the relationship between economic changes 
and crime. In fact, recent research by Johnson, Kantor, and Fishback (2009) suggests that this 
potential misspecification characterizes criminologists’ understanding of crime trends during 
the Great Depression. Criminologists are aware of the fact that crime decreased during the 
1930s, and many have assumed from this trend that large economic crises are unrelated to 
crime. However, in a city-level panel analysis of UCR data from 1930 to 1940, Johnson et al. 
showed that increases in relief spending are associated significantly with decreases in property 
crime (but not in violent crime). Using city and time fixed effects, as well as controls for police 
spending per capita and other factors, they also found that “work-relief” had larger effects 
than “direct-relief” spending on property crime. Such findings suggest that crime rates might 
have been higher and not declined if not for the large increases in relief spending that occurred 
during the 1930s. Furthermore, models that fail to consider social support and employment 
programs also might overestimate the relationship between criminal justice policies and crime 
if changes in those criminal justice policies (such as increased number of police) are associated 
positively with changes in social supports (such as efforts to extend unemployment benefits 
and increase jobs). 

The eventual length and magnitude of the most recent economic crisis is unknown, and 
forecasting economic trends, as well as forecasting violence and crime rates, has been fraught with 
error. Nonetheless, the results presented here give some indication that the current economic 
crisis has the potential to produce increased rates of serious violence. The degree to which this 
increase might occur is likely to depend on a variety of factors, including the extent to which 
the crisis results in significant increases in poverty, prolonged joblessness, a downward spiral 
of wages and prices, losses of other income and assets, and housing and neighborhood disrup-
tions, as well as policy responses to these conditions. Several years ago, Hall (2006) noted that 
economic expansion, particularly in the construction industry during the 1990s, benefited 

low-skill workers, and he predicted that the end of the housing bubble “will bear negatively on 
the less educated workforce of that industry” (2006: 111). Although economic distress is likely 
to increase among all race and ethnic groups, it might be greatest among Blacks and Latinos 
because of their greater economic vulnerability (e.g., higher unemployment rates) and the 
disproportionate employment of these groups in the manufacturing, service, and construction 
industries (Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2010a, 2010b). Data from the most recent recession 
indicate that employment problems indeed have been most acute among Blacks and Latinos 
(Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2009).

Recent government efforts to minimize some of the impact of the current economic crisis 
should prompt criminological policy research to expand to include analyses of the potential 
effects of social welfare and employment programs to assess whether they might have broader 
benefits that include reducing or dampening possible increases in serious violent victimization. 
Such efforts will help refine our understanding of the relationship between race and ethnic-
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Policy Essay

V I o l e n t  V I c t I m I z a t I o n  a n d 
e c o n o m I c  c o n d I t I o n s

Property crime—yes; violence—no
Comment on Lauritsen and Heimer

Philip J. cook
D u k e  U n i v e r s i t y

For 150 years, empirical criminologists have analyzed the relationship between general 
economic conditions and crime. The evidence is consistent that property crime, including 
robbery, is mildly countercyclical (with at least one exception—auto theft). The evidence 

with respect to violent crime is less clear but points to little or no relationship. Lauritsen and 
Heimer’s (2010, this issue) contribution is to refocus the discussion on victimization rates rather 
than on commission rates and to disaggregate by ethnicity. They find evidence that nonlethal 
violent victimization is countercyclical for Black and Latino males, but that result is limited 
to crimes committed by strangers and to robberies (as opposed to aggravated assaults). It is 
reasonable to interpret their article as confirming earlier findings. 

In this essay, I provide a brief sketch of the mechanisms that in principle could generate a 
relationship between the business cycle and crime followed by a few highlights from the history 
of empirical research on this subject. I report results from my own research, past and current, and 
then go on to discuss the distinction between victimization and perpetration. I conclude with 
a short homily on why we should be interested in this line of inquiry. A key point throughout 
this commentary is that business cycles are extremely complex “experiments” with many crime-
related variables changing simultaneously (or nearly so).

mechanisms and Findings
The history of all advanced economies has been characterized by secular economic growth with 
an overlay of short-term cycles. The profound changes in technology, standard of living, culture, 
and routine activities associated with long-term economic growth affect criminal opportunities 
and behavior in a variety of ways, and no theoretical basis exists for predicting the net effect. 
Even the short-term fluctuations in socioeconomic conditions associated with the business 
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cycle are likely to have complex effects on crime with no clear prediction. The following is an 
incomplete accounting of the plausible mechanisms relating the business cycle to crime (Cook 
and Zarkin, 1985):

Legitimate opportunities. Economic recessions might increase property crime rates by 1. 
reducing access to a legitimate means for achieving a desired standard of living. Recession 
might increase both property and violent crime rates by reducing the opportunity cost of 
time spent in connection with criminal activity (including time in jail or prison).
Criminal opportunities. Recessions also might affect the quality of criminal opportunities. 2. 
Potential burglary victims are more likely to be home (and thus serving as guardians for their 
property), and robbery victims will be carrying less cash and are perhaps more inclined to 
defend what they have. Prices for fenced merchandise might go down. As a result of such 
changes, property crime will be less profitable in bad times than in good.
Drugs and alcohol. Alcohol consumption goes down in recessions (Cook, 2007). To the 3. 
extent that intoxication plays a role in crime, especially violent crime (both victimization 
and perpetration), we would expect fewer assaults. The cyclical pattern of drug use is less 
clear.
Police and corrections. Recessions reduce state and local tax collections, which might result 4. 
in cuts in policing and corrections. The result might be some attenuation of the effects of 
the criminal justice system on crime via deterrence, incapacitation, and rehabilitation. 

Even this incomplete list of possible linkages suggests that social scientists should have no 
trouble providing an explanation for most any empirical findings relating the business cycle 
to crime. Fortunately, the empirical findings are consistent for some types of crime, and social 
scientists have been analyzing the data on this issue for a long time, at least since the mid-19th 
century (Bonger, 1916).

Thorsten Sellin’s (1937) Research Memorandum on Crime in the Depression quoted a review 
of the literature written by Joseph Van Kan (1903) as follows:

Crimes against property find in large measure their indirect causality in bad eco-
nomic conditions; their direct causality in acute need and even more in chronic 
misery. . . . Material well-being generally exalts the vital instincts, increases alcohol 
consumption, and therefore increases crimes against morals. All our literature con-
firms this fact. . . . As for the question of the extent of the influence of economic 
factors on offenses against persons, the answers are less uniform.1

Similarly, Dorothy Swaine Thomas’ (1927) classic study Social Aspects of the Business Cycle re-
ported correlations between detrended crime measures and an indicator of business conditions 
for Britain, 1857–1913, finding strong negative correlations for burglary and robbery and no 
effect for crimes of violence. These findings have stood up well during the ensuing century.

1. Joseph Van Kan, les Causes économiques de la criminalité (1903), cited in sellin (1937), p. 23.
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I will not attempt to review the vast subsequent literature (some of which is referenced 
in Lauritsen and Heimer [2010]), except to mention my work, which is in line with Dorothy 
Thomas’ results. An analysis of U.S. business cycles (Cook and Zarkin, 1985) used annual 
time series for four types of index crime for the period 1933–1982, employing each of the 
nine cycles during that period as a “trial” in a natural “experiment.” We also computed regres-
sion results on postwar data that are very similar in spirit to the correlations reported in the 
Lauritsen and Heimer study in that we adjusted the variables for short-term trends. (Lauritsen 
and Heimer use a first-difference form, whereas we normed the variables by 3-year moving 
averages.) We used two different measures of economic conditions—the unemployment rate 
and the employment–population ratio.2 Both our nonparametric “natural experiment” study 
and the regression analyses confirmed that burglary and robbery are countercyclical and that 
homicide rates are not influenced (on balance) by the business cycle. The most surprising result 
was for auto theft; it is strongly procyclical, presumably reflecting profitability considerations.3 
(The market for stolen cars and parts might be procyclical.) Recently, this research was extended 
using crime-series data through 2008, confirming and sharpening the findings from the earlier 
research (Bushway, Cook, and Phillips, 2010). The effect of economic fluctuations on homicide 
rates is a rather precisely measured “zero,” whereas property crimes are responsive. 

Our conclusions, based on post-War Uniform Crime Report data through 2008, can be 
summarized as follows: A 10% increase in the unemployment rate (from, say, 9.0% to 9.9%) 
has the effect of increasing the robbery rate by 1.7%, increasing the burglary rate by 1.2%, and 
reducing the auto theft rate by 0.6% (Bushway et al., 2010). These effects are not large relative 
to the huge swings in crime rates that we have experienced since 1960, but they are estimated 
with considerable precision. The statistical effect on criminal homicide is effectively nil.

effects on Victimization
Lauritsen and Heimer’s (2010) article offers several innovations, the most important of which 
is to use victimization-survey data rather than data from official records. Their dependent vari-
able is the male victimization rate of attempted or completed robberies and aggravated assaults. 
They track three groups: Blacks, Latinos, and (non-Latino) Whites. 4 In each case, they find a 
positive correlation between first differences in the violent victimization rate and their measure 
of economic conditions. The correlation is not significantly different from zero for Whites, 
but it is for the other two groups. Lauritsen and Heimer report qualitatively similar results 

2. The employment ratio is not just the complement of the unemployment rate. The denominators are dif-
ferent. The unemployment rate is defined relative to the labor force, which excludes people who are not 
working or looking for work. The employment ratio includes the entire adult population in the denomina-
tor, which unlike the labor force measure, is not affected by the business cycle.

3. see Paternoster and bushway (2001) for an analysis of cyclicality of auto theft by age.

4. The authors disaggregated the crime victimization rates by ethnicity but did not do so for the Index of 
Consumer sentiment, which is their main measure of economic conditions. In the future, it might be of 
interest to disaggregate the Index of Consumer sentiment as well.
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when they limit the “crime” variable to attacks by strangers. When they distinguish between 
robbery and aggravated assault, they find that Black robbery victimization is countercyclical, 
but the robbery results for Latinos and Whites are not significant—nor are any correlations 
for aggravated assault.

I take these results to be compatible with the literature as summarized earlier. Over the 
business cycle, robbery (a crime motivated by property acquisition) tends to be countercyclical 
(at least for one major victim group), but other crimes of violence that lack a property motive 
are not tied closely to macroeconomic conditions. 

Lauritsen and Heimer’s (2010) use of victimization data encourages a particular line of 
speculation focused on the actions of potential victims rather than (or in addition to) that 
of potential perpetrators. Is there reason to believe that recessions are victimogenic? Perhaps, 
although they are not obviously so. Risk factors for robbery victimization, like getting drunk 
and carrying large amounts of cash or bling, are likely to be less common in recessions. The one 
exception that occurs to me is homelessness; the homeless are vulnerable to robbery, and it is 
reasonable to believe that homelessness is countercyclical. But by itself that would not account 
for the observed pattern in robbery victimization, especially in survey data (which does not 
include the homeless in the sampling frame). 

In any event, the place to focus on in understanding why robbery victimization rates are 
countercyclical most likely is the incentives facing potential robbery perpetrators. Then we could 
interpret a conclusion that Black victimization rates are especially sensitive to the business cycle 
to the fact that Black victims are selected disproportionately by Black perpetrators (Cook, 2009), 
who in turn, are provoked by economic hardships associated with recessions. 

criminologists’ Fascination with the business cycle
Every recession brings with it extensive commentary in the media about how deteriorating 
economic conditions might account for increases in one crime rate or another. Criminologists 
have helped to fuel this discussion with 150 years of research on the subject. From a policy 
perspective, this interest might be justified by the use of apportioning credit or blame for ob-
served crime fluctuations. If crime is observed to increase during a recession, and recessions are 
known to cause crime to increase, then the police chief will have a useful alibi for why he should 
keep his job. The link between the business cycle and crime also might be useful in forecasting 
crime rates and budgeting accordingly, but that only would be true if the business cycle could 
be forecasted accurately.

Another rationale for studying the macroeconomics of the crime rate is as a grand test 
for a common hypothesis concerning criminal behavior, namely that crime is a substitute for 
legitimate opportunity. In this view, just as criminals are drawn disproportionately from those 
with low incomes and poor employment prospects, so crime rates should increase in response to 

an across-the-board reduction in licit economic opportunity that occurs during a recession. The 
scientific problem is that the business cycle is far from a controlled experiment. As discussed, 
at the same time that recessions reduce legitimate opportunity, they also bring a broad range 

Pol ic y  essay  Vio lent  Vic t imizat ion and economic Condit ions

10004-CrimJournal-Guts.indd   696 9/15/10   6:54:46 AM



697Volume 9 • Issue 4

of other changes, some of which are expected to reduce crime. So if, as I believe, no consistent 
relationship exists between the business cycle and either homicide or aggravated assault, then it 
does not contradict the belief that better job opportunities will tend to reduce crime—if other 
variables are held constant. In reality, the business cycle is so pervasive in its effects on society 
that virtually nothing is held constant. 
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Policy Essay

V I o l e n t  V I c t I m I z a t I o n  a n d 
e c o n o m I c  c o n d I t I o n s

Questions about the relationship of economic 
conditions to violent victimization

Kenneth c. land 
Hui zheng
D u k e  U n i v e r s i t y

Lauritsen and Heimer (2010, this issue) conducted an analysis of male race/ethnic group-
specific (Latino, non-Latino Black, and non-Latino White) trends in serious, nonfatal 
violent crime victimization using National Crime Victimization Survey (NCVS) data 

from 1973 through 2005. They note that research has shown that Blacks and Latinos have 
been at greater risk of financial hardship during economic downturns. Then they state that if 
significant declines in the economy are associated with increases in violence, crime trends disag-
gregated by race and ethnicity should show greater changes among minorities during periods 
of economic downturn. 

The basic finding of the article is consistent with this hypothesis. Although evidence does 
indicate declines in the long-term trends in rates of violence for all groups, trends for Latino and 
Black males are similar and, for the most part, follow changes in Lauritsen and Heimer’s (2010) 
chosen measure of change in the national economy; namely, changes in the Index of Consumer 
Sentiment (ICS). For White males, however, the basic finding is that fewer fluctuations coincide 
with changes in economic conditions as measured by the ICS. Based on this analysis, Lauritsen 
and Heimer conclude that future research (a) should study criminal justice and other moderating 
factors of the relationship between economic conditions and victimization using group-specific 
measures of violence to not mask important group differences, and (b) expand these analyses 
to consider the potential effects of perhaps new and innovative government policies that are 
intended to reduce the effects of poverty and unemployment on violence.

We believe Lauritsen and Heimer (2010) did a good job in piecing together and in estimat-
ing the race/ethnic-specific male violent victimization rates from the NCVS data. Generally, 
their findings regarding differences among the groups and trends therein make sense in light 

Direct correspondence to Kenneth C. land, box 90088, Department of sociology, Duke university, Durham, NC 
27708 (e-mail: kland@soc.duke.edu); Hui Zheng, box 90088, Department of sociology, Duke university, Durham, 
NC 27708 (e-mail: huizheng@soc.duke.edu).

10004-CrimJournal-Guts.indd   699 9/15/10   6:54:46 AM



Criminology & Public Policy700

of other criminological research. We also cannot take issue with the policy recommendations 
in the article. We do, however, have three questions regarding some aspects of Lauritsen and 
Heimer’s empirical conclusions and a few additional minor observations.

group differences: should We use absolute or relative scales?
In Figure 3 of their article, Lauritsen and Heimer (2010) plot the estimated trends in group-
specific serious violent victimization rates and in the ICS. The victimization rates are indexed 
per 1,000 of the population estimated in each of the calendar years for the respective groups. 
The annual rates are based on 3-year moving averages that smooth out some of the year-to-year 
random variation to show the trends over time better. This presentation is sensible given that 
the rates are based on sample survey data not complete population data. 

However, it is not clear from the text of the article whether the ICS estimates of consumer 
pessimism have been subjected to smoothing procedures. Even if this is the case, the fact is 
that the ICS also is based on sample survey data with sample sizes considerably smaller than 
those of the NCVS. This issue accounts at least in part for the visibly more erratic behavior of 
the ICS data than of the victimization rate data in Figure 3 and the subsequent figures in the 
article.1 Therefore, it would have been desirable to subject the ICS time series to one to three 
rounds of moving-average smoothing to pull out its major up-and-down oscillations and trends 
during the 1973–2005 period. Doing so would reveal more clearly the strong similarity of the 
pattern of changes in the ICS series to those of the unemployment rate time series in Figure 
2 of the article with the ICS series peaking about a year earlier. Lauritsen and Heimer (2010) 
note this lead-lag relationship, but it would be better to smooth out the ICS series so that it is 
more visibly evident. A smoothed ICS series also would show a closer correspondence to the 
male serious violent victimization rate series in Figure 3 of the article.

Based on the visible differences in the group-specific levels of violent crime victimization 
rates in Figure 3 and subsequent figures, Lauritsen and Heimer (2010) conclude, as noted, that 
the Black and Latino trends and fluctuations are similar and substantially different from those 
for White males and also show more sensitivity to the chosen index of changes in economic 
conditions. Again, however, this conclusion is based on the chosen index for the violent crime 
rates—rates per 1,000 exposed population. This measure is an absolute scale for the group 
comparisons. However, in addition to graphs based on this absolute scale, a previous version of 
the article contained a graph displaying the group-specific on a relative scale, namely the group-
specific standardized scores (i.e., the violent crime victimization rates for each group adjusted 
for the group-specific means and standard deviations). This graph is reproduced in Figure 1. 

1. Complicating matters even more, to test more directly lauritsen and Heimer’s (2010) hypothesis, it would 
be better to examine whether race/ethnic differences in the trend of violent crime rates are related to 
changes in group-specific economic conditions. Given the limited sample sizes of the ICs and its highly 
variable behavior over time, the race/ethnic-specific consumer pessimism time series would have even 
more stochastic noise, which would make analyses of associations with violent crime victimization rates 
even more challenging. 
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F I g u r e  1

consumer Pessimism and male serious Violent Victimization 
by race/ethnicity (standardized scores): 1973–2005

Source. An earlier version of Lauritsen and Heimer’s (2010) article.

Figure 1 is important for two reasons. First, even without smoothing the ICS time series, for 
most of the time period from 1973 to 2005, the similarity of changes in the victimization time 
series to changes in the consumer pessimism series is evident, both in terms of overall secular 
trends and in terms of ups and downs. Second, and more importantly, the relative scales for the 
victimization series used in Figure 1 reveal a closer similarity of long- and short-term changes 
in male violent victimization for all three race/ethnic groups—White, Latino, and Black. The 
main divergence in the three victimization series also becomes evident, namely the relatively 
flat series of annual rates for White male victimization in the period from the late-1980s to the 
early-1990s, a period in which violent crime rates were impacted by the cocaine markets, as 
Lauritsen and Heimer (2010) note. Prior research cited by Lauritsen and Heimer indicates that 
these impacts were stronger in central cities and between Latino and Black populations, and 
this pattern is evident in Figure 1. For the other recessionary periods shown in Figure 1—the 
mid 1970s, the late 1970s–early 1980s, and the early 2000s—the main impacts on the White 
male serious violent crime victimization rates are to slow the secular decline across the 33 years 
spanned by the time series. 

So what is the story here? If we use an absolute scale for the male serious violent victimiza-
tion rates—per 1,000 population at risk—then Lauritsen and Heimer’s (2010) conclusions 
that the White rates show less sensitivity than the Latino and Black rates to national economic 
recessions most definitely is supported by Figure 3 and the related figures in their article. This 
is, in part, because of the relatively higher rates of violent victimization for Latinos and Blacks, 
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which mean that changes therein are less affected by floor effects than are those of White males. 
On the other hand, if we use a relative scale for the victimization rates—the standardized scores 
shown in Figure 1 here that take into account the means and standard deviations of the rates 
for each group—then, for most recessions in the 1973–2005 time period, one would conclude 
that the deleterious impacts of a national economic downturn on male safety from violent crime 
are not entirely different. This policy essay is not the place to study these issues in great depth. 
Suffice it to say that the strong conclusions of Lauritsen and Heimer regarding major race/
ethnic group differences in the effects of downturns in the national economy on victimization 
rates should be tempered.

Is the theory about Victims or offenders or both?
Lauritsen and Heimer’s (2010) hypothesis is that Blacks and Latinos are more susceptible to 
the deleterious effects of an economic downturn than Whites, and so, their violent crime rates 
might increase more than that of Whites. The main inadequacy of this hypothesis is that it is 
not built on an articulation of how an economic downturn could affect violent crime through 
both crime motivation (offender) and crime opportunity (victim exposure) mechanisms. 
Thus, Lauritsen and Heimer’s hypothesis is a reduced-form model that ignores the underlying 
structural mechanisms. A potential problem related to this model is Lauritsen and Heimer’s 
use of the violent crime victimization rate as the outcome variable for their analyses. This setup 
does not create problems when the effect of an economic downturn on the gross violent crime 
victimization rate is studied. But, in studying the effect of an economic downturn on group-
specific violent crime, the use of victimization rates involves the unarticulated assumption that 
victims mostly are attacked by offenders of the same race/ethnicity. 

  If Lauritsen and Heimer (2010) do not assume victims are attacked mostly by offend-
ers with the same race/ethnicity, then the hypothesis has a problem. Without a fully articulated 
theory of how economic recessions affect both race/ethnic-specific crime motivation and crime 
opportunity, it is not theoretically clear why Blacks and Latinos’ violent victimization rates might 

rise more than Whites’ in an economic downturn. As shown here in Figure 1, Blacks, Latinos, 
and Whites do not exhibit big differences in trends of violent victimization rates on a relative 
scale. But we cannot rule out the possibility that Blacks and Latinos’ violent offender rates might 
track more closely changes in economic condition than Whites’ on both absolute and relative 
scales.

Which Index of the national economy to use?
As noted, Figure 1 shows the similarity of changes in the group-specific male serious violent crime 
victimization rates to changes in the national economy for most of the time period 1973–2005. 
But the figure also contains evidence of the divergence of changes in consumer pessimism from 
those in male violent victimization in the years 2001–2005. Lauritsen and Heimer (2010) state, 
“The patterns also suggest that the association between changing economic conditions and male 
victimization trends might have weakened in recent years.” The problem with this statement 
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is that it presumes that Lauritsen and Heimer’s chosen measure of economic conditions—the 
consumer pessimism/ICS scale—is an adequate measure of “changing economic conditions.” 

Most observers would agree that the consumer pessimism scale in fact is a leading indica-
tor of fluctuations in the national economy. It also is an indicator that is somewhat erratic. 
But the following questions remain: Is the consumer pessimism scale an adequate indicator 
of the national economy? And does this scale have a consistent relationship to male violent 
victimization rates? But has the relationship between “economic conditions” and male violent 
crime victimization really changed? Or is it just that the relationship of victimization trends to 
the chosen indicator of economic conditions that might have changed?

To explore this question, consider another time-series indicator of changes in the national 
economy plotted by Lauritsen and Heimer (2010) in Figure 2, namely the unemployment 
rate. More than 20 years ago, Cantor and Land (1985; see also Cantor and Land, 2001; Land, 
Cantor, and Russell, 1995) developed a theoretical model of how levels of the unemployment 
rate, as an indicator of system activity or the circulation of people and goods (and thus of the 
distribution of crime opportunities), and changes or first differences in the unemployment rate, 
as an indicator of changes in the population distribution of levels of crime motivation, could 
articulate with fluctuations or changes in reported crime rates as measured by the Uniform Crime 
Reports (UCR). Suffice it to say that the Cantor–Land model subsequently has been subjected 
to much empirical replication and critical analysis. Generally, its hypotheses have been found 
to hold more strongly for UCR property crime rates than for violent crime rates. Alternatives 
to unemployment rates for the analysis of the effects of the economy on crime that have been 
put forward in recent years include the Gross State Product (Arvanites and DeFina, 2006) and 
the consumer pessimism/ICS scale (Rosenfeld, 2009; Rosenfeld and Fornango, 2007;). 

All prior empirical applications and assessments of the Cantor–Land model have used 
UCR rates as the outcome measures of crime. Thanks to the good work of Lauritsen and 
Heimer (2010), the time series of male violent victimization rates that they have calculated for 
the period 1973–2005 now can be used. This, of course, requires a separate piece of research. 
But some tantalizing, approximate illustrative results can be reported here. Specifically, because 

the precise numerical values of the group-specific annual violent crime rates calculated by 
Lauritsen and Heimer were not available, we approximated them to integral values from the 
non-Latino Black male serious violent victimization rate time series graphed in Lauritsen and 
Heimer’s Figure 3.2 To eliminate the effects of the linear downtrend in the series and to produce 
a stationary time series, we took first differences. Because the rates were approximate only to 
integral values, we smoothed the first-differenced time series by applying a 3-point moving 
average.3 We then accessed the national unemployment rate time series, mean-centered the 
series, and took its first differences. 

2. If the precise numerical estimates of the victimization rates were available, then similar analyses could be 
done for the latino and White male victimization time series as well. The results reported here are only 
approximate and illustrative.

3. Two-point moving averages were applied to the initial and final values of the time series. 
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Using the smoothed, first-differenced non-Latino Black male violent victimization rate 
time series as the outcome variable, and following Cantor and Land (1985), we estimated time-
series regression models using the unemployment rate and its first differences as the explanatory 
variables. For comparison purposes, we also estimated a similar model using the consumer pes-
simism scale time series and its first differences as explanatory variables. For both analyses, we 
controlled for the autoregressive correlations in the error terms of the regression models. The 
estimated coefficients of the models, their standard errors and t ratios, and summary statistics 
are given in Table 1. 

t a b l e  1

estimated coefficients and summary statistics for unemployment and 
consumer Pessimism scale time-series regression models of smoothed First-

differenced non-latino black male Violent crime Victimization rates, 1974–2005

 Cantor–Land Consumer Pessimism Scale 
 Model Estimated Coefficients  Model Estimated Coefficients
Explanatory Variable (Standard Errors) [t Values] (Standard Errors) [t Values]

Intercept –1.04 –1.05
 (.81) (.53)
 [–1.28] [–1.98]
Unemployment rate –.55
 (.25) —
 [–2.19] 
First differences of the unemployment rate .41
 (.21) —
 [1.96] 
 
Consumer pessimism scale  –.04
 — (.03)
  [–1.30]
First differences of the consumer pessimism scale   –.01
 — (.03)
  [–.21]
Autoregressive error term correlation coefficients  –.80 –.65
 (.11) (.14)
 [–7.06] [–4.52]
BIC statistic 102.86 107.62
total R2 .72 .67
regression R2 .16 .10

According to the Cantor and Land (1985) model, the levels of unemployment should display a 
negative relationship with fluctuations in crime rates, as a higher unemployment rate is indicative 
of lower levels of system activity and thus of crime opportunities. However, fluctuations in the 
unemployment rate (as measured by first differences) should display a positive relationship with 
crime rates, as a positive first difference is indicative of shifts upward in the population distribu-
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tion of criminal motivation. Examining the estimates for this model in Table 1, it is shown that 
the estimated regression coefficients for the unemployment rate and its first differences indeed 
display the expected negative and positive algebraic signs. Both coefficients also are statistically 
significant. By comparison, neither the levels of the consumer pessimism scale time series nor 
its first differences have a statistically significant estimated coefficient. The Bayesian Informa-
tion Criterion (BIC) and the R-square summary fit statistics corroborate that the Cantor–Land 
model fits better to the violent victimization rate outcome variable.4

Again, what is the story here? These approximate and illustrative estimates indicate that 
Lauritsen and Heimer’s (2010) conclusion that the relationship between economic conditions 
and male violent crime victimization rates has weakened in recent years might be more a func-
tion of Lauritsen and Heimer’s chosen index of economic conditions than of the relationship 
itself. That is, the weakening might pertain to a break in the relationship of the consumer 
pessimism scale to male violent victimization rather than of the relationship of the latter to 
economic conditions.

conclusion
One cannot argue with Lauritsen and Heimer’s (2010) policy recommendation that we should 
study the impacts of criminal justice and other moderating factors of the relationship between 
economic conditions and victimization using group-specific measures of violence to not mask 
important group differences. It always is good to make group comparisons and study them. 
However, some similarities in the effects of economic conditions on male violent crime vic-
timization rates among White, Latino, and non-Latino Black groups should be recognized as 
well. More fully articulating the race/ethnic-specific crime opportunity and crime motivation 
mechanisms through which race/ethnic-specific economic conditions affect race/ethnic-specific 
violent crime could help to clarify these effects. And based only on analyses using the consumer 
pessimism scale, it might be premature to conclude that the effect of economic conditions on 
male violent crime victimization rates has weakened in recent years. Rather, it is likely that this 
relationship will remain robust well into the future.
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Considering the current volatile economic climate amidst persistent racial and ethnic 
disparities in violence victimization, the study of race and violent crime as well as 
the study of economic conditions and violence are clearly important contemporary 

research areas (see Peterson and Krivo, 2005). Indeed, pioneering scholars stressed the need to 
consider race along with economic conditions a reminder that race and crime studies have long 
been intertwined with poverty and employment research (see Du Bois, 1996 [1899]). The race 
and crime research literature has produced valuable information on racial disparities in violent 
crime and how economic factors influence racial variations in violence especially between Blacks 
and Whites (Peterson and Krivo, 2005). However, national-level studies of race, economic 
conditions, and violence usually are cross-sectional, ignore Latinos (the largest ethnic minority 
group in the nation), and focus almost exclusively on the role of economic disadvantage on 
macrolevel crime (see Martinez, 2002). Despite the gap in the literature on Latino nonlethal 
violence and recent declines in the economy, researchers have yet to link these factors when 
examining recent reductions in violent crime.

Lauritsen and Heimer (2010, this issue) make a substantial contribution to the race/ethnic-
ity/economic conditions literature by analyzing National Crime Victimization Survey (NCVS) 
violence data disaggregated by race (non-Latino whites, non-Latino Blacks, and Latinos) during 
the 1973 to 2005 period, and in doing so, they link the race and ethnicity findings to swings 
in the economy. As reported by Lauritsen and Heimer, declines in the economy are linked to 
consumer pessimism and, in turn, to violent crime trends for Latino and Black males. In sum, 
the impact of changes in economic conditions on changes in Black and Latino violence are 
potentially ominous when policies designed to alleviate impoverished conditions, unemploy-
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ment, and educational attainment are ignored.1 The findings provide a platform that I will use 
to propose future research on Latino violence, including examining the consequences of the 
increase in the Latino population across the nation.

the role of race and ethnicity in Violent crime research
The recent growth of the Latino population across the country provides academics with the 
opportunity to expand the race and crime literature. Although more Latinos should mean more 
questions on the extent and causes of Latino violence (Martinez, 1996), there has not been a 
pronounced surge in Latino violence research. One reason for the exclusion of Latinos in the 
literature is a claim that “ethnicity” data (for example “Latino/Hispanic” or “not Latino/His-
panic”) are missing from official police reports, which means that information is nonexistent. 
Yet Lauritsen and Heimer (2010) move beyond police data and refine and reconstruct NCVS 
“race” categories. This claim is important because it allows them to analyze the level of violent 
crime victim data over several decades, and their results demonstrate clearly the importance of 
examining Latinos separately from non-Latino Whites and Blacks. Moreover, the significance 
of excluding Latinos should not be overlooked because the findings remind criminologists that 
“White” victim data are confounded with “Latino” when ethnicity is not considered and that 
studies of “Black” or “White” violent crime both are inaccurate indicators of the racial/ethnic 
composition of the country and no longer capture the racial and ethnic victim variation in the 
United States.2 I would take this a step further and note that it is no longer acceptable to include 
“percent Hispanic” as an independent variable in macrolevel research and pretend that somehow 
Latino violence has been incorporated into the analysis (Martinez, 2002). 

Nevertheless, Lauritsen and Heimer (2010) also contribute to the race and crime literature 
by linking the Latino experience to changing national economic conditions, which is extremely 
beneficial to criminology researchers. In a forthcoming paper (see Martinez, Stowell, and Lee, 
2010), we note that researchers in health, mental health, and education have spent years touting 
the “immigrant paradox” of high poverty combined with better than expected life outcomes 
(cf. Rumbaut, 1999). But criminology and criminal justice researchers are just starting to 
value the many ways in which contemporary immigration has strengthened institutions of 
social control, fostered economic development, and sparked a revival of previously high-crime 
inner-city neighborhoods over a long period of time (see Ousey and Kubrin, 2009; Stowell, 
Messner, McGeever, and Raffalovich, 2009). Our findings explore the effects of immigration on 
neighborhood-level homicide trends in the city of San Diego, California, using a combination 
of racially/ethnically disaggregated homicide victim data and community structural indicators 

1. For more on longitudinal studies on latinos, educational segregation, educational inequality, and gangs, 
see Telles and ortiz (2008).

2. This is not to suggest that “latinos” are uniformly “White” at least according to u.s. racial categories and 
definitions. many cities have large proportions of “black” latinos or Afro-Caribbean residents (logan and 
Deane, 2003). most latinos are of mexican origin and probably “mestizo” origin. For historical foundation, 
see laura e. Gómez’s (2007) work in the “mexican American race.”
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collected for three decennial census periods. Consistent with the immigrant paradox thesis, the 
results show that the increased size of the foreign-born population reduces lethal violence over 
time. Specifically, we find that neighborhoods with a larger share of immigrants have fewer 
total, non-Latino White, and Latino homicide victims. 

I am reminded of the “immigrant effect” because Lauritsen and Heimer (2010: Figures 
3, 4, 6, and 7) demonstrate that violence fell uniformly across the three largest racial/ethnic 
groups. Absent from the research by Lauritsen and Heimer is a discussion of the decline in 
Latino violence over a period of intense immigration across the country. The NCVS victim 
data demonstrate that Latino nonlethal violence decreased despite numerous reasons why it 
should have increased (Martinez, 2002). Moreover, the negative or null effect of immigration 
on crime is in line with that of recent and forthcoming longitudinal articles (see Martinez et 
al., 2010; Ousey and Kubrin, 2009; Stowell et al., 2009). Of course, Lauritsen and Heimer 
do not measure this issue directly but the Latino nonlethal violence decrease is in line with the 
Latino homicide decline (Lee and Martinez, 2009) 

The findings by Lauritsen and Heimer (2010) also remind me that the stream of immigrants 
currently reshaping the United States is no longer primarily of European origin. The racial/
ethnic/immigrant composition of many neighborhoods has grown increasingly diverse, and the 
Mexican border has supplanted Ellis Island as the predominant entry point into the nation. 
Although this transformation is well documented by sociologists and historians, we still know 
little about the causes and consequences of immigration on violent crime in a contemporary 
social context at the macrolevel, individual level, or multilevel context. Moreover, research has 
yet to quantify whether the impact of shifting levels of immigration over time disrupts border 
communities as many politicians and pundits speculate (see Martinez, 2002: 1–31 for a review). 
Forthcoming research suggests that is not the case. 

The Latino paradox has been mentioned because recent research indicates that immigrants, 
as well as Latinos and Asians regardless of nativity status, fare better than expected on a host of 
social and economic factors, including violent crime rates, than native-born African Americans 

with similarly high levels of disadvantage (see Martinez and Lee, 2000: 486; Sampson and Bean, 
2006: 20). For example, of the three largest racial/ethnic groups in the United States, overall 
homicide rates are highest for Blacks, followed by Latinos and then by Whites, and there are 
similarities and differences in predictors of homicide especially at the community or census 
tract level (Peterson and Krivo, 2005). This pattern, again, has prompted some researchers to 
conclude “immigrants and Latinos are less violent, even more so when they live in concentrated 
immigrant areas” (Sampson and Bean, 2006: 21). By extension, we can now add that more 
Latinos mean less nonlethal Latino male violence over a long period of time.

mar t inez
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Future research on the consequences of latino growth
Undocumented Latinos are now targeted by local and federal agencies across the nation, and 
such actions create the potential for more conflict among Latinos, the police, and criminal 
justice agencies. The emergence of anti-immigrant laws or ordinances aimed at preventing “il-
legals” from securing housing or punishing business owners for employing the undocumented 
have proliferated in many places along with initiatives encouraging local police to search for 
“illegals” or ask about legality status, an issue noted typically in the federal sphere of influence. 
One consequence of Latino growth is that anti-immigrant or Latino initiatives are increasing, 
and all immigrants and Latinos are singled out by politicians, the media, and authorities and 
are presumed illegal until proven otherwise (Rodríguez, Sáenz, and Menjívar, 2008).

This topic is important to examine given the growing number of citizens and communi-
ties pursuing harsher punitive measures for immigration offenses, such as the recently passed 
Arizona SB 1070 (2010) legislation that compels local police officers to investigate, detain, and 
arrest people for perceived immigration violations based on a “reasonable suspicion” that he/she 
was in the country illegally. There is concern that SB 1070 will be implemented without the 
benefit of proper training, will exacerbate racial profiling, and even may raise concerns about 
the prolonged detention of citizens and legal residents who look “illegal” but are not carrying 
documents establishing legality. This type of legislation will, in my opinion, single out Lati-
nos, force them to demonstrate citizenship in the guise of “securing” the border, and will even 
accelerate attempts to seek deportation for minor or civil offenses even for those attached to 
native-born Americans in blended families. The impact of legislation to prevent immigration 
and increased policing on the border is bound to influence criminal justice policy profoundly 
for the foreseeable future. 

Along these lines, another useful approach would construct an outcome that examines 
places where local police engage in federal immigration activities and enforce immigration 
laws through the investigation, apprehension, and detention of undocumented immigrants 
known as the “287(g)” program, a clause in the Illegal Immigration Reform and Immigrant 
Responsibility Act of 1996 (Khashu, 2009). This agreement allows local police officers to 
perform federal immigration law enforcement functions including using federal databases to 
check the immigration status of individuals and to process them for deportation hearings when 
necessary. Most police departments have not rushed to assume federal responsibility, but some 
are enforcing immigrant-status violations actively (see Decker, Lewis, Provine, and Varsanyi, 
2009). What impact, if any, did these strategies have on local crime?

Yet another look at the unanticipated consequences of Latino growth suggests a possible 
research plan that emanates from the erroneous and negative stereotypes of immigrants. One 
possibility is to analyze criminal reactions to Latinos by examining anti-Latino hate crimes 
at the county or place level. Police agencies at the municipal or place level reported that the 
number of hate crimes against Latinos increased by 36% between 2003 and 2006; this increase 
in hate crimes coincides with the growth of the anti-immigrant legislation across the country 
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(see McDonald, 2009). What gave rise to the growth in reported anti-Latino hate crimes at the 
local level? Was it the growth of Latinos? Did enforcement of harsher legislative policies play 
a role? One plan is to create a measure that taps legislative reactions to Latino growth and to 
construct an index based on immigration-related local ordinances. These studies could include 
cities or counties that have attempted to pass legislation regulating immigration through local 
housing ordinances barring apartment rentals to unauthorized immigrants, restrictions on 
granting local services to immigrants, attempts to prevent immigrant children from attending 
school, efforts to restrict employing undocumented immigrants, and the adoption of English 
as the official language of the local governments (see Esbenshade, 2007). In the absence of 
federal immigration reform, local governments have filled the void by proposing or adopting 
ordinances in at least 104 cities and counties in 28 states that attempt to target, control, and 
restrict undocumented immigration (Olivas, 2007). These ordinances encompass an array of 
restriction issues, but I contend they all symbolize local reactions to the growth of immigrant 
Latinos and concern about this perceived threat.

discussion
Lauritsen and Heimer (2010) suggest that that over time, the increase in unstable economic 
conditions means more violence among Black and Latino males. Their article fills an enormous 
void in the literature because it explores racial and ethnic variations in nonlethal violence or 
types of violent crime other than homicide. Although lethal violence is an enduring public 
concern, some of the anti-immigrant rhetoric and legislation is directed toward fear of criminal 
victimization in areas with new and old Latino populations. This concern has unanticipated 
consequences including the mentioned policy initiatives such as Arizona’s anti-immigrant law and 
increased police powers that are based largely on erroneous and negative stereotypes of immigrants. 
These actions are based in part on erroneous images that associate “more immigrants with more 
crime,” rather than sound empirical evidence and associated factual experience that this essay 
recommends. The authors also demonstrate convincingly that violence has declined across time, 

which includes Latinos (a population that has significantly more immigrants than non-Latino 
Whites and Blacks). By singling out immigrants, and Latinos by extension, there is a possibility 
of continuing to fuel flawed public policies that increase the problems they aimed to reduce 
while ignoring empirically based policy options that are indeed needed and useful.
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Criminological research has consistently explored the relationship between race, crime, 
and victimization (Hindelang, 1978; LaFree, O’Brien, and Baumer, 2006; Lauritsen 
and White, 2001; Sampson and Wilson, 1995; Steffensmeier and Allan, 1996; Zatz 

and Rodriguez, 2006). In general, this research finds that Blacks have higher rates of crime 
and victimization than do Whites, with the rates for Hispanics falling in between the two. 
As a result, increased scholarly attention has been devoted to understanding the mechanisms 
that account for these variations (Anderson, 1990; Blau and Blau, 1982; Stewart and Simons, 
2006). Most notably, scholars have emphasized the salience of inequality along with economic 
disadvantage. Inequality is important because it implies that society is socially stratified, such 
that people are ordered or ranked in relation to one another. Economic disadvantage, however, 
reflects the cumulative effects of inequality that seem to impact Black and Hispanic citizens 
most significantly. For example, they are two times as likely as Whites to live in poverty and hold 
low-skilled and low-wage-earning jobs. In 1998, for example, the weekly earnings differential 
between Black and White citizens was approximately $119. For Hispanics, the gap was $175. 
By 2008, the earnings gap had slightly widened with differences between Blacks and Whites 
totaling $153 and $213 for Hispanics (U.S. Census Bureau, 2005). 

So, what does inequality and economic disadvantage have to do with the relationship 
between race, crime, and victimization? To date, scholars have demonstrated that economically 
deprived groups are more likely to be involved in crime and victimization in part because they 
reside in dangerous communities where resources are insufficient to structure safe environments 
(Braithwaite, 1979; Cohen and Felson, 1979; Krivo, Peterson, and Payne, 2009; Sampson and 
Wilson, 1995). In addition, Massey and Denton (1993) suggest that the social isolation that 
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results from economic disadvantage leads to structural constraints and cultural adaptations 
that undermine the social organization and crime control in communities (see also Wilson, 
1987, 2006). 

F I g u r e  1

Weekly median earnings by race and Hispanic ethnicity, 1998–2008

Source. Data provided by Labor Force Characteristics by Race and Ethnicity, 2008, Report 1020, Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2009. Retrieved 
April 28, 2010 from http://www.bls.gov/cps/race_ethnicity_2008.htm.

Although these studies have proven to be invaluable, Lauritsen and Heimer (2010, this 
issue) present a nuanced idea in which they make a compelling case for devoting greater at-
tention toward understanding how economic disadvantage particularly during recessionary 
periods is associated with the relationship among race, crime, and victimization. More specifi-
cally, this research suggests that the economic inequality experienced by Blacks and Hispanics 
during recessionary periods exacerbates the economic hardships they already face because they 
more frequently occupy lower status jobs, which are most vulnerable to cuts during economic 
downturns. 

This research contributes significantly to prior research in this area by situating the con-
nections among race, crime, and economic disadvantage within a broader structural context. 
The emphasis on recessionary periods demonstrates the significance of economic downturns 
and how it can burden already economically depressed people. Scholars and policy makers alike 
must be attentive to these issues to foster reductions in crime and victimization. 

Inequality, crime, Victimization, and social Policy
Inequality is a consequence of a variety of structural factors in society and can have deleterious 
effects on individuals who are most burdened by the economic disadvantage that results from it. 
In 1998, more than one quarter of all Blacks (26%) lived in poverty, which is an improvement 
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from 1979 when 31% of Blacks were classified officially as poor. The rate of poverty among 
Hispanics is also staggering, as approximately 21% in 2004 were currently living in poverty in 
comparison to the 9% of Whites who are classified as poor (U.S. Census Bureau, 2005). These 
persistent patterns of poverty and disadvantage among Blacks and Hispanics have been shown 
to heighten levels of crime and of violence significantly, in part because they live in disadvan-
taged communities in which residents find it difficult to control violence through informal and 
formal mechanisms (Peterson and Krivo, 2005; Pratt and Cullen, 2005). Although it is the 
case that inequality and economic disadvantage to some degree are inherent to a capitalistic 
economy, it does not necessarily have to foster social isolation, which contributes to crime and 
victimization. 

Two policy strategies can be employed to buffer the effects of economic disadvantage on 
crime and victimization among racial minorities. First, given the consistent body of empirical 
evidence that suggests poverty influences crime rates, there must be greater police presence 
within the context of these highly disadvantaged neighborhoods. Police presence is needed not 
only to assist residents in formally controlling the crime and incivilities that exist but also to 
build cooperative relationships with community members. 

Currently, the philosophy of patrolling within high-crime and economically disadvantaged 
communities is referred to as “zero tolerance.” This policing strategy is viewed often as aggressive 
and was one of the strategies employed during the “War on Drugs,” which incarcerated Blacks 
and Hispanics at a rate that far surpassed their baseline population (Harris, 2002). 

More broadly, it is important for community residents to view police as serving the interests 
of their community. Developing a healthy working partnership between police and the com-
munity is the essence of the community–policing ideal. One of the best documented examples 
is Boston’s Ten-Point Coalition, which is a group of African American ministers that began 
working closely with the police department in the early 1990s to combat youth violence. The 
major contribution of the coalition was the creation of an “umbrella of legitimacy” for police 
efforts to prevent and control gang violence (Berrien and Winship, 2002). These ministers 
accomplished what few police organizations have been able to do. Specifically, they eased the 
historical hostility that many minority residents felt toward police by building effective and 
sustainable relations between the police and minority residents. 

The second policy strategy is directed at addressing the racial inequities in education. 
This policy does not have short-term benefits but will have long-term consequences on the life 
chances of individuals who live in the most economically disadvantaged circumstances. This 
can be accomplished by federal, state, and local governments, making a consistent social and 
monetary investment in education. Currently, many state governments spend more revenue on 
building prisons than they spend on creating school tutorial programs for kids who are most 
at risk to drop out or fail. 

Therefore, local municipalities, along with parents, teachers, and school administrators, 

must work together collaboratively to reverse the racial gap in school achievement. This task can 
be accomplished by creating school-based tutorial reading and math programs. These programs 
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will identify children who are at risk for failure in early education to reduce the achievement 
gap that is likely to result by the time they enter high school. Haycock (2001) notes that by 
the end of high school, 8% of all Black and Hispanic students’ test scores demonstrate they 
have skills in reading and mathematics that are equivalent to those of White students in the 
8th grade. This kind of racial disparity in school outcomes must be addressed to alleviate the 
negative consequences on occupational opportunities. Being attentive to the achievement gap 
among Black, White, and Hispanic students will increase the earnings potential significantly 
among them, thereby reducing the probability that they will live in poverty or be forced to oc-
cupy low-skilled and low-wage-earning jobs. Moreover, the short-term economic investment in 
education might reduce racial minorities’ involvement in crime and victimization, even during 
recessionary periods.

conclusion
Lauritsen and Heimer (2010) contribute significantly to our understanding of the connection 
between race and victimization by first disaggregating the effects of race and ethnicity across 
time. By disaggregating these effects, they explored how fluctuations in economic conditions 
influence victimization rates differentially. Next, the study raised broad questions about the 
relevance of inequality and economic disadvantage in explaining victimization outcomes. They 
achieved this by examining specifically how and whether the changing nature of the national 
economy burdens the most economically disadvantaged populations. 

Although Lauritsen and Heimer (2010) conclude that the association between economic 
conditions and victimization trends may have weakened across time, the observed patterns still 
provide some evidence that future research must consider how broader changes in the national 
economy influence the race–victimization relationship. Moreover, this research should revive 
the conversation about inequality among policy makers. In particular, they should not wait 
until economically difficult times before they recognize the salience of inequality in limiting the 
occupational opportunities and overall life chances of certain populations of people. Without 
policy makers taking such care, we will continue to see the higher rates of crime and victimiza-
tion among minority populations.
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Editorial Introduction to 
“Public Criminologies”

todd r. clear, Senior Editor
R u t g e r s  U n i v e r s i t y

Criminologists are called on to be relevant to the “real world.” There is no other way to 
say it. Our students remind us of this, as do our noncriminologist friends as we engage 
them in casual conversation about our work. Just to say “criminology” to someone is 

to encounter the expectation that the science will have meaning for practice. 
Relevance is a double-edged sword. Joan Petersilia (2008) set up a research office jointly 

housed in a university and a criminal justice agency, with the express intention that the research 
carried out by that office be more accessible to the agencies that housed it. At the other end of 
the spectrum was George L. Kirkham, a criminologist who later became a police officer. His 
book, Signal Zero, (1976) was more of a paean to policing than a serious study, trying to change 
student perceptions of cop work rather than of policing itself. These approaches are the polar 
opposite to “relevance,” but they share a common experience: Trying to bring criminology to 
the real world is not easy.

Paradoxically, although “relevance” is central to our work, it makes us, as a profession, 
uneasy. The highest award of the American Society of Criminology is set aside to recognize 
contributions to knowledge, not to practice. Tenure/promotion committees find it ever so much 
easier to evaluate a candidate’s impact on scholarship rather than on practice. And for every 
established scholar who advocates for a given new policy, it seems there is an equally established 
scholar who will argue against it.

Yet when all is said and done, the “call to relevance” for criminology is inescapable. How, 
then, are we to value the practical significance of criminological work? What weight should we 
give to the practical implications of knowledge in criminology? What are the costs of taking 
this orientation in our field?
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These questions come under consideration in the lead article by Christopher Uggen and 
Michelle Inderbitzin (2010, this issue), titled “Public criminologies,” and they are further 
explored in the series of policy essays. 

Public criminology is a term used by Uggen and Inderbitzin (2010), rephrasing Michael 
Buroway, to refer to the call for criminologists to write and conduct studies in a way that en-
gages the crime/justice consumer publics (both those who make crime policy and those who 
are affected by it) in the meaning of the work. This entails talking to, talking with, and talking 
about those publics in the production of criminological scholarship. Public criminologists situate 
their work in the so-called real world, and they orient their productivity to the way in which 
the “the real world” needs it in order to be able to use it. 

Uggen and Inderbitzin (2010) open the article by describing how the taxonomy of so-
ciological practice that Buroway (2005) laid out in his presidential address to the American 
Sociological Association applies well to the field of criminology. They then go on to describe 
how particular attributes of criminology—in particular the distinctly public nature of crime 
policy and those close links of criminology to practitioner applications—support the relevance 
of public criminology as an idea. They review citations of criminological scholars in the news 
media as but one of many indications that there is a public hunger for criminologists to help 
interpret the meaning of science about crime and to interpret crime and justice in the news. 
They show that the work of some of the founding scholars in our field was deeply connected 
to a public agenda and broadly consistent with the framework of public criminology. The con-
cluding section of the article identifies some of the problems confronting both the practice of 
public criminology and the people who embrace that orientation to their work. Some of these 
problems originate because public criminologists generally do their work from a university or 
college base, where there is an uneven appreciation of the contribution arising form this work. 
Some of these problems come from the inherently contentious nature of policy making and 
community engagement. 

Uggen and Inderbitzin’s (2010) article can be perceived as not so much a call for the practice 
of a “more” public criminology but as a call for a greater recognition of this kind of criminology 
as legitimate and important within the field. By pressing for a greater understanding of the place 
of public criminology in the array of orientations within the profession, Uggen and Inderbitzin 
(2010) hope that the value of public criminology can be enhanced. 

Ian Loader and Richard Sparks, whose recent book, Public Criminology? (2010), is a detailed 
exploration of some of these same themes, are cautiously upbeat about the advent of public 
criminology. In their policy essay (2010, this issue) to Uggen and Inderbitzin, Loader and 
Sparks revisit the political and social contexts that make the practice of public criminology not 
only difficult but also important. They describe the invaluable resource a social scientist brings 
to crime and justice policy: honesty about the evidence and a more thorough understanding 
of the complexity of the problem. Surely, they point out, honesty and knowledge are essential 
elements for an improved public policy regarding crime. 
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Paul Rock (2010, this issue) and Michael Tonry (2010, this issue), writing separate policy 
essays, are two lauded criminologists who have done a great deal of their work in the public 
arena. They are less sanguine about the prospects of public criminology, although not neces-
sarily opposed to it as a form of practice. Both bemoan the regrettable nature of contemporary 
crime policy for its many injustices and its often overwhelming foolishness. They attribute this 
in large part (with different examples) to the deeply intractable political forces that undergird 
the creation of crime and justice policy, and to the circumstantial ways in which policy changes 
occur. Rock adds his own concerns about the ways the criminological enterprise, when it engages 
the public agenda, are subject to being hijacked by the baser aspects of that agenda. 

The two final essayists, Daniel Mears (2010, this issue) and Kenneth C. Land (2010, 
this issue), accept as largely self-evident the idea that public criminology is an orientation of 
value. They offer suggestions in support of the endeavor. Mears identifies ways that the most 
problematic collateral consequences of public criminology can be minimized. Land suggests 
potential strategies for institutional support for the practice of public criminology.

It would be a misleading reading of these essays as evidence that public criminology “is 
here to stay.” Clearly, it has always been with us. The question really is as follows: “What shall 
we make of public criminology?” This is true not just among us criminologists but also among 
the larger world in which our work occurs.
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research summary
Public scholarship aspires to bring social science home to the individuals, communities, 
and institutions that are its focus of study. In particular, it seeks to narrow the yawning 
gap between public perceptions and the best available scientific evidence on issues of public 
concern. Yet nowhere is the gap between perceptions and evidence greater than in the study of 
crime. Here, we outline the prospects for a public criminology, conducting and disseminating 
research on crime, law, and deviance in dialogue with affected communities. We present 
historical data on the media discussion of criminology and sociology, and we outline the 
distinctive features of criminology—interdisciplinarity, a subject matter that incites moral 
panics, and a practitioner base actively engaged in knowledge production—that push the 
boundaries of public scholarship.

Policy Implications
Discussions of public sociology have drawn a bright line separating policy work from 
professional, critical, and public scholarship. As the research and policy essays published in 
Criminology & Public Policy make clear, however, the best criminology often is conducted 
at the intersection of these domains. A vibrant public criminology will help to bring new 
voices to policy discussions while addressing common myths and misconceptions about crime. 
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The concept of “public sociology,” and public scholarship more generally, has ener-
gized and illuminated conversations about what it means to conduct social-science 
research and the meaning of that research to larger publics. Public scholarship aspires 

to produce and disseminate knowledge in closer contact with the individuals, communities, 
and institutions that are the focus of its study. In particular, it seeks to narrow the yawning 
gap between public perceptions and the best available scientific evidence on issues of public 
concern. From residents of dangerous neighborhoods to policy makers concerned about the 
increased costs of incarceration, our publics need high-quality information about the world 
around them. Nowhere is the gap between perception and evidence greater than in the study 
of crime and punishment. 

Here, we consider the implications of public scholarship for the sociological study of crime, 
law, and deviance as we outline prospects for a public criminology. As criminology and criminal 
justice programs have grown and flourished as independent disciplines (Laub, 2005; Loader 
and Sparks, 2008; Savelsberg and Flood, 2004), so too have the publics with whom academic 
criminologists are speaking. This expansion brings renewed opportunities to cultivate new 
audiences and to find innovative ways to bring empirically sound research and comprehensible 
messages to those diverse publics. 

the Impulse for a Public criminology
A sense of justice consciousness often draws scholars to the study of crime, law, and deviance. 
For some, this consciousness derives from personal encounters with crime and punishment 
(Irwin, 1970); experience as a client or practitioner in the justice system might spark a sense of 
outrage or a resolve to bring better data and theory to bear on its operation (Jacobson, 2005). 
However, in criminology, as in other social sciences, graduate training often seems “organized to 
winnow away at the moral commitments” that inspired the students’ interest in the first place 
(Burawoy, 2005a: 14). Knowledgeable and capable students emerge from graduate school with 
a professional skill set and an orientation equipping them to advance scientific knowledge about 
crime. Although this training provides much of the expertise needed for responsible public 
scholarship, it generally emphasizes research questions, methodologies, and scholarly products 
that might be far removed from the justice issues and public outreach mission that originally 
drew students to the field.

A public criminology could nurture the passion students bring to justice concerns while 
contributing to professional, critical, and policy criminology. We envision the following crucial 
tasks in this regard: (a) evaluating and reframing cultural images of the criminal, which is perhaps 
the clearest example of public criminology; (b) reconsidering rule making, which has deep roots 
in critical criminology; (c) evaluating social interventions, which derives from policy criminol-
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ogy; and (d) assembling social facts and situating crime in disciplinary knowledge, which most 
clearly maps onto professional criminology. As consumers of media and concerned community 
members, criminologists often read the papers or hear the news with a world-weary resignation 
that other citizens and policy makers fail to grasp important points about, say, the age–crime 
curve or the costs of incarceration. A public criminology attacks such concerns head-on, aiming 
both to inform the debate and to shift its terms. 

This article is in four parts. We begin with a discussion of the move toward “public sociolo-
gies” and critiques of the concept and its implementation. Next we consider the contours or 
shape of public criminologies by outlining a brief history of criminological work that employs 
similar conceptions, leading us to a discussion of ongoing efforts in public criminology today. 
Finally, we conclude by addressing the question of meaning for public criminologists inside 
and outside the classroom. 

the Public sociology debates
Public Sociology Defined
It now has been more than 5 years since the annual meetings of the American Sociological As-
sociation were organized around the theme of public sociology (Burawoy, 2005a). Although 
criminologists such as Clifford R. Shaw, John Irwin, and Elliot Currie had advocated public 
scholarship for a long time, these meetings brought the concept and the debate to the forefront. 
For Michael Burawoy (2004: 5), the Association’s president that year, the kernel idea was to 
engage “publics beyond the academy in dialogue about matters of political and moral concern” 
and to promote “dialogue about issues that affect the fate of society, placing the values to which 
we adhere under a microscope” (Burawoy et al., 2004: 104). The debate over public sociology 
is built at least partially on the work of Herbert Gans (1989), another former American So-
ciological Association president; for Gans, the ideal model was one of the “public intellectual,” 
applying social scientific ideas and findings to broadly defined social issues and serving as a 
bridge between academics and the rest of the society. 

Burawoy (2005a) offered a two-by-two table to distinguish public sociologies from other 
sociological work, which is reproduced here as Table 1. In contrast to public sociology, profes-
sional sociology and critical sociology primarily are written for academic audiences of professors 
and graduate students. In contrast to policy sociology, public sociology is “reflexive” rather than 
instrumental. That is, public sociology is engaged explicitly in dialogue with publics rather than 
being conducted on behalf of policy actors. Burawoy described a career trajectory in which a 
scholar might move from one cell to another throughout the course of his or her career. In one 
typical trajectory, a graduate student enters the field “infused with moral commitment, then 
suspends that commitment until tenure whereupon he might dabble in policy work and end 
his career with a public splash” (Burawoy, 2004: 8).
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t a b l e  1

michael burawoy's (2005) two-by-two table for sociology

 Academic Audience Extra-Academic Audience

Instrumental knowledge Professional sociology Policy sociology
Reflexive knowledge Critical sociology Public sociology

Attacks and Defenses
Burawoy’s (2004, 2005b, 2008) call quickly motivated symposia in journals such as Social 
Forces, The British Journal of Sociology, and Theoretical Criminology while inspiring attacks to 
“save” sociology from the forces of public scholarship (Deflem, 2006). These critiques generally 
concern the out-left political agenda of many public sociologists (Moody, 2005; Nielsen, 2004; 
see also Wilson, 1975), which is a perceived retreat from scientific standards and methods, and 
the perception that public sociology is ineffectual as organized and practiced (Brady, 2004). 
For all these reasons, critics fear that public sociology has the potential to undermine the hard-
won legitimacy of the social sciences (Moody, 2005; Tittle, 2004). These critical voices rarely 
advocate a complete retreat from public activities but suggest that social scientists simultane-
ously wear two hats—one as citizens in participatory democracies and the other as professional 
social scientists. 

With regard to public scholars’ political agenda, Burawoy countered that “the ‘pure science’ 
position that research must be completely insulated from politics is untenable, since antipolitics 
is no less political than public engagement” (Burawoy, 2004: 3). Clear (2010: 717) made the 
point even more strongly, suggesting that “the absence of a scholarly voice on matters often results 
in bad policy, and those who (knowing better) remain silent must share some of the blame for 
that policy.” In addressing concerns about scientific standards and methods, public scholars have 
countered that they advocate and conduct rigorous rather than sloppy research and that they 
have provided a valuable service in attempting to “explain phenomena that news stories can only 
describe” (Gans, 2002). Importantly, however, public scholars are not simply popularizers. As 
Gans (1989: 7) conceptualized the term, they are “empirical researchers, analysts, or theorists like 
the rest of us” but distinctive for their breadth of interests and strong communication skills. As 
for efficacy, public scholarship can aid in uncovering and publicizing harm or inequity without 
necessarily redressing it, and it might attempt to do so from a value-neutral perspective. The 
ambitious new call for a national Council of Social Science Advisors (Risman, 2009) reflects a 
desire to engage public policy issues from the very core of the field. 

Public scholarship cuts across the research, teaching, and service roles of academic life. To 
provide only the barest outline, it means developing research questions in dialogue with affected 
communities as opposed to, say, “filling potholes” in the professional literature or answering 
questions defined solely by others (Becker, 2003). It embraces “big ideas” and “basic” research, 
“basic in the most profound meaning of the term because it tells us about the world of crime 
and justice in ways that enable us to imagine new and potent strategies for improving justice 
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and public safety” (Clear, 2010: 714). For teaching, students play a key role as public criminolo-
gists’ “first public” (Burawoy, 2004: 6; 2005c); strategies such as service-learning projects and 
relevant internships help to bring academics and students out of the classroom and into their 
communities (Aminzade, 2004). In service, public scholars might offer testimony as expert 
witnesses, conduct research with diverse community organizations, and disseminate their work 
in local, national, and international media. For its proponents, publicly engaged work thus is 
consistent with the traditional activities of academic life. 

Prospects for a Public criminology
In describing its historical trajectory, Burawoy argued that U.S. sociology actually began as 
public scholarship, then became professionalized, and only then engendered critical and policy 
sociologies (Burawoy et al., 2004: 106). We argue that criminology is following a similar but 
distinctive progression. As criminal justice spending stretches far beyond the limits of state 
budgets, vocal public scholars are returning to criminology’s foundations by again emphasizing 
public outreach, policy engagement, and research that brings unrepresented voices to debates 
about crime and punishment.

And this trend is not limited to the United States. Paul Wiles advanced the similar argument 
that criminology in the United Kingdom has “lost the knack of engaging in public debate.” 
Wiles suggested that without reasoned debate “the press is always likely to slide into simplistic 
stereotypes and ignore what evidence we do possess” (Wiles, 2002: 248). As such, it becomes 
the responsibility of public criminologists to translate their findings and their science into terms 
that the public and the press can interpret and understand easily (Clear and Frost, 2008). In the 
United States, for a long time, Elliott Currie (1995: 15) has called for criminologists to shift 
their attention to the sort of agenda that Burawoy and Gans set for public scholarship.

If there’s one task that we as professional criminologists should set for ourselves 
in the new millennium, it’s to fight to insure that stupid and brutal policies that 
we know don’t work are—at the very least—challenged at every turn and every 
forum that’s available to us . . . To some extent, this will mean redefining what the 

criminologist’s job is. We will need, I think, to shift some emphasis away from 
the accumulation of research findings to better dissemination of what we already 
know, and to more skillful promotion of sensible policies based on that knowledge 
(Currie, 1999: 15).

The Distinctiveness of Public Criminology 
Because crime engenders specific fears as well as vague concerns, many publics think about 
crime and criminology differently than they do about other social phenomena. As Jacobson 
(2005: 21) argued, “Such visceral reactions on the part of the public and law makers alike set 
criminal justice apart from other areas of public policy.” Classic studies in the sociology of 
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deviance provide concepts and tools that help explain the gap between social science evidence 
on crime and public concerns. 

First, crime often sparks “moral panics,” or periods of intense public fear in which concern 
about a condition dramatically outstrips its capacity to harm society (Cohen, 1972). Examples 
of such panics abound, but concern over predatory sex offenders, the proliferation of drugs 
such as methamphetamine, and the possibility of satanic day care centers (Bennett, DiIulio, 
and Walters, 1996; Glassner, 1999) offer recent examples.

Second, such fears are stoked by moral entrepreneurs (Becker, 1963) with vested inter-
ests in manipulating public opinion (Beckett, 1997). The print and broadcast media serve to 
transmit such messages while acting as powerful independent forces to shape public sentiment. 
As a consequence, people often have stronger opinions on crime and justice than on much of 
the subject matter of sociology, economics, and political science (Beckett and Sasson, 2003). 
Although they might be concerned about unemployment, sexism, or other social problems, 
these issues rarely incite the ardently contested moral panics that are routine in matters of crime 
and deviance. Jacobson (2005: 18) offered vivid examples of the impact of high-profile crimes 
and their link to punitive policies, referring to the abduction and murder of Polly Klaas, which 
spurred the passage of California’s “three strikes” law, and the murder of 7-year-old Megan 
Kanka by a twice-convicted child molester, which led to the federal Megan’s Law. Given this 
“emotional tone for public discourse about crime and punishment” (Garland, 2001: 10; Garland 
and Sparks 2000), legislators and politicians largely have replaced academics and researchers in 
influencing media reports and criminal justice policy (Jacobson, 2005). Public criminologists, 
armed with peer-reviewed evidence, clear points, and plain language, have an important role to 
play as experts in the realm of crime and justice, giving voice to the accumulated and emerging 
knowledge in the field. But they also bear an important responsibility to offer research-based 
contexts on the causes of crime and recommendations for “criminologically justifiable action” 
(Clear, 2010: 14) as experts, rather than their own knee-jerk political opinions as citizens.

Third, despite its nascent status as a discipline, criminology continues to be distinguished 
by its interdisciplinarity. Developmental psychologists (e.g., Terrie E. Moffitt), operations re-
searchers (e.g., Alfred Blumstein), economists (e.g., Philip Cook), and sociologists (e.g., Robert 
J. Sampson) all contribute important professional knowledge to the field of criminology. This 

interdisciplinarity is both a strength and a weakness; although a wide range of perspectives 
are represented in the field, criminologists are often at odds, as they do not necessarily share 
a core theoretical tradition or a common conceptual language (Hagan and McCarthy, 2000; 
Savelsberg, Cleveland, and King, 2004). Here, too, public criminologists can provide an im-
portant service; by disseminating their ideas clearly in public forums, they educate colleagues 
and students as well as the larger public about their particular area of expertise. In this way, 
concepts and evidence from new research can cross disciplines more quickly, and professional 
criminology will gain strength. 
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Finally, criminology is unusual for its close connection to practitioner-based fields. Al-
though sociology parted ways with social work a century ago (Finckenauer, 2005), academic 
criminology retains a strong practitioner base. Participants at the annual American Society of 
Criminology meetings routinely include judges, police officers, and state and national officials. 
These practitioners provide “reality checks” to combat the scholarly insulation characteristic of 
other social sciences (Gans, 1989). Moreover, it is not unusual for such practitioners—many with 
Ph.D.s in criminology and criminal justice—to collaborate closely with academics in research 
and data collection. In fact, several respected criminologists, including Jerome Miller, Barry 
Krisberg, and Jeffrey Butts, left positions in academia and practice to devote their full attention 
to research and improving justice policy. Others, such as Michael Jacobson, have gone the other 
direction, moving from leadership positions in criminal justice agencies into academia and back 
again, as head of the Vera Institute of Justice. This close connection to criminal justice makes 
some variants of public criminology more palatable for professional criminologists than public 
sociology might be for professional sociologists. Policy work, in particular, is professionally 
recognized in criminology and often is rewarded as relevant and appropriate.

Just as overlap occurs between public sociology and public criminology, overlap certainly 
occurs within the areas of professional, policy, critical, and public criminologies. As noted, many 
scholars will move between and within these four categories throughout their careers. In Table 
2, we offer a glimpse into the goals, attractions, and potential pathologies of each variant and 
identify a few exemplars of each ideal type.

Professional criminology. Table 2 offers an annotated variant of Burawoy’s two-by-two 
table for criminology. The task of professional criminology is to assemble an evidentiary base 
and to situate crime in disciplinary knowledge. Just like professional sociology, professional 
criminology derives its legitimacy from its presumed application of scientific methods. Similarly, 
self-referentiality represents its greatest pathology. Lacking a strong disciplinary core, however, 
professional criminology sometimes is chided for its “collective amnesia” about its own past 
and ignorance of new breakthroughs in related disciplines (Laub and Sampson, 1991: 1345). 
Nevertheless, it builds on well-developed theoretical traditions and an increasingly solid base 
of empirical evidence.

Daniel S. Nagin’s development of mixture models for describing criminal careers offers an 
ideal typical example of professional criminology (Nagin, 2005). These methods have inspired 
a burgeoning literature that is changing the way criminologists view crime (see, e.g., Piquero, 
2008), but their impact is largely occurring within quantitative criminology or developing in 
a “separate but equal” fashion that runs parallel to the development of latent mixture models 
in the social sciences more generally.

Crucial tasks at the nexus of public and professional sociology involve assembling social 
facts for broader dissemination and conducting research in partnership with a wide range of 

publics to inform disciplinary scholarship. The former requires the clearheaded reporting of 
professional knowledge, whereas the latter involves bringing new voices, issues, and concerns 
to the scientific study of crime and punishment.
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t a b l e  2

a two-by-two table for Professional, Policy, critical, and Public criminologies

 Academic Audience Extra-Academic Audience

Instrumental Professional criminology: Policy criminology:
Assembling evidentiary base and situating crime in 
disciplinary knowledge

Evaluating social interventions and making evidence-
based recommendations

Knowledge Theoretical/empirical Concrete
Legitimacy Scientific norms (methods) Effectiveness (specific)
Accountability Interdisciplinary peers and Practitioners Clients/patrons (government, foundations, and 

practitioners)
Pathology Self-referentiality and collective amnesia Servility (“contract work”)
Politics Professional self-interest Policy intervention
Attractions Careers Funding (and recognition)
Outlets Journals and scholarly monographs Research reports (e.g., NIJ Research in Brief)
Exemplars Daniel Nagin’s TRAJ models; Laub and Sampson (2003). Sherman et al., 2008 What Works? CSPV’s Blueprints for 

Violence Prevention
Reflexive Critical criminology: Raising questions about rule  

making, rule breaking, and rule enforcement
Public criminology: Evaluating and reframing cultural 
images of crime, criminals, and justice

Knowledge Foundational (crime and justice) Communicative
Legitimacy Moral vision (of justice) Relevance
Accountability Critical intellectuals (and convict intellectuals) Designated publics (citizens, victims, and practitioners)
Pathology Dogmatism (and insularity) Potential for bias and faddishness (“airport 

criminologists and homogeneity)
Politics Internal debate Public dialogue
Attractions Values Influence and attention
Outlets Journals and monographs Mass media and trade press
Exemplars Richard Quinney, Meda Chesney-Lind, Kathleen Daly, 

Jeffrey Reiman, William Chambliss, and  
Walter Dekeseredy

Todd Clear, Barry Glassner, James Q. Wilson,  
and Elliott Currie

Policy criminology. Policy criminology involves directly applying criminological theories 
and methods to efforts to prevent or control crime and delinquency. This entails evaluating social 
interventions and making evidence-based recommendations to funding agencies. For policy 
criminology to be most useful, “it needs to be accurate, not just used” (Sherman, 2005: 118). 
Lawrence Sherman (2005: 118) thus argued that social science is at its “practical best” when it 
is derived from experimental evidence that points to visibly demonstrable benefits.

Burawoy identified “servility” as the chief pathology of policy sociology, which is likely 
the case with policy criminology as well. For example, researchers seeking funding from the 
National Institute of Justice generally must submit proposals within a relatively narrow range 
of questions identified as important by the agency during the particular funding cycle. Perhaps 
the most ambitious examples of policy criminology concern the large-scale mobilization by 
Sherman and colleagues to catalog “what works” (Sherman et al., 1998), the ongoing efforts of 
the Campbell Collaboration (Farrington and Welsh, 2001) to evaluate experimental evidence 
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on crime and punishment, the Blueprints series by the Center for the Study and Prevention 
of Violence, and this peer-reviewed American Society of Criminology journal, Criminology 
& Public Policy. The latter journal now straddles the line between public criminology and 
policy criminology, publishing accessible cutting-edge research and inviting policy essays from 
prominent scholars (Clear and Frost, 2008). Along similar lines, a collection of peer-reviewed 
policy essays were published and disseminated at the 2009 American Society of Criminology 
meetings (Frost, Freilich and Clear, 2010).

Critical criminology. Critical criminology considers foundational questions about the mean-
ing of crime and justice for an academic audience. In doing so, critical scholars emphasize how 
inequities of power shape the rule-making and enforcement processes that other criminologists 
might take for granted. For example, some critical criminologists render problematic the defini-
tion of crime as a violation of the criminal code, reconceptualizing it as social harm (see, e.g., 
Quinney, 1977). As with critical sociology, critical criminology is animated by a moral vision, 
challenging the taken-for-granted assumptions of academics and their publics. It examines the 
foundations of research programs and aims to make criminology aware of its own biases. 

Some variants of critical criminology, however, have moved beyond academic audiences. 
Convict criminology, for example, is critical criminology written by and for incarcerated and 
formerly incarcerated persons. Among prisoners, for a long time, the critical press has been 
viewed as more trustworthy and authoritative about crime than mainstream media or scholar-
ship. Although Burawoy identified dogmatism as the chief pathology of critical sociology, this 
viewpoint is less likely to be the case in criminology in which many schools of “left realist,” 
“new criminology,” and structural and instrumental Marxist variants are present. Yet none of 
these schools have garnered widespread favor within criminology. The following statement by 
Hayward and Young (2004) on the work of cultural criminology illustrates the point: 

Whether we can achieve our goal of derailing contemporary criminology from the 
abstractions of administrative rationalization and statistical complexity remains 
to be seen. In the meantime, however, we will continue our work at the margins; 

for it is here, in these forgotten spaces that the story of crime so often unfolds 
(2004: 271).

In reconceptualizing notions of crime and justice, critical criminologists consciously distance 
themselves from mainstream criminology, which might engender insularity and a lively, albeit 
limited, internal debate. 

Public criminology. Public criminology helps evaluate and reframe cultural images of 
crime, criminals, and justice by conducting research in dialogue with communities and in 
disseminating knowledge about crime and punishment. This work involves listening as well 
as speaking. For example, a public criminology research project might involve a partnership 
with a nonprofit or neighborhood group to address the urgent needs of its clients or members 
while building research capacity in the effected communities. But good public criminology also 
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advances professional knowledge, as previously unexamined research questions and perspectives 
are brought to light.

With regard to dissemination, public criminology moves beyond “administrative criminol-
ogy” (Presdee, 2004) by attempting to give context and meaning to social facts. By virtue of their 
social networks and close interactions with journalists and policy actors, public criminologists 
also serve professional criminology. Although the media tend to consult practitioners—chiefs 
of police, corrections officials, and district attorneys—as the “real experts” on crime, public 
criminologists are often among the first academics to learn of developing stories that might not 
appear in the scholarly journals for years. They are thus in a position to bring up-to-the-minute 
information from the field directly to their professional work. 

To the extent that public criminology is practiced today, one pathology is the lack of 
diversity among the voices represented as experts on crime. Feminist researchers and scholars 
of color, for example, rarely are consulted on general crime trends but instead are relegated to 
discussions of women and crime or racial minorities and crime. 

The potential for bias, uninformed demagoguery and political partisanship represent 
important pathologies that public criminologists must address head-on. In a devastating 1975 
critique, political scientist James Q. Wilson pointed to the dearth of useful criminological 
knowledge while chiding the pronouncements of left-leaning academic criminologists.

[W]hen social scientists were asked for advice by national policy-making bodies, 
they could not respond with suggestions derived from and supported by their 
scholarly work . . . as a consequence such advice as was supplied tended to derive 
from their general political views as modified by their political and organizational 
interaction with those policy groups and their staffs (Wilson, 1975: 49).

Although criminological knowledge has advanced greatly since Thinking about Crime, the po-
tential for “media hacks” to distort this knowledge remains. Unless they can offer an informed 
and clear-eyed reading of their own work and the best available criminological knowledge, public 

criminologists can devolve quickly into “airport criminologists”—so distracted flying around 
the country as consultants and “experts” that they lose sight of the scientific research base that 
legitimizes their expertise.1 Engaging broader publics requires a degree of trust, particularly when 
we must convey hard truths or confront findings that directly challenge our own preconceptions. 
Effective public criminology thus demands trust in the knowledge that we produce and absorb, 
trust in the media’s ability to convey it, and trust in the public’s capacity to grasp its nuances.

In short, a responsible public criminologist is necessarily a good social scientist, attentive 
to both the scholarly evidence on criminological questions and the broader concerns of affected 
publics. As Paul Wiles pointed out, “values affect how we go about the business of acquiring 
knowledge, but that does not mean that our knowledge claims can not be examined against a 

1. Although he did not endorse the term, robert J. sampson invoked “airport criminologist” during a presen-
tation at the annual American sociological Association meetings in Chicago, 2002. 

research Ar t ic le  Publ ic  Cr iminologies

10004-CrimJournal-Guts.indd   734 9/15/10   6:54:52 AM



735Volume 9 • Issue 4

social world whose externality to us gives an empirical force” (2002: 246). Although perhaps 
not always defined as such, criminology offers a rich history of public scholarship that lays the 
groundwork for today’s public criminology. 

a great History of Public criminology
Public criminology today builds on an important legacy of engaged scholarship. Clifford R. Shaw 
is perhaps the best exemplar of such work, as reflected in his long-standing attempts to better 
the circumstances of both individuals and communities (Shaw, 1966). As he formulated social 
disorganization theory and mapped patterns of ethnic succession in Chicago neighborhoods 
in the 1920s, Shaw met with communities hard hit by crime and delinquency to learn from 
residents and to share his findings (for accounts, see Krisberg, 2005; Lundman, 2001: 108). 
As an important and long-lived institutional response, he founded the Chicago Area Project 
in an attempt to empower neighborhoods and to help ameliorate the conditions that result in 
high rates of delinquency (Schlossman and Sedlak, 1983). 

An impressive range of public criminology was practiced throughout the 1960s and 1970s. 
In the early 1960s, Lloyd Ohlin and other American criminologists actively were engaged in the 
Great Society project as advisors to John F. Kennedy and others (Short, 1975). Implementing 
and popularizing large-scale antidelinquency projects such as Mobilization for Youth, Ohlin 
was both a public and a policy criminologist (Krisberg, 2005). At the same time, Edwin Schur, 
Thomas Szasz, Edwin Lemert, and others writing from a labeling perspective adopted an 
unconventional sentimentality toward those marked as deviants, raised “big questions” about 
the foundations of the justice system, and offered the public a new context and perspective for 
thinking about deviant behavior and societal reactions. Howard Becker clarified these issues 
for a generation of public scholars when he titled his Society for the Study of Social Problems 
presidential address “Whose side are we on?” (Becker, 1967). 

As noted, conservative political scientist James Q. Wilson worked from a much differ-
ent set of assumptions and evidence. His deterrence-focused neoconservative vision of public 
criminology later was carried forward by his student John DiIulio (DiIulio, 1995). From the 

left, Elliott Currie has written numerous well-received works on crime for a lay audience, includ-
ing Confronting Crime (1985) and Crime and Punishment in America (1998). Finally, renegade 
practitioners such as Jerome Miller, who famously closed juvenile reformatories while serving 
as corrections commissioner in Massachusetts (Miller, 1996; 1998), have emerged as widely 
read crime experts as have former chiefs of police, such as Tony Bouza in Minneapolis. These 
scholars and practitioners perform an important service when they offer alternative visions and 
concrete examples that challenge current thinking in crime, justice, and punishment. Their 
visible and authoritative public criminology, in turn, might provide the impetus for others to 
battle the “power of inertia” (Becker, 1995).

To highlight the importance of the media in defining the cultural image of the criminal 
(Hayward and Young, 2004) and to provide some sort of historical context for public criminology 
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in relation to public sociology, we gathered some data on media discussion of criminologists and 
sociologists. Figure 1 shows the number of New York Times articles that mentioned the terms 
“sociologist” and “criminologist” from 1851 to 2005. The first thing to note from the chart is 
that neither term appeared with regularity until the 1890s. Second, sociologists have made far 
more appearances than have criminologists for the past 100 years. The scale of the y-axes differs 
dramatically for the two groups. 

The term criminologist was used most often in 1936 during the period of relatively high 
incarceration during the Great Depression. The stories that year ranged from debates on the use 
of parole to the opening of recreation centers to prevent delinquency to the execution of Bruno 
Hauptmann, who was convicted of murder in the famed Lindbergh kidnapping case. The use 

of “sociologist” peaked much later, in the late-1960s period in which American values were 
being questioned on issues of civil rights, women’s rights, and the Vietnam War. Herbert Gans 
wrote in 1989 that “the news media pay more attention to us than before,” although only 120 
mentions were made in 2009, about the same number of mentions as in 1958. The trend for 
“criminologist” is erratic in more recent years, peaking during the intense debates surrounding 
the Clinton crime bill in 1995. We also plotted the mentions of “professor of criminology” or 
“professor of criminal justice” and “professor of sociology,” as shown in Figure 2. The former 
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search term is surely a low estimate of public statements by criminologists because many are 
identified as professors in other disciplines. Professors of criminology or criminal justice rarely 
were cited until the 1980s, and it is again important to note the dramatic differences in the 
scale of the data series. The sociology peak of 105 mentions occurred in 1989, whereas the 
criminology peak of 32 appeared in 2000. 

A further illustration of the resonance of criminological work with broader publics is found 
in Herbert Gans’ (1997) compilation of the best-selling sociology books through 1995. Many 
books at the top of the sociology list have strong currents that involve crime, punishment, and 
inequality. Books such as Liebow’s (1967) Tally’s Corner, Ryan’s (1971) Blaming the Victim, and 

Whyte’s (1943) Street Corner Society all sold more than 200,000 copies. Becker’s (1963) Outsiders, 
Erikson’s (1966) Wayward Puritans, Sykes’ (1958) Society of Captives, and MacLeod’s Ain’t No 
Makin’ It each registered sales in excess of 75,000. Today, such a list likely would include books 
such as Venkatesh’s (2008) Gang Leader for a Day and other popular titles.
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Public criminology today
From this long history of public criminology, several new strains have emerged. On the research 
side, we can look to examples such as Africana criminal justice (Ward and Marable, 2003), the 
Soros Open Society Institute’s “new leadership program” for formerly incarcerated persons, 
the Sentencing Project’s numerous reports and initiatives, and many other national and local 
developments. Public criminology research aims to have an “impact on public policy and the 
public mind” (Currie, 2007: 178) by building a solid criminological evidentiary base that can 
be applied to problems that hold public interest. A related goal, however, is to uncover and to 
build interest in social problems that might have escaped widespread public attention, such as 
the conditions in prisons or high-crime neighborhoods. Finally, a third goal is to engage seri-
ously the broader impacts of such social problems as well as any proposed solutions, including 
their scientific, moral, and practical implications. In doing so, we might help “to create the 
vibrant kind of public research agenda that can sustain enlightened policy and potent innova-
tion” (Clear, 2010: 716).

Good public criminologists are thus well positioned to add valuable information to the 
national conversation on crime and punishment and to help situate deviance in social life more 
generally. To do so, they need to invest time in translating their own research and effort in shar-
ing their findings with the larger public (Clear and Frost, 2008; Currie, 2007). As others have 
noted, “having convincing research evidence and having it influence policy and practice are two 
very different matters” (Welsh and Farrington, 2005: 350). In fact, Sherman (2005) argued that 
the greatest disappointment across centuries of experimental criminology is that “most justice 
remains unencumbered by empirical evidence on its effects” (2005: 119). One task of public 
criminologists is to highlight and explain the most useful and relevant evidence for any given 
public. Public criminologists bear the responsibility to educate themselves and their publics on 
new research and its potential implications. As Clear (2010) suggested: 

[I]n an arena where a lot of work (of varying quality) purports to be “evidence” will 
we have a voice in deciding what research is most important and which studies are 
most instructive about policy? Will we take responsibility for discussing not only 
what we know but also how a policy agenda might flow from it? If we do not, 
then the significance of our work surely will be attenuated by the vicissitudes of 
the policy process because policy makers will be left to decide for themselves what 
research matters and why (2010: 720).

By bringing high-quality evidence to bear on hotly contested questions, public criminolo-
gists might play a key role in promoting sound policy and averting moral panics precipitated 
by extreme but rare cases. Such work requires aligning high-quality research with fortuitous 
timing; as Tonry (2006) suggested, “the receptivity of policy makers to new knowledge depends 
mightily on the existence of ‘windows of opportunity’ through which knowledge can pass to 
receptive recipients” (2006: 54). We also recognize that making such connections is difficult, 
as public criminologists are increasingly likely to fill a particular niche rather than to possess 
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the range to speak more broadly as public intellectuals. Although the field of criminology has 
grown tremendously, scholars’ expertise generally has narrowed (Currie, 2007). As Wiles (2002) 
suggested, today the criminological research community is larger than what existed in the past, 
but such specialization has made it “more difficult to engage in policy debates unless they are 
on a narrow and particular point” (pp. 247–248). Along with their own research specialties, 
the most successful public criminologists necessarily will be generalists, widely educated, and 
able to speak broadly on issues of crime and justice. They will have to work to stay apprised of 
the latest research to be accepted as reliable experts or analysts.

Because it tends to reify abstract and artificial boundaries, the two-by-two table presented 
in Table 1 is a poor reflection of the actual activities of criminologists (see Ericson, 2005, for 
a similar argument about public sociology). Figure 3 represents public criminology, policy 
criminology, professional criminology, and critical criminology as interconnected Venn dia-
grams, with the first panel assigning equal weight to each quadrant and the second emphasizing 
professional and public work more explicitly. In truth, many criminologists work with a hand 
or a foot in all four cells, whereas others would self-identify as pure professional criminologists 
or policy criminologists. 

In our view, public criminology is as much about teaching as it is about research. Although 
criminology has held a place in higher education for nearly a century (Finckenauer, 2005), 
the mission and content of criminology coursework has changed as these courses largely have 
departed sociology departments for criminology and criminal justice programs (Best, 2004). 
Stephen Pfohl observed the following with regard to public sociology:

[The] most common site of public engagement is in the classroom. The general 
college or university classroom where sociologists typically encounter a public 
composed of students steeped in the common sense of the dominant culture . . . 
The point here is not to provide students with a supposedly “politically correct” 
viewpoint, but to encourage the discernment and thoughtfulness necessary for 
democracy itself (Burawoy et al., 2004: 113–114).

Faculty members can serve as “transformative intellectuals” (Giroux, 1992), teaching theory-driven 
models with a sound evidentiary base to both students and the larger public—educating those 
inside and outside the academy (Currie, 2007). As part of this effort, academics are developing 
new programs that build the connections among universities, state agencies, and communities. 
For example, the Inside-Out Prison Exchange Program is training faculty members across the 
country to take college students into prisons in intensive interaction-based courses shared with 
prison inmates, with the goal of creating a unique transformative learning environment (Pompa, 
2004). Inside-Out courses typically culminate in a group project in which university students 
and inmates work together to make evidence-based policy recommendations. Researching prison 
issues and articulating specific recommendations thus encourages and empowers students in 
the class to take their own first steps as public criminologists.
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crossover criminologies

Teaching as a form of public criminology offers particular relevance and urgency because 
our classes often comprise future criminal justice practitioners who soon will be in the trenches 

as lawyers, police officers, parole and probation officers, and corrections and juvenile justice 
workers. In addition to encouraging students to think critically about larger issues of crime and 
punishment, criminology classes often ignite the first sparks of student interest in criminal justice 
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careers. Other young people are drawn to the study of crime and criminal justice because of their 
interest in popular television shows (such as CSI or Law and Order) or films; these “undergradu-
ates do not line up to get into criminology departments understanding the realities of the system, 
and that idealism can be a good thing for thinking more broadly about what real justice is and 
how it can be achieved . . . we should be supplementing their idealism with eye-opening and 
empowering exposures” (Tifft, Maruna, and Elliott, 2006: 391–392). Perhaps as important as 
educating these future criminal justice practitioners, classroom teaching influences and informs 
students who go on to related fields, such as social work or education. Public criminologists who 
take teaching seriously hope their students enter their chosen professions and indeed the larger 
responsibilities of citizenship with a more accurate picture and understanding of the causes of 
crime and the workings of the criminal justice system (Finckenauer, 2005). 

Although individual interest and effort is critical to the success of public criminology, so too 
is institutional support. As Currie (2007) noted, few structural incentives encourage the practice 
of public criminology in the academy, but some will find it easier than others. Faculty at large 
land-grant universities, for example, might feel a special responsibility to take their teaching 
and service into their communities. Because part of the mission is “extension” into surrounding 
areas, often greater legitimacy is provided and sometimes even rewards for practicing public 
criminology in such settings. Similarly, faculty who work at Jesuit institutions, such as William 
Gamson and Stephen Pfohl, might find that public scholarship resonates with their university’s 
“commitment to ethical reflection and social justice” (Burawoy et al., 2004: 114). 

As Burawoy (2004, 2005a) suggested about public sociology, it is likely that these contextual 
differences lead public criminology to be practiced most widely and valued more highly in large 
public universities where a high teaching load often exists (Burawoy, 2005a: 12). John Jay College, 
for example, is among the top-ranked and preeminent graduate and undergraduate criminal 
justice departments in the United States; yet faculty at John Jay often bear teaching responsibili-
ties far in excess of those in other disciplines and departments. More generally, although faculty 
members at state institutions might be doing innovative work in public criminology, it often is 
practiced at the local level, and it might not be recognized beyond its usefulness to community 

partners and engaged students. Because of their myriad responsibilities in teaching, service, 
and publishing, faculty members might have precious little time or incentive to document and 
disseminate their public efforts. 

Related to teaching and outreach, the service function within public criminology involves 
dialogue with communities and with the electronic and print media. Public criminologists should 
consider their own interests and skill sets and then work to their strengths, which might lead 
them to “write in forums read by practitioners, to lecture widely, to evaluate and consult, to hold 
workshops, and to undertake training” (Cullen, 2005: 27). Because academics and researchers 
rarely are tapped to comment on crime stories on cable news channels or other national forums 
(Frost and Phillips, 2009), the best strategy might be to publicize one’s work at the local and 
state level and to contribute to easily accessible media such as blogs and podcasts.
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The rewards for such work might be largely intrinsic. Even as they invest effort in educat-
ing and working with the public, unless they develop ways to claim and legitimize such service 
work, scholars’ efforts to add to the public conversation and debate on issues of crime and justice 
are likely to go unrecognized and unrewarded. Additionally, it can be difficult to account for 
the time and effort that goes into such interactions. For example, in discussing her own experi-
ence with public scholarship and with NASA after the space shuttle Columbia accident, Diane 
Vaughan (2005) noted that a great deal of “invisible public sociology” and “invisible work” goes 
into being a public intellectual (Burawoy et al., 2004). 

New media are becoming an increasingly important place within public criminology. Blogs 
and Web 2.0 technologies quickly are becoming the “preferred newsmaking criminological media 
of tomorrow” (Barak, 2007: 203). They are without question an increasingly popular forum for 
innovative scholars to float ideas to interested publics and to receive immediate feedback from 
thoughtful readers. In practicing our own advice, we started perhaps the first public criminology 
blog in 2006, and we remain committed to adding content that both educates and reflects on 
issues of crime and justice (contexts.org/pubcrim/). As Chancer and McLaughlin (2007: 169) 
argued, “[e]vident, at a minimum, is that ‘doing’ public criminology is closely related to how 
sophisticated we can become in understanding and participating in a dynamically evolving 
range of 24/7 mass-media forums.” 

We note that the discipline of sociology is taking steps to recognize the “invisible” work 
involved in public sociology; the American Sociological Association’s newsletter Footnotes regu-
larly publishes a section on sociologists “In the News,” touting media appearances and scholars’ 
expert quotes in newspaper and magazine articles. And contexts.org, the website associated with 
the American Sociological Association’s public outreach magazine, was receiving 500,000 page 
views per month by mid-2009 (Hartmann and Uggen, 2009). As of yet, however, no place 
exists to recognize criminologists whose work and words appear in the media, as neither the 
American Society of Criminology nor the Academy of Criminal Justice Sciences has a forum 
to showcase public criminology. The Stockholm Prize in Criminology, however, is awarded 

consistently to scholars such as John Braithwaite, John Hagan, and Friedrich Losel, in part for 
their contributions to policy and public criminology.

meaning and Public criminology
Any academic discipline has a division of labor, and public criminology is clearly not for every 
academic criminologist. Those with the skills and inclination to practice it, however, will be 
more successful when they have the space and support to do so. As but one example, academic 
departments can acknowledge public outreach as contributing to the service mission of the 
university. In reigniting some justice concerns that brought them to graduate study, public 
criminology can be a powerful antidote to what Cullen (2010) called “antiseptic criminology” 
by bringing scholars out of their offices to engage in their communities. Public criminology 
has the potential to enliven the research and teaching of those scholars who find “the major-
ity of mainstream criminological scholarship today . . . boring” (Ferrell, 2004: 295) or who 
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might be questioning what their work means and for whom are they doing it. By building an 
evidentiary base on problems of public as well as scholarly concern, it is no doubt possible to 
be good social scientists and social analysts (Currie, 2007) while also working to increase public 
safety and reduce human suffering. 

To communicate effectively with broader publics, however, requires drawing a responsible 
circle of expertise around oneself, adhering to what Weber called “an ethic of responsibility” (see, 
e.g., Gitlin, 2003). Such responsibility entails being vigilant about the accuracy of information 
that is presented in the name of criminology and acting to challenge false statements, question 
shoddy evidence, and debunk harmful myths and scare tactics. Even while critiquing overblown 
claims and stereotypes, public criminologists also must be open to having their own ideas and 
positions challenged and changed as new evidence emerges. Criminologists seeking the public 
spotlight should be willing to take on other public intellectuals and debate controversial issues, 
offering communities access to the most complete information available rather than allowing 
them to be inundated with politically motivated views or pithy sound bites. We must learn 
to translate our own research into manageable pieces, offering “suggestions that are at once 
concrete and visionary enough to have a chance of resulting in actual policy effects” (Chancer 
and McLaughlin, 2007: 169).

We also should acknowledge the potential costs of practicing public criminology. Mak-
ing one’s work and perspective visible in the media opens the possibilities for threats and hate 
mail, loss of credibility, or worse from detractors. It can lead to close identification with the 
populations one studies; for example, attempts to discuss the low recidivism rates of sex offend-
ers can be derailed by venomous attacks from a fearful public. A public identity also positions 
the criminologist as an “expert” on the given topic, which can lead to additional—and often 
compelling—requests that far exceed one’s field of expertise or capacity to provide help. As one 
example, ex-felons might turn to college professors in seeking help to find a job, housing, or 
hope as they attempt to manage a deviant identity and rebuild lives in the community. Academic 
criminologists perhaps can point these individuals to other resources, but such exchanges are 
time consuming and often feel inadequate. In addition, as Haggerty (2004: 212) noted, well-

intentioned policy pronouncements can be coopted easily, leading to a “host of unintended 
negative consequences.” Despite such challenges, motivated criminologists will weigh the costs 
and choose public scholarship over the more comfortable and predictable world of antiseptic 
criminology.

Whether public criminologists are successful in their efforts is unlikely to be apparent 
immediately. As Vaughan explained, “engaging in dialogue about issues of public concern can 
make change by altering the perspective of individuals or giving support to what they already 
think—but the full effects of such change are not always measurable or knowable” (Burawoy 
et al., 2004: 118). Nevertheless, when our students go home and speak with their friends and 
families about issues raised and what they are learning in our classes, they become ambassadors 
for and practitioners of public criminology themselves. They perform a particularly useful ser-
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vice when they debunk harmful myths or use criminological evidence to tamp down the moral 
panics created and escalated by television news and entertainment shows. 

In terms of research, it is difficult to predict which research topics or projects are likely 
to make a splash in the public arena. Certainly areas of concern persist that public criminolo-
gists currently are using careful research to address, such as mass incarceration and its effect 
on disadvantaged communities; juvenile justice and policies for very young offenders; felon 
disenfranchisement; and prisoner reentry, employment, and housing, to name just a few. Perhaps 
the best strategy is simply to do good work and to share it widely. When journalists seek an 
expert opinion, it represents an opportunity to share research findings and their implications. 
Finally, when our publics ask for our opinions and perspectives, we should give them scientifi-
cally informed evidence and answers without the jargon that renders academic discourse so 
inaccessible or the spin that biases political discourse.

But public criminology represents more than media dissemination of professional knowl-
edge. It also means engaging with communities beyond practitioners and funders, reaching out 
as Clifford R. Shaw once did to neglected audiences and communities affected by crime. If 
public criminology is to become a public good, then it can build on the rich legacy of engaged 
scholarship begun by scholars such as Shaw and contemporary criminologists such as John 
Braithwaite (2005) and Elliott Currie. As Francis T. Cullen made clear in his 2004 Presidential 
Address to the American Society of Criminology, when a small number of vigilant criminolo-
gists “saved rehabilitation” and treatment, it was

not inevitable but a contingent reality. It depended on real people making real 
decisions about their careers and about the knowledge they attempted to produce 
… if the science of criminology is seen as a collective enterprise, I am optimistic 
that we are not consigned to irrelevance … together, we have both the scientific 
expertise and kindness of heart to make the world a better place (Cullen, 2005: 
26, 28). 

Today, it seems that public criminology is following the path that Burawoy (2004) outlined 
for public sociology—recognition, legitimation, institutionalization, and finally, defense and 
expansion. As public criminology becomes more recognized, legitimated, and institutionalized 
by universities and professional organizations, more scholars might choose to pursue it, and 
the field will continue to expand. For others, however, the choice was made long ago based on 
personal conviction and sacrifice; the ideal and practice of public criminology is the impetus 
and motivating force behind every project they pursue. 
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Policy Essay

P u b l I c  c r I m I n o l o g I e s

Comment on “Public Criminologies”

Paul rock
L o n d o n  S c h o o l  o f  E c o n o m i c s  
U n i v e r s i t y  o f  P e n n s y l v a n i a

Public criminology is a laudable project, but it does raise some minor problems touching 
on the law of diminishing marginal returns, lopsided analysis, an overemphasis on the 
relevant, and the proper appreciation of policy-making processes.

Uggen and Inderbitzin’s (2010, this issue) “Public Criminologies” follows in the wake of 
the stir created by Michael Burawoy (2005) in his 2004 presidential address to the American 
Sociological Association and by Todd R. Clear (2010) in his more recent 2009 presidential 
address to the American Society of Criminology. It is a call for a greater academic engagement 
with “issues of public concern” in civic, policy, and political debates about crime, criminal 
justice, and criminal law. There can be little dissent from such an appeal. Who, after all, would 
not wish criminology to make its mark—especially on a criminal justice system distinguished 
by a seemingly inexorable inflation of the penal estate? I am not hostile to the emergence or 
reemergence of a public criminology. Indeed, I support it, and any comments I make therefore 
should be read as only weakly critical.1 

More than 3,000 people, from the United States and overseas participated in the 2009 
meetings of the American Society of Criminology, the conference at which Todd R. Clear spoke. 
They attended sessions on African criminology, convict criminology, critical criminology, cultural 
criminology, feminist criminology, green criminology, international criminology, mathematical 
criminology, “psychophysiological” criminology, rural criminology, and “theory-based” crimi-
nology. They might have been aware that the history of their discipline had been molded by 
phrenology, criminal anthropology, eugenicist criminology, psychoanalytic criminology, func-
tionalist criminology, phenomenology, conversational analysis and ethnomethodology, symbolic 

1. I also will try to refrain from repeating arguments that have been put forward elsewhere. 

I am indebted to David Downes and Tim Newburn, who have made several extremely helpful observations on 
various sections of this essay. Direct correspondence to Paul rock, Department of sociology, mannheim Centre 
for the study of Criminology and Criminal Justice, london school of economics, Houghton street, london 
WC2A 2Ae (e-mail: p.rock@lse.ac.uk).
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interactionist criminology, radical criminology, Marxist criminology, left-idealist criminology, 
left-realist criminology, ecological criminological, and structuralist criminology. They also might 
have known that its present character is being shaped by other criminologies not formally listed 
in that 2009 conference program, including existential criminology, constitutive criminology, 
consumerist criminology, peacemaking criminology, and conservation criminology. 

Each of those cadet branches has been championed with apparent fervor and conviction 
in its time, and the outcome has been a continual clamor of small voices vying for an audience, 
none in clear ascendancy for very long, and few commanding more than a small following. In 
an open and contested discipline, no reason exists to resist the addition of public criminology 
as another candidate for attention; it might affect practice and policy, add to the span of ideas 
from which scholars can choose, foment debate and intellectual excitation, and undermine the 
risk of the discipline lapsing into scholasticism. But the proposal leads one to wonder about the 
marginal utility of introducing yet one more contender into the criminological stable (unless, 
of course, it is read simply as an encouragement to do criminology, and therefore, any of these 
criminologies, in a particular way,2 which is not so new at all.3) Uggen and Inderbitzen (2010) 
themselves acknowledge that “public criminology is clearly not for every academic criminolo-
gist,” and they qualify their thesis in other ways, but I will take their call seriously, if only to 
develop a solid and coherent argument. 

The stance I adopt is perhaps a little jaded because my recent experience of attempting a 
public criminology has not been happy. At the beginning of this century, I acted as the so-called 
Key Expert on Victims and Witnesses for the European Union Phare Horizontal Programme for 
Strengthening the Rule of Law (see European Commission, 2002). I participated in missions to 
report on ten candidate states’ compliance with European minimum criminal justice standards 
for the purpose of assessing their eligibility for admission to the European Union. We visited 
ten states and delivered reports, but we were told at the very outset by the man leading the 
missions that nothing we could say would affect whether the accession states were admitted. It 
was entirely a political decision, and compliance was practically immaterial. My second experi-
ence was an evaluation, conducted at the behest of the Ministry of Justice, of the experimental 
introduction of victim impact statements (or family impact statements) in homicide trials in 
England and Wales (see Department for Constitutional Affairs, 2005). Halfway through the pilot 
period, what was called the Victims Advocates Initiative was aborted and replaced by another, 
the Victims Focus Scheme (see Ministry of Justice, 2008); my report was not read, it was not 
discussed, and no questions were put to me (see Rock, 2010). It all seemed a little foolish.

2. I am indebted to Tim Newburn for this point.

3. David Downes has reminded me that criminologists have had a public face for a long time, intervening 
from time to time at critical points in policy debates. lawrence sherman and Heather strang have mount-
ed a powerful case for restorative justice (although restorative justice has not been adopted widely), and 
richard Cloward and lloyd ohlin have provided a rationale for themes in mobilization for Youth (see 
mobilization for Youth, 1960: 44–45), although the ensuing projects foundered (see marris and rein, 1974: 
122–123). 
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some cavils about Public criminology
Questions appear, and the first touches on what it is that a public criminology actually might 
wish to convey to an audience of lay people, policy officials, and politicians. I recall an occa-
sion when a home secretary visited the London School of Economics and asked the cluster of 
criminologists there assembled what achievements of criminology he should heed, and it was 
silent. On an earlier occasion, Sir Cyril Phillips (1981), acting as the chairman of the Royal 
Commission on Criminal Procedure, put much the same question to the same group and received 
much the same response. It is possible that had the questions been put later, or to a different 
group, the answers might have been different, but Lynn McDonald’s (1976) claim, made some 
time ago, that criminology has done well in puncturing claims, but not in establishing them, 
still seems to hold.4 We do know some things, but we do not understand much and much we 
have not been able to predict5 about even the most profound transformations in the world of 
crime and criminal justice (see, e.g., Zimring, 2007). Ours is a largely skeptical science, and 
skepticism is useful enough in a world of political enthusiasms and simple nostrums, but some 
hubris might be present in imagining we have much that is concrete to offer. One is reminded 
of John Braithwaite’s (2000: 223) observation that “[t]he criminology boom is not fed by the 
intellectual accomplishments of the field, but by the continuous growth in public sector em-
ployment in the criminal justice system.”

The second issue turns on the selection of ideas we would wish to expose to greater public 
scrutiny. Criminology has been a factious, ideologically driven, and sometimes Laputan disci-
pline replete with assertions we might not wish to have broadcast widely. Its practitioners have 
not always resembled in every particular the pleasing portrait offered by Uggen and Inderbitzen 
(2010) when they talk of “[p]ublic criminologists, armed with peer-reviewed evidence, clear 
points, and plain language…” there are warts. Recall the wholesale and lengthy scholarly ne-
glect of the victim and victimization—how crime was represented as functional to the proper 
working of society without any regard to what Matza (1969: 49–53) once called “pathos”; 
how the criminal law and criminal justice system were taken by some to be overwhelmingly, 
unremittingly, and unambiguously repressive in their management of the poor (Center for 
Research on Criminal Justice, 1975; Reiman, 1979); how property crime was defined as an 
expropriation of the expropriators and not, as David Downes once put it, a regressive tax on 
the poor; how the fear of, or anxiety about, crime frequently was dismissed as an ideological 
distraction, mystification, or moral panic (see Box, 1983; Hall, Critcher, Jefferson, Clarke, and 
Roberts, 1993); how gender first was bleached out of analysis and then crudely reintroduced 
to convict males tout court of violent intimidation (see Madriz, 1997); and how prisoners, on 
the one hand, were treated as scapegoats herded together to deflect and divide proletarian class 

4. mcDonald (1976: 15) said that “there is now a whole literature showing that rehabilitation programmes do 
not rehabilitate and prevention programmes do not prevent.” 

5. Who, for example, anticipated before the mid-1990s the decline in crime rates across the developed 
world? sociology has fared as badly. It failed to envisage the renaissance of religion as a social force, the 
collapse of the soviet bloc, and much else. We have been masterly at prophesying the past. 
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consciousness (Foucault, 1979) and, on the other hand, were treated as primitive rebels who 
might serve as a revolutionary vanguard (Mathiesen, 1974). To be sure, many of these notions 
now largely (if not wholly) have been discredited, and they sometimes have been discredited 
by evidence, but they had their advocates; they were not always vigorously challenged in their 
day, they were potential candidates for a public criminology, and it almost certainly would have 
been a kindness to the discipline and to the profession to hide them from public gaze. 

Transparency and publicity then might have their costs, unless of course, a public criminology 
is to be a bowdlerized criminology. And who would be the Bowdler? Uggen and Inderbitzen’s 
(2010) “professional criminology,” they say, “derives its legitimacy from its presumed applica-
tion of scientific methods.” But that legitimacy is also the “unchecked positivism” of Young’s 
(2004: 20) “Voodoo criminology”; and Hillyard, Sim, Tombs, and Whyte’s (2004: 383) “endless 
conveyor belt of predictable and auto-suggestive findings, often generated by large-scale, publicly 
funded, state-sanctioned, evaluation-oriented research projects that are ultimately self-serving.” 
I pass no judgment, but it is evident that one criminologist’s authority is another’s “number 
crunching, schematic and instrumental positivism” (Scraton, 2001: 3). 

Third is the matter of relevance. A public criminology is a relevant criminology, either 
in the research it conducts or in the manner in which it conveys research to outsiders. How 
relevance or issues of concern are defined is a matter of political contingency, contested in the 
past, and is not self-evident; after all, many publics and many criminologies are raising the 
possibility of too great an attentiveness to one particular set of “public” concerns. Adjudicating 
that process of contestation might be regarded as part of the work of a public criminology, but 
it does threaten to promote intradisciplinary quarrels that remove it from the public arena and 
reduce its potency and authority. 

Of course, one working conception of relevance has very real consequences for the dis-
cipline, and that is what the state and its agencies deem to be problematic.6 The criminology 
commissioned by the state almost invariably is supposed to be relevant in its practical utility to 
the policy maker. So it is that the National Institute of Justice says of itself that it is “the research, 

development and evaluation agency of the U.S. Department of Justice. We provide objective, 
independent, evidence-based knowledge and tools to meet the challenges of crime and justice, 
particularly at the state and local levels. . . . Our research agenda must be driven by profession-
als in the real world — those who deal with crime and justice problems every day” (National 
Institute of Justice, 2010). Its English and Welsh counterpart, the Research Development and 
Statistics branch of the Home Office, “is an integral part of the Home Office. We manage 
research and collect statistics in a number of areas. . . . This information helps Home Office 
ministers and policy-makers address the concerns of ordinary citizens. It also helps the police, the 
courts and immigration officials to do their jobs as effectively as possible” (Home Office, 2010). 
Those are perfectly sensible and suitable objectives, appropriate to the institutions that house 

6. To be sure, the state and its agencies are themselves diverse and not in accord about how to identify or 
confront problems (see, e.g., boyd-Caine, 2010). Public concern is far from unambiguous.
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and finance them. But bodies like the National Institute of Justice and the Home Office—and 
bodies deferential to them, such as the British Economic and Social Research Council (ESRC)7 
—massively dominate the commissioning and supporting of research. 

It is not policy-relevant criminology so defined that is at risk of emaciation, but a criminol-
ogy that is not relevant in any commonplace, utilitarian meaning of the term, a criminology for 
which funds and public support are far less secure. Universities are, like the medieval monastery, 
one of the very few sanctuaries left for those who might seek to pursue forms of knowledge 
that have no apparent immediate impact and no utility or that might have potential impact 
and relevance but not to the questions currently identified as most relevant. Those forms are 
demanded neither in the market place nor by the government. They are not relevant. No doubt, 
an irrelevant criminology in time could have implications for policy; indeed, it provides much 
of the intellectual capital of public criminology, but relevance is a dangerous idol. Uggen and 
Inderbitzen (2010) probably would concede the point, but it is not principally public criminol-
ogy that needs its champions.

Consider the plight of British universities currently assailed by a government intent on a 
crude Gradgrindian agenda. Lord Mandelson, the Minister responsible for the Department 

7. The esrC proclaimed that “[w]e have an international reputation both for providing high-quality research 
on issues of importance to business, the public sector and government, and for our commitment to train-
ing world-class social scientists. . . . The quality of life and economic well-being of the uK and its citizens 
are just two of the many, policy-relevant issues addressed by our research and training activities. Compara-
tive and international perspectives are strongly encouraged. For example, uK economic performance is 
increasingly dependent on the global economy, and economic distribution - both within and between 
countries and regions - is a major issue for social science research. The senior decision making body is the 
esrC Council. It includes members of the business, voluntary and public sectors, as well as the academic 
community. The Chief executive of esrC, supported by four main directorates, based in esrC’s swindon 
headquarters, is responsible for the implementation of Council’s policies and decisions, and for the overall 
management of esrC” (esrC, 2010). similarly, the Nuffield Foundation stated that “lord Nuffield wanted 
his Foundation to ‘advance social well being’, particularly through research and practical experiment. The 
Foundation aims to achieve this by supporting work which will bring about improvements in society, and 
which is founded on careful reflection and informed by objective and reliable evidence. The Founda-
tion’s income . . . comes from the returns on its investments. It does not fund-raise, or receive money from 
the Government. The Foundation’s financial independence and lack of vested interests helps to ensure 
an impartial and even-handed approach to problems in the projects it funds. most of the Foundation’s 
income is spent on grants, some of which are for research and others support practical innovation or de-
velopment, often in voluntary sector organisations. In both cases the preference is for work that has wide 
significance, beyond the local or routine. The Foundation looks to support projects that are imaginative 
and innovative, take a thoughtful and rigorous approach to problems, and have the potential to influence 
policy or practice” (Nuffield Foundation, 2010). The Ford Foundation said “A fundamental challenge facing 
every society is to create political, economic and social systems that promote peace, human welfare and 
the sustainability of the environment on which life depends. We believe that finding solutions to the 
world’s most complex problems requires engaging the people and the communities closest to them, 
including men and women from diverse backgrounds and all levels of society. We work mainly by mak-
ing grants or loans that build knowledge and strengthen organizations and networks. These methods 
of problem-solving reflect our mission and the diverse ways we support grantees. They also describe a 
model of philanthropy that the foundation has pursued since its inception: To be a long-term and flexible 
partner with innovative leaders on the frontlines of social change” (Ford Foundation, 2010).
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for Business Innovation and Skills (formerly, it should be noted with sadness, the Department 
for Education and Science) observed: 

The Government want universities to make an even bigger contribution to Britain’s 
economic recovery and future growth.

We have therefore decided to give greater priority to programmes that meet the need 
for high level skills, especially in key areas such as science, technology, engineering 
and maths. There will be a greater element of competition between universities 
for new contestable funding as an incentive to fulfil this priority. With employers 
and universities, we will identify where the supply of graduates is not meeting 
demand for key skills. And we will seek to re-balance this, by asking HEFCE [the 
Higher Education Funding Council] to prioritise the courses and subjects which 
match these skills needs.

We will look to business to be more active partners with our universities. We want 
employers to be fully engaged in the funding and design of university programmes, 
the sponsorship of students, and offering work placements (Mandelson, 2009).

The invocation of concern so framed could eclipse the writings of Zygmunt Bauman, Phillipe 
Bourgois, Manuel Eisner, Norbert Elias, David Garland,8 Ian Loader and Richard Sparks, or 
Pieter Spierenberg. It even might inhibit Elijah Anderson, Nils Christie, Mitch Duneier, Malcolm 
Feeley, Jonathan Simon, or Loic Wacquant. It could strip criminology of some of its intellectual 
vigor. It could diminish the anthropological distance that is required for effective scholarship. 

Problems should be treated as topics as well as resources, as matters for critical, dispassion-
ate inquiry as well as passion, relevance, and commitment, and that sentiment also is offered in 
“Public Criminologies.” But, in echoing Burawoy’s (2005) plea, and urging students of criminol-
ogy to retain their “moral commitments” and concern for “justice issues and public outreach 
mission that originally drew [them] into the field” (Uggen and Inderbitzin, 2010), Uggen and 
Inderbitzin put criminology at risk of being thrown back into the cockpit of political and moral 
struggles from which it once painfully climbed (see Mills, 1943). After all, a superabundance 
of interested groups is fighting for mastery over the definition and control of issues of crime 
and justice, groups that are parti pris, whose answers have been fixed in advance by conviction 
or allegiance to one side or another in the conflicts of the criminal justice system. Criminology 
should be wary of joining them.

It is in that context that the allusion (Uggen and Inderbitzin, 2010) to Howard Becker’s 

(1967) question “Whose side are we on?” and his and others’ “unconventional sentimental-
ity toward those marked as deviants” is not helpful. The disinterested observer who seeks to 

8. “David Garland is probably the best known and most cited british criminologist at the moment,” but 
his “work [which] is an extended commentary on government crime control policy . . . is nevertheless 
largely detached from the day-to-day questions with which politicians and their advisors have to grapple” 
(Hough, 2010: 12).
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understand how interactions unfold—how, in another phrase of Becker’s, “people do things 
together”—has no business taking sides or giving interpretive privilege or ontological superiority 
to just one party in a social exchange. We have no sound methodological warrant to populate 
our analyses, on the one hand, with the fully fleshed typifications of those we acclaim and, 
on the other hand, with cardboard and motivationally impoverished representations of those 
whom we deplore. The outcome only can be a lopsided scholarship (see Manning, 1975). For 
heuristic and hermeneutic purposes, we should not be on anyone’s side.

Too few scholars are disinterested. We all know how “victim-precipitation” became reclassi-
fied as “victim-blaming” and was removed from the canon of what could be studied safely (Clark 
and Lewis, 1977); how race and ethnicity became troublesome subjects for the criminologist (see 
Jones, Maclean, and Young, 1986); how some penologists in the past were reluctant to engage 
in what Mathieson called the work of “system-strengthening” (1974); and how some colleagues 
would not have any truck with the police or the state. Such censorship can flow all too easily 
from “moral commitments.” Far better a criminology that adopts the phenomenological epoché 
that suspends the natural attitude, retains its integrity, and permits any and all questions to be 
asked freely, irrespective of moral and public commitments (see Schutz, 1967).

the Policy-making Process
Last, I would question how much and what form of impact a public criminology might make 
on the policy-making process, which requires one to step back and reflect on the way in which 
that process actually unwinds in routine cases. Uggen and Inderbitzin (2010) quote Clear’s 
(2010: 717) statement that “the absence of a scholarly voice on matters often results in bad 
policy, and those who (knowing better) remain silent must share some of the blame for that 
policy”,9 but that heaps too much responsibility on a discipline that tends to lack the power 
to affect much of what is done. A scholarly voice needs an attentive audience, and fewer and 
fewer officials and politicians are prepared to listen10 (Loader and Sparks [2008: 19] remarked 
that “criminology . . . has seen its expansion inside universities coincide with the decline of a 
receptive constituency within government who shared criminology’s liberal commitments and 
were minded to call upon its practitioners for advice”).

What can we say about policy making and its receptivity to criminology? We rarely have 
approached the policy process from within or have exposed it to prolonged observation. When 
it has considered the matter at all, criminology has taken to viewing it in two distinct ways. One 
holds that making policy is an end of criminology and that the discipline should be structured 
so that it is serviceable to practical action through the tendering of advice, the provision of ways 

of seeing the world, attempts to measure and predict the onset of (and desistance from) criminal 
careers, the mounting of projects and the evaluation of work done by practitioners and others, 

9. elsewhere, Clear and Frost (2008: 38) stated that “[s]ilence is seen by some as condoning [a] policy or, at 
the very least, failing to contest it with a strong and potentially influential voice.” 

10. Although the appointments of laurie robinson and John H. laub to the Department of Justice in the 
united states might make some difference there, if only for a while.
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and so on. I take it that that is, in effect and very largely, the stance of a public criminology, 
and there is here a strong remnant is here of blue book ideology, a form of Fabianism, which 
assumes that policy makers and politicians should be amenable to rational guidance once the 
facts have been marshaled appropriately by experts. It is rarely so amenable, and criminologists 
frequently complain that the world of criminal justice politics is often perverse and resistant to 
reason. It is indeed convenient to argue, as Tim Newburn observed, that it is the scholar who 
is rational and the politician who is wanting of rationality (T. Newburn, personal communica-
tion, April 10, 2010).

The other direction is to take criminal justice policy making itself as an object of scholarly 
inquiry, examining it as a problematic entity that might be studied in its own right. Here the 
approach is usually some variant of rational choice theory or of a political economy that places 
policy making in a larger analytic frame of the social, political, and economic structures of 
the state and, as is more common these days, configurations of states and transnational orga-
nizations. So it is that we read of policies variously presented as instances of the crisis of late 
capitalism—variously predicted, like Nostradamus, in near-apocalyptic tones, the vertigo of 
late modernity, the new governmentality, governing through crime, the looming importance 
of risk and responsibilization, transcarceration (especially in unequal societies), the political 
economy of the ever-growing carceral state or new Gulag, the dynamics of social inclusion and 
exclusion in societies portrayed as bulemic or as bearing traces of religions of condemnation or 
redemption, and changing sensibilities and shifts in the culture of control. 

These arguments are provocative and interesting, and they have produced what have 
become authoritative and often fruitful ways of looking at problems of policy formation. But 
the data (and they are characteristically data) on which they rest tend to be materials already 
in the public domain such as the following: published statistics in and around the sphere of 
crime and criminal justice, public speeches, newspaper articles, public policy statements, and 
so on—materials of the kind that Cicourel and Kitsuse (1963) represented long ago as the 
indexical outcrops of lengthy organizational work. They are in great measure what has been 
allowed by politicians, officials, and practitioners, after much deliberation, finally to come into 
public view—preassembled collections of social facts that compress and stand in diverse ways 
for a mass of subterranean bureaucratic work. Analysis at the level of public representations is 
permissible and useful; after all, such representations constitute a realm of social facts, which is 
not only sui generis but consequential, and it has led to powerful commentary, but it is mani-
festly incomplete. And, in compensation for what it cannot or does not choose to see, it tends 
to work by descriptive fiat, operating either with an imputed logic of the situation or with a 
tacit and speculative functionalism or teleology, which maintains that what is visible has latent 
or manifest purposes that the social scientist is equipped to discern. 

All too often, criminologists and sociologists have not interrogated with any curiosity or 

diligence what takes place in the private sphere as policies are formed. They have not peered into 
the black box of the political process but have become observers after the event when policies 
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are neatly packaged, discursively tidied up, agreed and coherent, free of discontinuities, false 
starts, doubts, falterings, and lacunae. They have had to bootleg in assumptions, endowing 
those processes—for want of a competing narrative supplied from within—with what might 
be an inappropriate history, telos, and rationale, taking perhaps far too uncritically what is said 
carefully and for particular rhetorical purposes by calculating people before particular audiences. 
At the same time, and in accord with social science’s penchant to reduce actors on the social 
scene to serviceable homunculi who have just enough intelligence and sensibility to follow 
the scripts that the analyst needs to explain action, policy makers and politicians themselves 
sometimes can be transformed into little more than cut-out figures, who lack an independent 
capacity for strategy, irony, thought, and reflection. Sometimes, indeed, no reference is made 
at all to principals, puppet-like or otherwise, but only to structures, modes, sensibilities, 
mentalities, networks, cultures, and systems. The private world of politics thereby becomes a 
convenient analytic extrapolation of its public manifestations, and it is small wonder that we 
fail so consistently to comprehend how it is that the politics of crime take the forms they do. In 
Tim Newburn’s words, we “seriously misunderstand the policy-making process” (T. Newburn, 
personal communication, April 10, 2010). 

It is evident that “Public criminologies” talks almost exclusively to a U.S. readership about the 
impact of a U.S. criminology on U.S. publics and U.S. policy making.11 People do things differ-
ently elsewhere, and because I am more familiar with policy making in Commonwealth countries 
with a Parliamentary system, it is of that form of government that I shall next speak. 

Policies can be generated by politicians making decisions—sometimes independently—but 
as is typical, they trickle through the system for long periods before they come to the surface, 
and in so doing, they might come to possess several distinct traits. The following traits might 
seem obvious in the telling, but I trust that they will be worth citing because they are so rarely, 
if ever, invoked in the criminology and sociology of the policy process, a process that almost 
never has been exposed to fieldwork, and they are prerequisite to a proper appreciation of the 
impact of research12:

Policy making is, first, a matter of words. It is 1. rhetorical, an activity set within and consti-
tutive of a world of articles, talks, speeches, and committees, and it is centrally concerned 
with the artful and effective deployment of argument to persuade a succession of critical 
audiences who must be won over if it is to succeed. It tends inevitably to draw on other 
arguments already approved that are known to have worked in the pragmatically relevant 
and usually recent past, to call on mandates, election promises, manifestos, international 

agreements, declarations, and framework decisions, and in so doing, it tends—particularly 
when what is proposed is new and perhaps untried—to take on the protective coloring of 

11. Take, for example, the observation that courses in criminology “largely have departed sociology 
departments for criminology and criminal justice programs.” That almost certainly would not hold for the 
work of criminology outside the united states.

12. I am drawing in what follows on my own experience of fieldwork in Canada and the united Kingdom. see 
especially rock (1986, 1990, 1996, and 2004).
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a political phrasing already endorsed and potent and will encourage it to sail under flags of 
convenience. Then from time to time, it might become the business of an astute official, 
attempting to steer safely an innovative policy to its destination, to smuggle new content 
into old clothes, to use extant policies as a Trojan horse (as Canadian officials did with 
the Justice for Victims of Crime Initiative [see Rock, 1986]), to mask the unfamiliar and 
contentious with the outward appearance of the familiar and uncontroversial. How policies 
are presented then might require considerable deciphering because they always might not 
be what they seem, and the language of research might play only a little part because it is 
not a political language or a language entirely amenable to political ends. 
Second, policy making is 2. contingent. It will encounter throughout the course of its develop-
ment events other policies in train, crises, and opportunities that never can be anticipated 
initially. Characteristically, and faut de mieux, attempts will be made to build on and 
incorporate the politics of those events in some fashion, to appropriate them to strengthen 
or protect what is being done, to ride piggyback on initiatives that already have a proven 
political authority and momentum, to make it seem that what is being done is perfectly 
consistent with what else is happening and what else has been endorsed in the political 
sphere. Those attempts will seize the propitious moment when scandals and problems erupt, 
funding opportunities suddenly present themselves, or as necessary, for some reason, to 
convey the impression that something is being done to allay fear, criticism, or alarm (see, 
e.g., the remarks made about police raids in Cleveland, OH, in the early 20th century 
[Cleveland Foundation, 1922] or in “Wincanton” 45 years later [Gardiner, 1967]). Policy 
making thereby might be more than a little opportunistic and in ways to which a public 
criminology might make little contribution.
Third, policy making tends, by extension, to be 3. crescive, which is a tendency that will be 
amplified because it is more than convenient to allow administrative committees, task 
forces, and commissions to be laden with additional work that needs to done or as it 
crops up during the course of their deliberations. Characteristically, it thus will come to 

swell, absorbing, and refurbishing materials that are immediately to hand in the public 
and political mind, leading to the making of some fairly idiosyncratic, context-dependent 
(or indexical), and expedient fusions of argument.
Policy making cannot but be sensed by its principals and close observers as 4. indeterminate. 
In the beginning, they always cannot be aware of precisely where their activity will lead 
or what they will encounter. How could they? Theirs is a voyage of exploration into what 
might be unknown terrain, and to paraphrase a symbolic interactionist dictum, no explorer 
knows what he or she is exploring until it has been explored. It is often difficult to plan 
ahead or to formulate in advance demands for information and expert knowledge because 
questions tend to develop only during the course of policy making itself.
Policy making is 5. emergent. Identities, motives, purposes, relations, facts, and issues might 
change meaning radically as events unfold, and they will do so in ways that are not always 
given in any set of initial conditions. Officials might acquire commitments, understand-
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ings, and connections that were not apparent when they began work, and it is partly for 
that reason that, in the civil service of England and Wales at least, they tend to be rotated 
periodically from post to post lest, as it is said, they “go native” and acquire parochial al-
legiances and passions that are thought to compete with the overall aims and objectives 
of the departments and government they serve. What seemed relevant at the outset can 
seem less than relevant as matters progress. What is useful evidential knowledge at the end 
might not have been so in the beginning.
Moreover, officials and politicians themselves actively will shape what lies before them—that 6. 
is, how and why policy work is done—so that it becomes a moving synthesis of discovery 
and something else, the construction and reconfiguration of contiguous topographical fea-
tures, which then will become a moving amalgam of old and new rhetorics, facts, practices, 
and methodologies. 
Part of that process of construction and reconfiguration lies in the routine practice of 7. 
engaging in discussion with bodies, the so-called stakeholders, that might be affected 
by what is projected and who might have views to offer. In so doing, new maps will be 
drawn and new structures will be created as policy makers peer ahead and transform parts 
of the world into an evolving timetable of committees, conferences, and consultations. 
Life, Simmel once said, can become more than life. It can become reified. What might 
have been given practical organization and significance by policy makers can acquire a 
capacity to answer back, to make demands independently of the politicians’ and officials’ 
will, and a dialectic can come into play in which political work creates an exoskeleton of 
social facts that will constrain and redefine policies in a fashion that at first might not have 
been sought or foretold. 
The most important of such stakeholders are those who control strategic sectors lying in 8. 
and around the criminal justice system because they have the power to block, impede, or 
accelerate anything that is planned. Policy must appear amenable to their interests because 
it is likely to fail without at least their passive acquiescence. Read aright, then, any policy 
almost invariably will bear the impression of those organizations, even if that impression 
is, as it were, merely a token obeisance to their authority. Whether an objective observer 
would say that that acknowledgment is actually germane to the ostensible purposes of a 
policy or to rational decision making is immaterial because it is vital to the pragmatics of 
statecraft. Lesser bodies, particularly in the private sector, generally count for less because 

proposals can be ratified without them, which remains the case, even though their interests 
might seem more central to the substance and form of any sensibly devised strategy. 
In this sense, policy making is as much a matter of Realpolitik as the application of a 

disinterested reason based on evidence of what works. After all, nothing can work without the 
approval of the powers of the criminal justice system, and their approval rests on an array of 
preconditions, including symbolic recognition, the awarding of resources, and the conferring of 
a freedom to act in certain ways. The criminal justice system is not immune to what is called in 
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the United States “pork barrel” politics. And that is why criminology itself often plays so small a 
role in what is done. It might be far less important that criminologists endorse a measure than 
that, at the outset, the judiciary, or heads of other government departments, or chiefs of police, 
and then later, politicians on both sides of both Houses of Parliament do so. 

What political power does the criminologist wield? How many battalions does he or she 
have? Of course, it is not necessarily sensible or politic to advance in the teeth of strong crimi-
nological advice, but such advice can, as they say, be “cherry-picked”; it is often equivocal, it 
might lead to political embarrassment, constituencies and electorates might be resistant, and 
it is not always timely. Politics does tend to trump science. It was for just that reason that the 
British government’s chief adviser on drugs was dismissed recently because he suggested that 
alcohol and tobacco are more dangerous than marijuana.13 What he said might have been 
credible enough scientifically; it was what would have graced a public criminology, but it was 
politically and electorally indigestible.14

Many public utterances by officials and politicians then should not be read as innocent of 9. 
context; they tend to be genuflections to powerful audiences, to governments, government 

13. see “sacked adviser criticises brown”: 
 The UK’s former chief drugs adviser has accused Gordon Brown of reclassifying cannabis for politi-

cal reasons. Prof David Nutt also predicted there would be further resignations from the Advisory Council 
on the misuse of Drugs after he was made to quit as its head. The professor said mr brown had “made up 
his mind” to make cannabis a Class b drug, despite evidence to the contrary. 

 The home secretary said he had “lost confidence” in Prof Nutt, accusing him of “lobbying for a change in 
policy”. 

 earlier this week, Prof Nutt used a lecture at King’s College, london, to say that smoking cannabis created 
only a “relatively small risk” of psychotic illness and it was actually less harmful than nicotine or alcohol. but 
on Friday he was forced to quit after receiving a letter from Home secretary Alan Johnson who said his 
comments had undermined the scientific independence of the council. 

 ‘Absurd’ 
 Prof Nutt told the bbC the government had ignored advice on cannabis “on the whim of the prime min-

ister”. “until Gordon brown took office there has never been a recommendation about drug classification 
from the council that has been rejected by government,” he said. 

 “I think it’s a lack of courage from government that is a big issue here ”  
sir David King Former government chief scientific adviser 

 “Gordon brown comes into office and soon after that he starts saying absurd things like cannabis is lethal... 
it has to be a Class b drug. He has made his mind up. “We went back, we looked at the evidence, we said, 
‘No, no, there is no extra evidence of harm, it’s still a Class C drug.’ “He said, ‘Tough, it’s going to be Class b.’” 

 Prof Nutt said drug laws should not be influenced “petty party politics” and compared them to interest 
rates, which are set by the bank of england not the government. In the same way, he said, an independent 
committee should be set up to rule on drug classifications. “There’s no point in having drug laws that are 
meaningless and arbitrary just because politicians find it useful and expedient occasionally to come down 
hard on drugs. (news.bbc.co.uk/1/hi/8335189.stm)

 “That’s undermining the whole purpose of the drugs laws.” 
 “I think that the government has lacked courage in backing David’s committee’s advice,” sir David said. “I 

think it’s a lack of courage from government that is a big issue here.” 

14. Tim Newburn noted that “I am also intrigued that those who argue that criminology has had precious 
little, or at least insufficient impact in recent times, tend to ignore the likes of James Q. Wilson, George Kel-
ling, and others as if they were not engaged in public criminology. We may not always care for what they 
say, but say it they have and, I’d argue, been spectacularly influential” (T. Newburn, personal communica-
tion, April 10, 2010).
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departments, political parties, criminal justice agencies, the mass media, and something 
reified as public opinion—the potential collaborators or censors who require the uttering 
of particular forms of words in exchange for their approval and cooperation. They are 
part of a process of courtship. Any sociologist or criminologist who tries to interpret them 
without a nuanced appreciation of such diplomacy will attain only a very partial reading 
of what—literally and metaphorically—is at stake. In that sense, policy making is a matter 
of alliances and dowries, and criminological bride-wealth always might not be enough to 
tempt the nervous politician and official.
It is the big battalions of the criminal justice system who count. Minor audiences might 10. 
be ignored. But it is obvious that times and places do exist in which the role of the lesser 
institutions of the state and of civil society can be politically significant and that also might 
be a matter of diplomacy as well as of functional relevance. This situation can be the case 
especially, say, in federal systems where proposals by central government might require a 
demonstration of a strong general will to counter claims that it has no legitimate case to 
intervene in local matters. A clamor from private sector organizations always can be in-
voked as evidence that provinces or states are trying to override manifest popular demand 
for change and that clamor, from time to time, might be amplified by a state that funds 
private organizations to badger it into action. Sometimes, indeed, those private organiza-
tions might be created or refurbished by the state precisely to create an impression of strong 
external pressure. Here it is that criminology itself might play its part as an authority that 
can be invoked or a discipline that might be put to use in what Weick (1979) would call 
the enacting of an environment, although its role might take odd forms as it is incorporated 
into the emerging politics of the moment. The first crime surveys, for instance, were justi-
fied in Canada as a means of measuring violence after the abolition of capital punishment 
(Rock, 1986) and in England and Wales as a measure of “doing something” on the heels 
of a spate of urban riots (Rock, 1990).

conclusion
A public criminology then might play but a small role in what is at bottom an ineluctably political 
process. It might enter as part of the rhetoric of justifications that can be cited (particularly if 
it says the right things and appears at just the right moment to be appropriated in argument), 
it might underwrite some part of the rituals of rationality that publicly sustain organizations 
(DiMaggio and Powell, 1983), and it might check more egregious ideas, but policy submissions 
are not academic papers and political decisions are not academic decisions. 
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In his somewhat bleak contribution to an inquest on a substantial British piece of evidence-
based policy making and program implementation, the 2002 Crime Reduction Programme—a 
program that, it was commonly agreed, had failed15—Tim Hope (2004: 287, 302) remarked: 

The outcome for evidence-based policy making . . . is that scientific discourse and 
method itself falls victim to policy pressures and values. . . a government respond-
ing to a political mandate—for instance, “tough on crime, tough on the causes 
of crime”—is likely to be on the look out for ideas, evidence, even legitimacy, to 
substantiate its promise. 

The gloominess of his postmortem verdict was to be reciprocated by a government that increas-
ingly came to distance itself from academic criminology—public or otherwise. A boundary 
had been crossed, and criminology and policy making have drawn apart. If criminologists were 
jaundiced about the program, then it was the government’s own view that the researchers had 
failed, and according to Newburn (in press), the following two consequences occurred:

First, and predictably, it led to disillusionment within the Home Office of university-
based research, as illustrated both by the expressed views of senior officials . . . 
and, in part, by the increasing willingness to turn to consultants and other outside 
contractors rather than university-based researchers. Second, it led Ministers quickly 
to temper their faith in research.

A public criminology is not impossible. Nor should attempts to establish it cease, but it would 
not do to expect too much or too naïvely, and it is salutary to recall how research and evidence 
continually tend to be rebuffed, filleted, appropriated, or reinterpreted in an intensely politi-
cal environment. A public criminology must be reflexive about itself, its possibilities, and the 
world on which it seeks to act. Without something resembling an insider’s understanding of 
the criminal justice policy-making process, we can have no proper conception of the impact we 
might make. To be sure, in David Downes’ words, it always might not be practicable, respon-
sible, or necessary to wait for that understanding before speaking out on some issue or other. 
That would, he remarked, be “as stifling as the revolutionary left’s refusal ever to say what they 
might have in mind after the deluge” (D. Downes, personal communication, April 15, 2010). 
But a public criminology that is ill informed about the dynamics of policy formation might 
have to acknowledge that it has exposed itself to the risk of disappointment.

15. Newburn (in press) quoted mike Hough’s introduction to the special issue of Criminal Justice in which the 
inquest was published; the criminological researchers commissioned to undertake the evaluations, Hough 
remarked, “consumed a large amount of public money to mount research that yielded lower benefits than 
expected either by ourselves or our funders.” 
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Policy Essay

P u b l I c  c r I m I n o l o g I e s

Who will be the public criminologists? 
How will they be supported?

Kenneth c. land
D u k e  U n i v e r s i t y

Uggen and Inderbitzin (2010, this issue) have written an excellent article on the subject 
of public criminologies. The article covers a large array of topics on this subject, is well 
informed with many citations to prior relevant literature, and gives a broad survey 

of the current status of the field and its relationship to public sociology. I have little to add on 
many of these topics. I do, however, want to pick up on two topics discussed in the article. 

The first question is as follows: Who will be the public criminologists? Given the diversity 
of ways of conducting public criminology identified in the article, there will, no doubt, be many 
paths by which professional, policy, and critical criminologists can enter into the public criminol-
ogy domain. With regard to media presentations/representations of criminology expertise and 
findings, a principal means by which criminology will become public, at least for the foreseeable 
future, likely will be similar to what has been the case in recent years—consultations, comments, 
and quotations from one or more of our colleagues on the role of criminologist-as-expert when, 
say, the annual Uniform Crime Reports data on crime in the United States are released. Or 
perhaps when a local community story on crime, policing, or punishment—sometimes sparked 
by a criminal incident—is covered. Who among us has not read media stories in which one of 
our colleagues is quoted? And our reaction is: “Oh, I know her/him (and her/his work).” No 
doubt, this will continue to be a major form by which criminological knowledge and expertise 
is presented to the public.

Can more be done? Much of the article addresses the possibilities for doing more. One aspect 
that needs additional attention, however, is the question of how to create institutional structures 
to support public criminologists outside of academia. As Uggen and Inderbitzin (2010) note, 
few structural incentives exist for those of us in the academy to practice public criminology on 
more than an occasional criminologist-as-expert basis. Thus, the second question is as follows: 
How can full-time public criminology—public criminology as a career—be supported? 

Direct correspondence to Kenneth C. land, Department of sociology, Duke university, box 90088, Durham, NC 
27708 (e-mail: kland@soc.duke.edu).
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We need, and, more generally, the American Society of Criminology needs, to think creatively 
about how we can create institutional infrastructures—in the form of free-standing institutes 
or “think tanks” that can support at least a small number of full-time public criminologists—
including those who come from the professional, policy, and critical wings of our community. 
Another possibility is to work with well-established existing institutes or foundations in Wash-
ington, DC, or other cities to create staff positions for individuals with criminological expertise. 
Because such organizations tend to have a primary focus on the economy or politics, however, 
it is likely the case that the best that can be gained in such organizations is a single position 
for a public criminologist. Thus, we should think seriously about how to construct (and gain 
the financial basis/endowment/funding for) institutes with staff members devoted to public 
presentations and commentaries on topics in crime, criminal justice, and punishment.

If the American Society of Criminology, perhaps in partnership with other professional 
organizations such as the Academy of Criminal Justice Sciences, created such an institute, then 
its staff members could draw on the work of professional criminologists to create a Research 
Briefs series of bulletins that summarize major research advances on crime, criminals, com-
munity responses, and so on by professional criminologists; a Policy Briefs series that does the 
same for research by policy criminologists on policing, criminal justice, sentencing, and so on; 
and a Conceptualizing Crime and Justice Briefs series based on critical criminology studies. The 
public criminologists housed in such an institute could perform many of the other functions 
described in the article by Uggen and Inderbitzin (2010). Given that we live in an era in which 
“evidence-based public policy” is increasingly put forward as desirable, the prospects for such 
an institute seem to be good.
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Policy Essay

P u b l I c  c r I m I n o l o g I e s

What is to be done with public criminology?

Ian loader 
U n i v e r s i t y  o f  O x f o r d 

richard sparks 
U n i v e r s i t y  o f  E d i n b u r g h

Christopher Uggen and Michelle Inderbitzen’s (2010, this issue) article on “Public 
Criminologies” is timely and important. The issues it deals with concerning the place 
and purpose of criminology—indeed, the social sciences generally—in civil society 

and public policy formation are of long-standing interest and great significance today. The 
question of the civic missions of the social sciences has exercised and vexed their practitioners 
ever since their foundation (e.g., Gans, 1989; Wright Mills, 1959). It also has been dusted down 
and addressed anew in the debate prompted by Michael Burawoy’s (2005) effort to articulate 
and defend “public sociology”—a debate that, as Uggen and Inderbitzen well illustrate, now 
has found its way into criminology. But these issues have a particularly long provenance and 
a special purchase in criminology, a field constituted around a social problem and of acute 
interest to governments, justice practitioners, and citizens alike. It is simply a social fact that 
criminology historically has tended to attract to its ranks individuals who combine intellectual 
curiosity and a thirst for knowledge with a reformist ambition of some kind (to prevent crime, 
rehabilitate offenders, improve the quality of justice, or in some allied way, alleviate avoidable 
human suffering). It is thus hardly surprising to find the dilemmas raised by the public sociology 
debate receiving the kind of extended airing inside criminology that Uggen and Inderbitzen 
have given them or that the general question of how criminological knowledge can (more) ef-
fectively inform public policy on crime and justice is just now attracting rather a lot of interest 
(Clear, 2010). 

We are broadly welcoming of the idea of criminology as a field of engaged social inquiry 
and think much can be gained from sustained reflection on how criminologists can intervene 
best in societal conversations and social action around their subject matter. Indeed, we recently 
have completed a book dealing with these very questions (Loader and Sparks, 2010). But such 
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willingness to embrace criminology’s public purpose should not, and need not, come at the 
expense of continuing to exercise a critically reflexive orientation toward the issues at stake. What 
matters is not just getting on and doing something called public criminology (whatever that 
might turn out to mean) or encouraging and organizing others in the field to do the same. It is 
equally important to think sociologically about the phenomenon of “public criminology” and 
the range of questions that circulate around it. It is this broad spirit—one seeking to appraise the 
risks and opportunities that attend the idea of public criminology—that informs our reaction 
to Uggen and Inderbitzen’s (2010) spirited and engaging article. One looming risk, as we see it, 
is of turning inward and becoming mired in discussions that only ever are going to be of much 
interest to criminologists (how ironic it would be if a debate about public criminology ended up 
taking this form). The chief opportunity is to think afresh, in the altered contexts of the present, 
about how best to make intelligible and coherent the idea of criminology as a civic enterprise. 

turning Inward: on a division of Public criminology and related dangers
The idea of public criminology has surfaced of late in several places, of which Uggen and In-
derbitzen’s (2010) article is but the latest.1 In the United States and in the United Kingdom, 
it has been the subject of articles (Groombridge, 2007), the rousing conclusions of two recent 
books (Carrabine, Iganski, Lee, Plummer, and South, 2008: 452–454; Hughes, 2007: ch. 8), 
and a special issue of Theoretical Criminology (Chancer and McLaughlin, 2007). This atten-
tion has been a response in part to the aforementioned debate on public sociology on which 
Uggen and Inderbitzen and many other recent contributors explicitly draw. But it also clearly 
is animated by a concern that the field of criminology has in recent years been a “successful 
failure” (Loader and Sparks, 2010: ch. 1). The worry expressed by this term is that the flour-
ishing of criminology when measured using the standard yardsticks of jobs, degree programs, 
conferences, journals, publications, prizes, and so on has coincided with a waning of influence 
over crime and penal policy that has come in recent decades to be driven more by popular 
emotion and political calculation than by reason and evidence. The flurry of interest in public 
criminology, one feels, is driven by a desire to address this situation and lay renewed claim to 
the field’s social relevance.

This context of emergence helps to account for some typical features of how the idea of 
public criminology is discussed. First of all, contributors to the debate generally have been 
making an explicit case for something called public criminology, and Uggen and Inderbitzen 
(2010) are certainly no exception to this trend. In many respects, nothing is wrong with such 
advocacy, and much about the case being made is attractive. However, it does run the risk of 

1. Although to be fair, their article first was presented in 2006 and has been available ever since on the public 
criminology blog that uggen hosts—see publiccriminology.blogspot.com/. one should note that the 
term “public criminology” was championed— even prior to burawoy’s intervention—by Carrabine, lee, 
and south (2000), and that it connects with and takes up themes that Gregg barak and others have been 
developing for some time in their work on “newsmaking criminology” (barak, 1988, 2007). We also have 
made several previous attempts to address the issues at stake (Garland and sparks, 2000; loader, 1997; 
loader and sparks, 1993, 2004). 
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exhortation and sermonizing when what is called for is more patient analysis of why crimino-
logical engagement matters and what the obstacles and opportunities involved look like. Such 
exhortation also might invite a kind of prickly defensiveness among readers who feel (rightly 
or otherwise) that their preferred way of doing criminology is being called into question as well 
as unleashing a bid to defend “professional” criminology of the kind that has predominated 
in the critical debate prompted in sociology by Michael Burawoy (see, among many, Tittle, 
2005; Turner, 2005). 

Second, a tendency exists to import uncritically into criminology Burawoy’s four-fold ty-
pology of “professional,” “policy,” “critical,” and “public” sociologies. In their essay, Uggen and 
Inderbitzen (2010) proceed largely along these lines, setting out what the equivalent criminologies 
would look like and even giving each an allotted task—“assembling social facts and situating 
crime in disciplinary knowledge” (professional criminology), “evaluating social interventions” 
(policy criminology), “reconsidering rule making” (critical criminology), and “evaluating and 
reframing cultural images of the criminal” (public criminology). This way of proceeding is not, 
in our judgment, terribly helpful, and Uggen and Inderbitzen implicitly seem to realize the 
dangers of this typology and go on to describe how each of the four criminologies fruitfully 
might overlap. The dangers have to do with placing (even forcing) authors or works into different 
boxes, of encouraging the view that each stance is a mutually exclusive criminological identity, 
and of suggesting that “public criminology” is a distinct position that criminologists might or 
might not choose to adopt. These are outcomes that it is wise to avoid. Although Uggen and 
Inderbitzen have moderated the dangers involved here by transmuting the fractious typology 
into a more harmonious division of labor, this arrangement does not in itself overcome the 
problems associated with thinking about these issues “typologically” in the first place.

 In this context, it is worth recalling that the call to practice something called public crimi-
nology is raised from within a field that for a long time has been and remains internally diverse, 
fragmented, and often fractious (Ericson and Carriere, 1994). Criminology is a field of inquiry 
marked by a disputatious plurality of theoretical assumptions and perspectives, by affiliations to 
different surrounding disciplines, by a wide range of objects of interest and enquiry, by compet-
ing methodologies and ways of knowing, and by a range of different styles of criminological 
engagement. Uggen and Inderbitzen’s (2010) article confirms this very point, making reference 
not only to the aforementioned professional, policy, critical, and public criminologies but also 
to “convict,” “administrative,” “airport,” and “antiseptic” criminology. The salient differences 
of focus and purpose in the field are given institutional expression in the American Society of 
Criminology’s (ASC) aptly named divisions of corrections and sentencing, critical criminology, 
international criminology, people and color, women and crime, and now experimental criminol-
ogy. Cognate differentiations are found in the Academy of Criminal Justice Sciences (which has 
nine “sections”) and the European Society of Criminology (with nine “working groups”). 

Of course, nothing is very unusual or surprising about the range of groups, organizations, 
networks, conferences, and journals that now make up the field of criminology; they are valu-

able, even indispensible, to the production and discussion of knowledge. Nonetheless a potential 

loader,  sparks

10004-CrimJournal-Guts.indd   773 9/15/10   6:55:00 AM



Criminology & Public Policy774

pathology persists in all this. As criminology expands and fragments, and the fragments come 
to exist in a state of passive toleration, it runs the risk of “fixing” these divisions as if they were 
settled or “natural” and hence of either leaving intact or underscrutinized the mainstream “core” 
(the one that does not require its own division) or denying that the field has any core concerns 
or agreed upon body of knowledge at all. It risks positing these various subfields as incommen-
surable, hermetically sealed clusters of activity that have nothing to learn from each other and 
between which criminological practitioners (and prospective users of their knowledge) must 
simply choose. The result, at least potentially, is a series of criminologies that pass like ships in 
the night—an outcome that might cocoon discrete approaches to, or areas of, criminological 
inquiry from wider currents of thought and criticism as well as undermine the field’s legitimacy 
and overall sense of public purpose. 

Given this institutional backdrop, and the enthusiasms of some of its adherents, public 
criminology clearly is at risk of becoming the latest shiny criminological brand, a perspective 
within the field that seduces and attracts some to its creed while being ignored or derided by 
others. One even can imagine—heaven forfend—it taking institutional shape as a new ASC 
division! Uggen and Inderbitzen’s (2010) contribution is at its least persuasive when it leans in 
this direction. They write, for example, of the “distinctiveness” of public criminology and of 
the things that “public criminologists” can and should do. They argue that public criminol-
ogy is an “ideal and practice” based on “personal conviction and sacrifice,” suggest that more 
scholars might choose to pursue public criminology and evince the hope that “the field” will 
continue to expand. 

It might be that more extensive and convincing criminological engagement with politics 
and civil society requires impetus and organization of this kind. But there are nonetheless 
problems with articulating the case in this way. It seems to us that “public criminology” makes 
the most sense as an umbrella under which it becomes possible to reexamine and foster serious 
consideration of a set of puzzles and predicaments that vex many criminologists today, from 
whatever perspective they approach the study of crime and justice. Foremost among these issues 
are questions of how to reconcile autonomy with engagement and knowledge production with 
social relevance as well as how and where to make intelligible contributions to public conversa-
tions about crime. Such questions no longer admit easy answers in contexts in which the whole 
climate of policy formation has “heated up,” and reason and evidence competes with—and often 
loses out to—the clarion calls of a 24/7 media, the righteous anger of victims and those who 
claim to represent them, and the imperatives of political competition and expediency (Loader 
and Sparks, 2010: ch. 3). As such, they call for fresh thinking and debate about criminology 
and its public roles, not for something called public criminology to become a new specialist 
branch of criminological activity. 

One virtue of Todd R. Clear’s recent ASC Presidential Address was that it recognized and 
addressed relevant issues in something approaching this way—as dilemmas for all those who 
study crime and justice, whether as criminologists or under some allied banner, not just for a 
committed band of “public” ones (Clear, 2010). Clear raises some important questions about 
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the opportunities for public engagement that confront criminology under the Obama Admin-
istration and how they might best be understood and grasped. He cautions criminologists to 
be wary of the conservative implications of demands for evidence and argues for a capacious 
conception of what can count as such.2 He defends the value of basic research in underpinning 
what he calls “criminologically justifiable action” (Clear, 2010: 14) and makes clear that these 
matters deal with the collective organization of the field rather than simply with the preferences 
of individual criminologists.3 He also raises for consideration the thorny question of whether 
the ASC, qua ASC, should seek to participate in policy-making arenas and even assume public 
postures on issues such as mass incarceration. 

We have no definitive answers to the questions that Clear poses, nor do we have the space 
to develop them here. But perhaps the answers one arrives at are less crucial than the extent to 
which relevant issues are taken up and discussed, the spirit is which such discussion is conducted, 
and the institutional spaces we create in which to develop it. These issues, as we have indicated, 
can give rise to a parochial conversation that attracts much interest among criminologists but is 
scarcely likely to hold the attention of anyone else. They also can become—for want of a better 
word—“managerialized.” This situation is happening in current state-issued strictures about 
research “Impact” in the United Kingdom,4 and looms in the wings whenever this subject is 
reduced to one of creating incentive structures for academics that recognize and reward public 
engagement. Or one can use public criminology as a springboard for thinking sociologically 
about the relationship between criminology and its “publics” and about how to make the idea 
of criminology as a civic enterprise intelligible and convincing in the altered conditions of the 
present. It is this latter project with which we have been engaged of late.

reaching outward: on criminology as a civic enterprise
The overarching “alteration” in the conditions in which criminologists seek to intervene has 
to do with a “heating up” of public discourse and social action in relation to crime. This term 
signifies that crime in many, but by no means all, contemporary democracies in recent years 
has become a prominent token of electoral competition and that governmental reactions to it 
are swayed heavily by political calculation and expediency. In this hotter climate, crime policy 
increasingly comes under the influence of mass media and “public opinion” and at the mercy 

2. u.s. criminologists might learn something here from the enthusiasm with which many british crimi-
nologists greeted the election of Tony blair in 1997 and what they thought was the advent of an era of 
“evidence-based policy.” The subsequent involvement of criminologists in seeking to give practical effect 
to this aspiration ended for several participants in frustration (see, e.g., Hope, 2004). In our view, the british 
experience underscores the importance of Clear’s constructively sceptical orientation toward the promise 
of evidence-based crime policy. 

3. one might ask in this context whether professional criminology in the united states is well placed to rise 
to the challenges that Clear outlines. This issue is partly a matter of the narrow horizons and content of 
graduate education (a point that burawoy made powerfully in relation to sociology) and partly about the 
effects of a system of tenure that seems designed—if we might venture an outsiders’ opinion—to stifle 
creativity, risk-taking, and public engagement. 

4. For more on this situation, see hefce.ac.uk/research/ref/impact/.
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of ill-informed and sometimes actively whipped-up popular emotion. The result is a policy 
environment that is volatile and unstable, one in which it becomes difficult to make reason 
and evidence the drivers of what is said and done (Loader and Sparks, 2010: ch. 3). These are, 
as we noted, the background conditions that have stirred interest in the whole question of 
public criminology.

What does it mean, though, for criminology to make intelligible contributions to public 
debate and policy formation in this more politicized environment—an environment in which 
all knowledge claims potentially also become politicized and controversial, all the more so when 
they address major cleavages of world view and ideological commitment (as criminology typically 
does)?5 Our argument, which is elaborated more fully elsewhere (Loader and Sparks, 2010: ch. 
5), is that we best can give coherence to criminology’s civic purpose by understanding its role 
as one of seeking to foster and sustain better politics of crime and its regulation—or what we 
term democratic underlaboring.6 Let us try to explain what we mean by this. 

One common response from within criminology to the heating up of crime and penal 
policy is to try to “cool things down.” One suspects that part of what Todd R. Clear finds 
attractive about “today’s ‘evidentiary’ moment in time” (Clear, 2010: 2) is that it offers the 
opportunity, after several decades of politically driven and often ill-informed crime policy, to 
move things in a more rational direction. This direction is made more explicit in his concept of 
“criminologically justifiable action” (Clear, 2010: 14; emphasis added). In a similar spirit, Ug-
gen and Inderbitzen (2010) argue that one of the tasks of a public criminology is “to challenge 
false statements, question shoddy evidence, and debunk harmful myths and scare tactics.” This 
concept is hardly new but rather expresses a criminological default position. To be a crimi-
nologist, to an important degree, is to have committed oneself already to the idea that crime 
problems can and should be subjected to reason, method, evidence, analysis, and knowledge 
and to have taken a stand against, or at least assumed some distance from, lay opinion and 
political judgment. It is thus often to have placed oneself on a collision course with social and 
political actors who advance their crime and justice projects in ignorance (willful or otherwise) 
of criminology’s hard-earned lessons. Today, however, some criminologists aim to make a virtue 
of this underlying circumstance. Experimental criminologists defend and use a rigorous method 
for determining “what works, what doesn’t work and what’s promising” in crime prevention at 
least partly to expose politicians who waste tax dollars on programs driven not by evidence but 
by political and populist considerations (Sherman, Farrington, Welsh, and MacKenzie, 2002). 
They and others have in addition proposed creating institutions that can “reinsulate” crime 
policy from the “heat” of political combat and mass-mediated public demands. The hope is 

5. see, on this, Weingart (1999).

6. This role of underlaborer is, of course, an antique one having been formulated originally by John locke 
(1975 [1690]: 10) to describe the task of philosophy as “clearing the ground a little, and removing some of 
the rubbish” vis à vis scientific knowledge. The revised term, democratic underlaboring, is borrowed from 
swift and White (2008), who use it to describe the relation of political theory to real politics. 
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that in such institutions, scientific expertise and a calm bureaucratic ethos will deliver policy 
and practice that is underpinned by a reliable criminological evidence base (Sherman, 2009; 
see also Zimring and Johnson, 2006). 

 For us, limits as well as strengths are attached to this conception of criminology’s civic 
role—limits that have to do with an inability to explain how criminological knowledge in fact 
fares in settings of contemporary policy formation and what often seems like an undefended 
desire to somehow replace politics with what Bruno Latour calls “calculative devices” (Latour, 
2004). Instead, we think much can be gained not from treating criminology as an antidote to 
democratic politics but from trying to think afresh about criminology’s relation to the pres-
ent pathologies and unrealized promise of modern politics. In the former case, this mentality 
means trying to make good on the rather remote and thin understanding that criminology too 
often has of the world of practical affairs by fostering a better appreciation of the forces that 
shape the treatment of crime in the contemporary public sphere and the reasons why (social) 
scientific knowledge about crime does or does not get taken up and used in political debate and 
governmental action.7 This process, in turn, means acquiring the will and the necessary tools to 
develop understanding of the “circumstances of politics” (Waldron, 1999: 106) and cultivating 
a “qualified tolerance” toward those who practice politics as a vocation (Swift and White, 2008: 
64). This idea does not, however, mean reconciling oneself to the status quo. In the latter case, 
reappraisal means reconnecting with and developing those strands of thought that have insisted 
that crime is “political” (Taylor, Walton, and Young, 1973) and making explicit the connections 
that inescapably exist between crime and its control and the repertoire of ideas (order, justice, 
authority, legitimacy, freedom, rights, etc.) and traditions (liberalism, but also conservatism, 
social democracy, feminism, republicanism, environmentalism, etc.) that comprise modern po-
litical thought. It involves folding into our understanding of criminological research and public 
engagement the fact that any discussion of the criminal question encodes in miniature a set of 
claims about the nature of the good society, and any attempt to answer it, however apparently 
“dry,” technical, or limited in scope, carries and projects a possible world, a desirable state of 
affairs that a political or criminological actor wishes to usher into existence.

To think again and in these ways about the intersections between criminology and politics 
does not dispose of, or render secondary, the question of knowledge and its uses. Having indicated 
why criminologists might understand better the pathologies of modern politics and be clearer 
about the relationship of their work to its ideals and possibilities, another set of questions shuffles 
into view. As we have intimated, most individuals who spend their time or, in many instances, 
the greater part of their working lives, practicing criminology or an allied craft do so because 
they believe that acquiring knowledge about crime, or justice, or punishment has some value. 
It also seems safe to suppose that they think the knowledge they produce and disseminate has 
a quality—a methodological rigor, respect for evidence, or theoretical acuity that enables it to 

7. It usefully might take its cue here from some recent work within political science; see, for example, miller 
(2008).
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unearth things about the world or see that world in a revised light—that sets it apart from other 
claims about crime and its control, such as those claims circulated by politicians, journalists, 
bloggers, victims groups, offenders, police officers, campaigners, or simply citizens engaged in 
daily conversation. But what exactly is this “expertise” and what value and place does it have? 
Here the following questions begin to emerge: What contribution can criminological knowledge 
make to shaping responses to crime in a polity that acknowledges crime and punishment to be 
properly political issues? What in a democracy is the public value of criminology? What is the 
collective good that criminological enquiry seeks to promote (Kitcher, 2001)? What modes of 
intervention and what institutional arrangements best can realize that good? 

To practice criminology as a democratic underlaborer is to be committed, first and foremost, 
to the generation of knowledge rather than (first and foremost) to scoring a point or winning a 
policy battle; if the distinction between criminologist and activist is to mean anything, then it 
must entail something of this kind. What then of the question of public intervention in disputes 
about crime? We have three points to make on this. We hope that many criminologists, of diverse 
persuasions, and certainly those who have thought most concertedly about these matters, such 
as Uggen and Inderbitzen (2010), would feel able to agree with most of these. The first is that 
engaging in public life—being “political” in some broad sense—does not mean reducing the 
question of crime to one of political preference, nor positing criminologists as quasi-politicians, 
nor celebrating folk wisdom over professional judgment and hard-won knowledge. Our task 
is to be bearers and interpreters of that knowledge and to bring it to bear on matters of public 
concern and dispute, hence, the importance of a scholarly “formative intention” (Collins and 
Evans, 2007). Second, this concept does not reduce what criminologists can bring to public 
debate to matters of evidence narrowly construed. It seems clear that academic criminologists 
enjoy a degree of freedom that many participants in political and professional struggles over 
crime and justice lack. They have a certain liberty to refuse to take the social world for granted or 
to accept received political “imperatives,” to provoke and unsettle, and to pose questions about 
our responses to crime that security-obsessed and ideology-lite political cultures increasingly 
seem to have forgotten how to ask. Being critical in this sense properly forms part of the social 
scientist’s DNA (cf. Ericson, 2005). It means that that they can and should bring to public 
discussion a skepticism that refuses to treat at face value the categories, assumptions, and self-
understandings that make up prevailing “common sense” about crime and its control. It also 
enables them to theorize and set forth alternative institutional arrangements for thinking about 
and responding to crime and to forge connections with groups in civil society (and not simply 
government) who are seeking to advance a better, or alternative, justice policy. Third, in doing 
so, criminologists have to give up an illusion of mastery in which they somehow expect their 
knowledge to engineer outcomes, end political discussion, and trump the ill-informed concerns 
and perspectives of others. The public role of criminology involves generating controversy, open-

ing up and extending debate, as well as challenging and provoking received public “opinion” 
and political postures, not closing such discourse down.

Pol ic y  essay  Publ ic  Cr iminologies

10004-CrimJournal-Guts.indd   778 9/15/10   6:55:01 AM



779Volume 9 • Issue 4

Democratic underlaboring is, then, a disposition and a practice whose formative intention 
is the production of rigorous knowledge but which understands itself as engaging with a field 
in which applications of that knowledge never reduce to simple and transparent calculations. 
Criminology inhabits and intervenes in a world composed not simply of “matters of fact” over 
which it can legislate, but also always one of disputed “matters of concern” (Latour, 2004) that 
it can, alongside the various “publics” who assemble around such matters, legitimately interpret 
and contest. The criminologist as a democratic underlaborer has a commitment both to gener-
ating and disseminating knowledge and to a more deliberative politics of big public questions 
such as the future of punishment and crime control. She is, as such, necessarily implicated in 
developing what has been called “argumentative” or “intelligent” rather than simply “evidence-
based” public policy making.8 The underlaboring conception of criminology is committed to 
participating within and to facilitating and extending institutional spaces that supplement rep-
resentative politics with inclusive public deliberation about crime and justice matters, whether 
in local, state, or federal settings or across emergent transnational arenas. In this regard, the 
public value of criminology as democratic underlaboring lies not primarily in “cooling” down 
controversies about crime and social responses to it so much as in playing its part in figuring 
out ways to bring their “heat” within practices of democratic governance.
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Policy Essay

P u b l I c  c r I m I n o l o g I e s

“Public criminology” and 
evidence-based policy

michael tonry
U n i v e r s i t y  o f  M i n n e s o t a

Christopher Uggen and Michelle Inderbitzin (2010, this issue) offer an insightful 
analysis of the possibilities and pitfalls facing criminologists who want to speak truth, 
effectively, to power, and to communicate effectively to the public and media. They 

offer a plausible taxonomy of scholarly divisions within criminology and describe, I think, cor-
rectly, a disciplinary history partly paralleling sociology’s of a gradual retreat from engagement 
with public affairs into a more insulated existence as a profession characterized by sophisticated 
techniques and specialized vocabularies. They provide a full and rich description of the complex-
ity of policy processes and of challenges facing efforts to bring systematic evidence and other 
fruits of research to public attention. 

Uggen and Inderbitzin (2010) emphasize the roles and influence of academic criminolo-
gists, whereas my emphasis is on the policy processes and outcomes that they do and do not 
influence. Uggen and Inderbitzin discuss instances and policy realms when and in which research 
and researchers do influence policy and have for a long time. Even so, in their words and tone, 
the plaint persists that criminologists have less influence than they ought. If that were not true, 
then an impassioned plea for a stronger public criminology would be a surprising thing.

No doubt it is true that the fruits of some kinds of research do not have a great deal of 
influence on policy. It is also true, however, that some kinds of research, and many researchers, 
have had enormous influence on policy. Governments worldwide have paid attention to crime-
prevention specialists—notably including Ronald V. Clarke, Marcus Felson, Jan van Dijk, Ken 
Pease, Michael Levi, and Patricia Mayhew—and have enacted and altered policies and practices 
as a result.1 Policing scholars—notably including Herman Goldstein, Mark H. Moore, Larry 

1. This and the subsequent lists of names are by no means meant to be exclusive. others no doubt have 
played equally influential roles in the areas named as well as in other areas. The people named are simply 
those of whose work I have personal knowledge.
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Sherman, Wesley G. Skogan, Steve Mastrofsky, David Weisburd, and James Q. Wilson—have 
been in the middle of successive transformations of American policing since the 1970s. John 
Braithwaite’s work has stimulated the flowering of restorative justice programs worldwide as 
well as a shift in many countries away from law-enforcement-based deterrence strategies and 
toward collaborative compliance strategies to deal with environmental and other regulatory law 
breaking. The leading American drug-policy scholars—including notably Peter Reuter, Mark 
A.R. Kleiman, Jonathan Caulkins, and Robert MacCoun—are consulted regularly by drug-
policy people and sometimes are listened to. Corrections policy makers have paid attention to 
Norval Morris, Daniel Glaser, Don M. Gottfredon, Joan Petersilia, Todd R. Clear and Michael 
E. Smith. In an earlier time, many states made wholesale changes in their sentencing laws to 
incorporate the ideas of Norval Morris, Marvin Frankel, and Andrew von Hirsch. More recently, 
several American states have changed their laws on felon disenfranchisement in reaction—in 
significant part—to the work of Marc Mauer, Christopher Uggen and Jeff Manza.

Two things stand out in the preceding paragraph’s lists. Each person mentioned is a scholar 
of the first rank and is or was considered as such within the scholarly and disciplinary worlds 
of which he or she is a part. And, with the exceptions of Christopher Uggen and Jeff Manza, 
none of them are based in a university sociology department. The rest are or were based in 
government, public policy, and law schools and in criminology, criminal justice, economics, 
and political science departments. I do not know what to make of the second pattern; possibly 
the policy influence view is bleaker from sociology departments than from elsewhere.

Burawoy’s (2004, 2005) influential articles calling for a reinvigorated public sociology serve 
as the framework for Uggen and Inderbitzin’s (2010) article in this journal. Burawoy described a 
disciplinary history that began with engagement in the world of professional practice and ended 
with at least partial disengagement into a claustrophobic and self-referential academic world. 
The same thing probably has happened to some elements of modern American criminology. It 
is hard not to wonder when reading some Criminology articles, for example, whether they are 
not the works of people who carry statistical hammers and look for database nails to hit.

In the early 20th century, the leading European criminologists were based in universities 
but were engaged deeply with the world. Gabriel Tarde in France; Cesare Lombroso, Rafaele 
Gaolfalo, and Enrico Ferri in Italy; and Willem Bonger and Willem Pompe in the Netherlands 
all were concerned centrally with the criminal justice policies of their time. Ferri (1921) drafted 
a complete proposed criminal code for Italy predicated on then-current knowledge about 
recidivism prediction.

The same thing was true in the United States—but even more so. Thorsten Sellin, the 
distinguished professor of sociology at the University of Pennsylvania, was actively engaged in 
the 1930s and 1940s in policy debates concerning capital punishment and racial disparities 
in the justice system. The major figures in the first celebrated English-language criminology 
program at the University of Chicago were doing equivalent things. Ernest W. Burgess in the 
1920s was laying a foundation for 50 years of quantitative research on parole decision mak-
ing and recidivism prediction that provided Ph.D. topics for three generations of celebrated 
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sociologists—Lloyd Ohlin, Daniel Glaser, Dudley Duncan, and Albert J. Reiss, Jr., among them. 
Glaser and Ohlin each served as State Prison Actuary in Illinois (Harcourt, 2006). At the same 
time, Robert E. Park, Frederick Thrasher, Clifford Shaw, and William F. Whyte were writing 
classic works on gangs and on individual offenders based on the use of qualitative methods. 
Shaw and Benjamin McKay combined both approaches. Each spent much of his career work-
ing in the Chicago Area Project (Schlossman, 1985; Schlossman and Sedlak, 1983). Sheldon 
Glueck’s (1952 [1927–1928]) delinquency studies were motivated in significant part to provide 
a knowledge base for his detailed proposals for the reform of sentencing.

Thus, a long and distinguished history prevails of what now might be called public criminol-
ogy, and there is little reason why criminologists should not be more active in it now. Gaining 
influence and attention is not easy, but it can be done, as the balance of this essay shows.

 Evidence sometimes influences criminal justice policies and practices. Other times, it 
does not. The reasons are usually straightforward. Some subjects raise powerful normative and 
ideological issues. Few officials, for example, are likely to base their support for or opposition 
to capital punishment on the evidence concerning its deterrent effects. Other policies in this 
category (they vary from country to country) include sex-offender registration and notification 
(“Megan’s laws”), life sentences without the possibility of parole, and—less dramatically—
electronic monitoring and drug treatment involving heroin maintenance.

Policies and practices concerning some other subjects change quickly when credible evi-
dence shows that new technologies or techniques are more efficient, effective, or cost-effective 
than current practices. Policy makers are often eager to learn from and use the fruits of work on 
situational crime prevention (e.g., Clarke, 1995). Incremental improvements in technology that 
make credit cards more secure (e.g., use of holograms) are adopted around the globe as fast as 
news about them can travel. Automobile ignition locks offer another example. Substantial declines 
in motor vehicle theft in many countries commonly are attributed largely to enactment of laws 
requiring installation of ignition locks in new cars. In countries that use electronic monitoring 
of convicted offenders, improved equipment is adopted as quickly as funding allows.

Policy-making permeability to evidence on a third, intermediate set of subjects varies with 
time and place. Community penalties offer a good example. German policy makers in the 1970s 
were receptive to evidence about the effectiveness of day fines as prison alternatives; Dutch policy 
makers in the 1980s and American and English policy makers in the 1990s were not. A similar 
story can be told about community service. Californian judges showed in the 1960s that it could 
(then) serve as a credible alternative to imprisonment. British and Dutch policy makers were 
impressed and quickly followed suit. Policy makers in Germany rejected community service as 
a form of constitutionally prohibited involuntary servitude. Likewise, in the face of evidence 
that electronic monitoring of offenders effectively can substitute for imprisonment, German 
policy makers, for a long time, rejected it as constituting an unacceptable invasion of privacy; 
American, English, and later Swedish policy makers had no such scruples. 

The preceding paragraphs are at best mundane and at worst platitudinous. They are worth 

writing only to illustrate the silliness of many academics’ beating of breasts and gnashing of teeth 
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about officials’ unwillingness to base policies and practices on evidence. Sometimes, on some 
subjects, in some places, policy makers and practitioners gratefully take account of evidence. 
Other times, on other subjects in other places, they do not. 

Academics’ complaints usually are directed at the most contentious and emotional issues—
capital punishment, mandatory penalties, and long prison sentences—and the gravamen of the 
complaints is less that evidence has been ignored than that complainers disapprove of particular 
policies. We academics, however, have no special standing that entitles us to have our views given 
special weight. We are as entitled as anyone else to express our views about controversial issues, 
but we should do it on the basis that we favor or disapprove particular policies for empirical, 
policy, normative, or ideological reasons and not on the basis that officials have misread or 
disregarded the evidence or have not been guided by our wisdom.

On many subjects, however, evidence can and does influence policies and practices. Bu-
reaucratic rationality was a defining characteristic of government for Max Weber and, in many 
governmental settings, is an ongoing aspiration. It is understandable that most researchers also 
subscribe to rationalistic views about evidence-based policy. 

In the English-speaking countries, at least, the earliest criminology programs in universities 
and research units in governmental departments were created with the purpose of aiding in the 
formulation of evidence-based criminal justice policies.2 The first, the School of Criminology at 
the University of California at Berkeley, was founded in 1950 under the leadership of August 
Vollmer, who combined a scholarly career with a professional career as a police executive in 
part from a “commitment to the extension and improvement of police training” (Morris, 1975: 
127). The aim of the first Australian department, in Melbourne in 1951, was the “development 
of a research base on crime and punishment which might then inform more effective and just 
policy” (Finnane, 1998: 73). R.A. Butler—the English Home Secretary, who in the 1950s cre-
ated the Home Office Research Unit and precipitated the formation in 1959 of the first British 
university-based criminology program at Cambridge—often spoke of his belief that research 
findings would show the way to the prevention of crime and the treatment of offenders (Hood, 
2002; Radzinowicz, 1999).3 Butler later observed that “The money spent on research . . . could 
be expected to earn ‘enormous dividends,’ not least by reducing crime” (Butler, 1974: 2). In 
the United States, the same aspiration suffused the pages of the report of the President’s Com-
mission on Law Enforcement and Administration of Justice (1967) and motivated the creation 
and enormous funding of the Law Enforcement Assistance Administration.

2. This essay, alas, draws primarily on english language sources. The beginnings of American criminology in 
the early 20th century were influenced strongly by earlier developments in, especially, France, Germany, 
and Italy. until the 1930s and 1940s (e.g., edwin sutherland, and bernard and eleanor Glueck), no english-
language scholars were equivalent in influence to Cesare lombroso, enrico Ferri, raffaele Garofalo, Gabriel 
Tarde, Willem bonger, and Franz von liszt. The institutionalization of criminology in universities occurred 
earlier in continental europe than in the english-speaking countries, including most notably the establish-
ment of criminology programs in universities throughout belgium in the 1930s (Tonry, 2004a).

3. mid- and long-term characterizations and assessments of these developments can be found in festschrifts 
for leon radzinowicz (Hood, 1974) and roger Hood (Zedner and Ashworth, 2003).
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Similar aspirations existed and institutional developments occurred in many policy realms 
and in many countries in the 1950s and 1960s. Relatively quickly, it became clear that the rela-
tionship between scientific evidence and policy is complex. Evidence, although not irrelevant, is 
but one of many influences on policy making and often not a major one. Political considerations, 
public opinion, conventional wisdom, ideology, resource concerns, entrenched bureaucracies, 
and interest groups are always at least as important and often more important.

A scholarly literature on “research utilization” (horrible choice of terms) began to develop 
in the 1950s and 1960s and has continued to the present. It explores the questions of when, 
why, and under what circumstances evidence influences policy and practice. That literature 
generates four key observations. First, structural differences between the worlds of scholarship 
and government—including academic career structures and incentives and different notions 
of policy making—seriously complicate communication between the different worlds. Second, 
knowledge must pass successfully through a series of filters if it is to influence policy. Third, 
timing is everything; complexities of policy processes mean that policy makers are more and less 
receptive to influence. Sometimes “windows of opportunity” open through which knowledge 
can pass and influence major policy shifts. Other times the windows are closed firmly. Fourth, 
at particular times in particular places, the windows are wide open and remain open (in recent 
years, research on crime and human development offers many examples in many countries).

Here is how the rest of this essay is organized. I provide a brief overview of the research 
utilization literature in the next section as background to what follows. In the subsequent three 
sections, I discuss subject, time, and place. The final section offers concluding observations.

The most important conclusions are that Weber is right—many policy makers and prac-
titioners much of the time, on many subjects want to act rationally, which means they want to 
take account of evidence. Linking knowledge to policy and practice, however, is a complex and 
contingent process. Policy makers and researchers have different conceptions of evidence and 
often have different notions of how policy processes do and should operate. The challenges of 
evidence-based policy making are different in policy and practice settings. In policy settings, 
they include the multiple agendas policy makers pursue and the multiple constituencies to 
which they relate. In practice settings, although multiple agendas and constituencies are also 
important, the challenges center on whether, how, and when practitioners learn about new 
evidence, whether managers are open to new ideas and can implement them, whether funding 
can be obtained, and whether inertia and comfortable, traditional ways of doing business with 
which line staff are familiar can be overcome. Put more succinctly, the problems at the policy 
level are political and at the practice level are managerial.

Tonr y
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“research utilization” 
The literature on research utilization began to take shape in the 1950s and 1960s. A considerable 
body of work has accumulated. At least two major journals—American Journal of Evaluation 
and Evidence and Policy—specialize in the subject. It is an odd literature in that it is simultane-
ously mundane and creative.4

It is mundane in the sense that experienced policy makers, and others familiar with policy 
processes, will find little in it that is surprising. Few in either category will be surprised to 
learn that evidence seldom influences policy or practice directly. Officials must be aware of the 
evidence; they must consider it credible; they must regard its implications as important; they 
must believe the effort to change policies to take evidence into account is worth the hassle 
involved; and they must be able to overcome a series of political, ideological, and bureaucratic 
obstacles. In some policy realms, the obstacles are daunting, and in others, they are insuperable. 
Nothing surprising there.

It is creative in the sense that it provides frameworks and vocabularies that illuminate issues 
and aids in the understanding of why some attempts at change succeed and some fail. First, in 
the classic work on this subject, Charles Lindblom and David Cohen (1979) explored the ways 
learning generated by systematic research, which they called “professional social enquiry” (PSI), 
influences policy. PSI can influence policy, they say, only when “social learning” has occurred 
that can overcome the influence of “ordinary knowledge.” On important issues, change is dif-
ficult until social learning has produced new attitudes and political dispositions. 

Second, Carole Weiss (1986) showed that in any place and time, boundaries exist beyond 
which change is not possible or even politically imaginable. She called this “boundedness.”

Third, David Green and I have shown the importance of “windows of opportunity” (Tonry 
and Green, 2003). Some policy options are politically or bureaucratically imaginable at some 
times but not at others. In what follows, I give examples from recent American history when 
political assassinations opened windows of opportunity through which evidence about the public 
health effects of handguns could pass and led to the enactment of gun control legislation. 

Boundedness interacts with windows of opportunity. When windows of opportunity are 
circumscribed by boundedness in a particular place at a particular time, policy prescriptions that 
fail to take account of that—that attempt to push social learning beyond its boundaries—will 
not be taken seriously (Stolz, 2001).

Fourth, the influence of systematic evidence on policy depends on the permeability of a 
series of filters through which the evidence must pass (Tonry and Greene, 2003: 486–489). 
One is the filter of prevailing paradigms. Others are prevailing ideology, short-term political 
considerations, and short-term bureaucratic considerations (and inertia).

 The research utilization literature does not instruct that evidence cannot influence policy, 
but that whether it can varies with time, space, and subject as well as with how astutely innova-

4. I do not discuss this literature in detail here. such a discussion and citations to the most important sources 
can be found in Tonry and Green (2003).
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tors operate within political and bureaucratic settings. Distinct literatures focus on policy (e.g., 
Lindblom and Cohen, 1979; Weiss, Murphy-Greene, and Birkeland, 2005) and practice (e.g., 
Walter, Nutley, and Davies, 2005). Education, medicine, and public health are much more 
often the focus of the literature than criminal justice. One major exception to that generaliza-
tion was precipitated by the Crime Reduction Programme for England and Wales. Intended as 
an evidence-based program for the improvement of criminal justice policies, it was a debacle. 
Budgeted at £400 million over 10 years, it was abandoned within 3 years and illustrates almost 
every way in which a government program can go wrong (insufficient resources, heavy-handed 
central planning, failures of planning and implementation, and political interference; Maguire, 
2004; Nutley and Homel, 2006).

The obstacles to the adoption of policies based on systematic evidence are far easier to de-
scribe than to overcome. Joan Petersilia has written several important articles over nearly 25 years 
on the influence of knowledge on policy that sketch out all the problems (e.g., Blumstein and 
Petersilia, 1995; Petersilia, 1991, 2008). Threshold problems include making knowledge available 
to policy makers. Scholarly journals and books typically are not written to be reader-friendly 
for nonspecialists, and academic career structures and incentives typically do not encourage or 
reward writing for practitioners or participating in policy processes. Policy processes are hugely 
complex and time consuming. Academics often lack the stamina to compete for influence with 
representatives of organizations, professional associations, and advocacy groups that have vested 
interests in existing ways of doing business or ideological axes to grind. 

subject
Whether policy makers in particular places and times pay attention to research evidence depends 
on the subject. On some subjects, they are highly receptive to influence by evidence about the 
operation and effects of alternative policy options. In the United States, England, and Wales, 
for example, even in the law and order climate of recent decades, policy makers have been open 
to evidence about the preventive effects of situational means to crime prevention and about the 
preventive effects of early- and mid-childhood programs meant to address risk and protective 
factors. Situational examples include legislation requiring manufacturers of cars to install igni-
tion locks, exact-change policies in transit systems, street lighting, and land-planning programs 
meant to make spaces more defensible (Clarke, 1995). Developmental measures include the 
proliferation of Head Start programs in the United States, Sure Start programs in England and 
Wales, and Communities that Care programs in both countries and elsewhere (Farrington and 
Welsh, 2007).

On other subjects, American and English policy makers have, in recent decades, been 
completely unreceptive. The overwhelming weight of the research evidence shows that the three 
strikes laws are not effective deterrents to crime (Tonry, 2009) and that capital punishment is 
not an effective deterrent to homicide (Donohue and Wolfers, 2005) or a more effective deter-
rent than a sentence to life imprisonment (Hood and Hoyle, 2008). Nor, more generally, do 
laws that mandate minimum prison sentences after convictions for particular offenses produce 
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measurable deterrent effects (Doob and Webster, 2003; Tonry, 2009). Overwhelming evidence 
likewise demonstrates that the law-enforcement (supply-side) emphasis of the 30-year American 
“War on Drugs” reduces none of the things it purportedly is designed to reduce—drug use, 
drug trafficking, or drug availability (as measured by the street prices of illicit drugs; if they were 
becoming less available, then prices should rise. Instead, for most of the last 25 years, they have 
fallen; Caulkins and Reuter, 2010; Tonry, 2004b).

In a rational world, or one in which policies were based primarily on evidence, all of those 
policies would have been altered long ago. It is not, however, only such high-visibility policies 
that have proven impermeable to influence by evidence. A large body of evidence accumulated in 
the United States in the 1980s and 1990s showing that “boot camps” for young offenders, based 
on the model of basic training for military recruits, had no long-term effects on participants’ 
reoffending or on their self-discipline or self-esteem (Wilson and MacKenzie, 2007). Decades 
of evaluations of the effects of Neighborhood Watch programs on crime and of Drug Abuse 
Resistance Education (DARE) programs on later drug use, in which police officers lecture el-
ementary school students on the dangers of drug use showed that both programs were ineffective. 
Neighborhood Watch, for many years, could not be shown to affect crime rates (Hope, 1995), 
while DARE was shown not to diminish drug experimentation or use (Weiss et al., 2005). Both 
programs continued to proliferate and to attract federal, state, and local funding in the United 
States, as did Neighborhood Watch in England and Wales. An equivalent English example is 
provided by the proliferation of the world’s most extensive program of closed-circuit television 
(CCTV) cameras in the face of evidence of a general absence of crime-preventive effects except 
under very narrowly limited circumstances (Welsh and Farrington, 2009). 

Sometimes, governments are so committed to policies that they do not want to have 
their effectiveness evaluated lest they be shown to be ineffective. One classic example is the 
unwillingness of Tony Blair’s English Labour Government to evaluate the preventive effects of 
its trademark Antisocial Behaviour Orders initiative (National Audit Office, 2006).5 Another 
vivid example is California Governor Pete Wilson’s statement, in vetoing legislation creating a 
commission to study the effects of California three strikes law, that the legislation’s aim was to 
“disprove the obvious positive impact of the Three Strikes law. . . . There are many mysteries in 
life, but the efficiency of ‘Three Strikes’ . . . is not one of them” (California District Attorneys 
Association, 2004: 32).

Similar observations presumably can be made about every country. Some initiatives, 
whatever the strength of evidence as to their effectiveness, are simply not of interest in some 
places. American presumptive sentencing guidelines have been shown to reduce sentencing 
disparities, especially affecting members of ethnic minorities, and to make correctional resource 
needs predictable (Tonry, 1996), but they have been adopted nowhere in continental Europe, 

5. The National Audit office (2006: 5) observed of antisocial behavior orders: “The absence of formal evalu-
ation by the Home office of the success of different interventions . . . prevents local areas targeting 
interventions in the most efficient way to achieve the best outcome. . . .”
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because they are regarded as mechanistic and are believed to diminish the human dimensions 
of sentencing decisions. During a period in the 1980s when community-service orders were 
adopted as prison alternatives in some European countries, most prominently Scotland and 
the Netherlands, based on empirical evidence that judges would use them as alternatives with 
no higher breach rates than those that characterize short prison sentences, Finnish policy mak-
ers rejected them as unduly paternalistic and intrusive. German policy makers rejected them 
because they were believed to violate a constitutional prohibition against involuntary servitude. 
Likewise, despite evidence from Germany and Scandinavia that day fines successfully can be 
used as prison alternatives, Netherlands policy makers rejected them on principle.6

space
The preceding paragraph describes various evidence-based policy initiatives that found favor in 
some countries but not in others. I elaborate some of those examples in this section but move 
away from a narrow focus on evidence-based policy making to the wider subject of policy 
transfer across national boundaries.

Community penalties provide a good illustration of national differences in policy interest 
(Tonry, 1999). Community service as a prison alternative first was developed in California as a 
device for avoiding imprisonment, and removal from their children, of poor women convicted 
of minor welfare frauds. English policy makers showed interest in the new sanction and estab-
lished pilot projects in the early 1970s to see how it worked. Evaluations showed that in half of 
the cases in which judges imposed the new sanctions, the offender otherwise would have gone 
to prison and that rates of reoffending were no worse than if they had been imprisoned. Based 
on that positive evidence, community service was authorized throughout the country. Scottish 
policy makers followed suit in the late 1970s, and after their own evaluations of pilot projects, 
so did Dutch policy makers. Many other European countries did likewise. 

Day fines provide another example. First developed in Scandinavian countries in the 1920s, 
they were adopted in Germany in the 1970s as sanctions to be used after German policy makers 
radically chose to diminish use of short prison sentences. The notion of a sanction that can be 
tailored both to the offender’s means and to the severity of his crime should commend itself to 
policy makers in any country who believe in rational policy making and who doubt the desir-
ability of imprisonment. The American federal government invested in day-fine pilot projects 
throughout the country in the early 1990s. In none of the sites where the pilots were carried 
out were local policy makers willing to use day fines in lieu of prison sentences. In no pilot 
site, and in no other American jurisdiction, were day fines established as authorized sanctions. 
The English government also showed interest: after successful evaluations of pilot projects, the 
Criminal Justice Act 1991 authorized the use of day fines throughout the country. In the face 

6. more details, including citations to major sources, can be found in Tonry (1999).
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of hostile media coverage and resistance from practitioners, the legislation was rescinded within 
1 year of taking effect. 

The larger question of policy transfer shows similar geographical variation. Within the 
United States, the demonstration of the effectiveness of sentencing guidelines in the bellwether 
states of Minnesota and Washington led to their adoption in a dozen or more states and to 
consideration (but not adoption) in the 1980s and 1990s in Australia and Canada. The English 
Criminal Justice Act of 2003 created a sentencing commission charged to create sentencing 
guidelines. No continental European country has done so.

Sentencing guidelines are an evidence-based innovation. The same broad pattern of 
geographical differences can be observed in the presence or absence of the influence of other 
American policy initiatives. The most famous, or notorious, American policy initiatives of the 
past 20 years are three-strikes-and-you’re-out laws, mandatory minimum sentence laws, and 
sex-offender registration and notification laws (generally called “Megan’s Laws”). None can 
be described as evidence-based; none have been shown to be an effective deterrent or crime-
preventative.7 

None of those initiatives has caught on outside the English-speaking countries. Although 
the rhetoric of zero-tolerance policing captured the imaginations of conservative politicians and 
police officials in many countries, only in a few English police forces (most notably, Manchester) 
has it been adopted in its repressive New York City form. No other country besides England has 
enacted three strikes laws. Only England, Canada, Australia, New Zealand, and South Africa 
have adopted U.S.-style mandatory minimum sentence laws and then in much milder and 
more narrowly-focused forms. No other jurisdiction, including England, has adopted Megan’s 
Laws (the English have adopted sex-offender registration laws but without allowing—as in the 
United States—public access to the information). 

Even in the Anglo-Saxon countries that have followed U.S. leads, the punch usually has 
been pulled.8 The English Crime (Sentences) Act of 1997 did enact a three strikes law (and one 
two strikes law), but unlike in the United States, judges were given authority to impose another 
sentence when they believed justice so required. Mandatory minimum sentence laws in Canada, 
Australia, and South Africa called for sentences far short of the 10- and 20-year minimums 
common in the United States (Tonry, 2009) and pulled the “mandatory” punch by authorizing 
escape hatches for cases in which judges believed the mandated sentence was too severe. 

7. Tonry (2008) summarized the evidence on the deterrent effectiveness of capital punishment, and Tonry 
(2009) discussed the three strikes and mandatory minimum sentence laws.

8. Jones and Newburn (2007) provided the fullest case study of policy transfers from one country to another; 
they examined english receptivity to American initiatives concerning private prisons, zero-tolerance polic-
ing, and mandatory minimum sentence laws.
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time
When a new initiative is considered, whether or not evidence-based, often determines whether 
it will be enacted. In the key phrase from the research utilization literature, it is critical whether 
“windows of opportunity” are open. In Finland, for example, to refer again to developments 
mentioned earlier, the window was not open to evidence concerning the effects of community 
service when its adoption first was considered. Later, motivated to continue a decades-long 
strategy of reduction of the prison population, the window opened. The evidence had not 
changed; policy makers’ willingness to act on it had (Lappi-Seppälä, 2007).

Recent American history provides vivid evidence of the importance of windows of op-
portunity. Although the lethal effects of private gun ownership in the United States on rates of 
suicide, homicide, and accidental firearm deaths are well known, political considerations have 
precluded enactment of meaningful federal gun control laws. The two exceptions are in the 
late 1960s, immediately after the assassinations of Robert Kennedy and Martin Luther King, 
when the most ambitious federal antigun laws ever were enacted, and in the early 1980s after 
the attempted assassination of President Ronald Reagan, when the Brady Laws on gun sales 
were enacted. Those windows remained open only for a short time, however. Major provisions 
of the 1968 law were fundamentally weakened. More recently, federal legislation forbidding 
the sale of some semiautomatic weapons to individuals was repealed.

Two other examples, however, are more heartening. Research on correctional boot camps 
showing no effects on subsequent offending had no discernible influence on policy for 20 years 
(Wilson and MacKenzie, 2007). However, the political climate began to change in the early 
21st century. Abusive incidents in several states in which young people died at the hands of 
authoritarian guards (often during strenuous exercise) led to a sudden loss of enthusiasm for 
boot camps. The research evidence suddenly became influential in many states as policy mak-
ers and correctional administrators considered closing or transforming boot camps. Few of the 
no-frills camps that were popular in the 1980s and 1990s survived.

The story with DARE is similar. For 20 years, support was impervious to the influence of 
consistently negative evaluation findings. Federal policy makers during the Bush II administra-
tion began to focus on evidence-based educational policies, and drug-abuse education was not 
exempt. DARE within a couple of years ceased being politically untouchable. The absence of 
evidence of effectiveness precluded federal support. Programs closed across the country (Weiss 
et al., 2005).

conclusion
Research-derived evidence influences policy and practice in some places, at some times, and 
on some subjects. On some subjects, especially those that implicate important normative and 
ideological concerns, such as capital punishment or severity of sentences, evidence is seldom 
likely to make much difference. On other subjects, especially those that can be characterized 
as primarily technological or technocratic (e.g., the crime-preventive effects of ignition locks), 
evidence is often likely to be influential. For subjects falling in the great middle, evidence might 
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or might not matter depending on the political and policy weight of considerations that point 
in other directions. The presence or absence of windows of opportunity in specific times and 
places makes all the difference.

Evidence is, however, intellectually and socially important on all these issues. Even concern-
ing the relatively impervious issues like capital punishment and sentencing severity, evidence 
sharpens the debates and clarifies what the issues really are. It is important to show and know, 
for example, that no credible empirical evidence suggests that capital punishment is an effective 
deterrent of homicide. If the evidence is absent or unclear, then people who support the death 
penalty for ideological reasons, but feel uncomfortable saying so, can hide behind claims that 
they support capital punishment as a means to saving innocent victims’ lives. If the evidence 
clearly shows that death does not deter, then the debate must be made in the moral terms that 
really motivate opponents and supporters. Likewise, if the evidence shows that California’s three 
strikes law has no discernible effects on crime patterns or trends, its defenders must be prepared 
to defend the savage sentences it requires in moral terms. That is a good thing.

The accumulation of evidence is also important concerning midlevel issues as to which 
windows might open. American critics of boot camps, DARE, and Neighborhood Watch have 
been frustrated for decades by policy makers’ failure to take account of evidence. However, when 
policy makers’ minds finally opened concerning boot camps and DARE, the evidence had a 
devastating effect. The same thing probably will happen eventually concerning Neighborhood 
Watch and, in England, CCTV.

Uggen and Inderbitzin (2010) are correct in their diagnosis of a problem—the marginalization 
from the worlds of criminal justice policy and practice of some segments of American criminol-
ogy. Scholars in earlier times were much more actively engaged in policy processes, and appear 
to have been more influential. The reasons for that marginalization are not uncomplicated—
university insularity, academic incentive and reward systems, career structures, and emphasis on 
cutting-edge technologies and techniques—and are hard for affected individuals to resist. That 
is a pity. Policy makers yearn for evidence, although not at all times or on all subjects, and are 
susceptible to influence by it. And many academics have fun, occasionally, being invited into 
the corridors of power. Some even have influence on the decisions that are made there.
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Policy Essay

P u b l I c  c r I m I n o l o g I e s

The role of research and researchers 
in crime and justice policy

daniel P. mears
F l o r i d a  S t a t e  U n i v e r s i t y

If criminology is to have an impact on public policy, then presumably it should take steps to 
encourage research that is relevant to policy. Such a claim presumes, however, that crimi-
nology should have a role in public policy discussions and debates. Whether it should or 

should not is ultimately a moral question, and it is one that I will side step conveniently here 
by suggesting that most research has the potential to contribute to public policy and might do 
so through a myriad of ways, regardless of the intentions of those who produce the research. 
Imagine, for example, that we line up 100 criminologists who aim to change the world through 
their research. Then we line up another 100 who would prefer to focus on “basic science” 
scholarship that aims to unpack the causes and effects of various phenomena (e.g., variation 
in property crime rates) or to measure certain constructs (e.g., self-control) better (Merton, 
1973; Rossi, 1980). I submit that it would be unclear which group would exert the greatest 
influence on policy.

Such a claim ultimately would have to be evaluated empirically to test its veracity. As far 
as I know, no studies exist that document in a rigorous, generalizable manner how research 
influences public views and the programs, practices, policies, laws, and court decisions at local, 
state, and national levels. Consequently, it seems to be an open question whether one approach 
would improve policy more than another and respond better to public needs and desires.

So, should those who want to promote policy-focused criminology, or its reflexive 
variant—“public criminology” (Uggen and Inderbitzin, 2010, this issue)—give up? I do not 
think so. Rather, I think the implications of the claim are mundane. What, for example, should 
policy-focused criminologists do? Continue as they have and hope for the best. What about 
criminologists who are more interested in “basic” research? Continue as they have and, again, 
hope for the best.
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a balanced Portfolio of research
Yes, but what about specific types of “public criminology” research and activities that should be 
pursued to ensure that the goals of public criminology are achieved? I will answer the question 
differently at the end of this essay. Here I would argue that what criminology should do is to 
pursue what in economics would be described as a balanced portfolio of investments. This ap-
proach involves diversifying one’s investments into different sectors of the economy. Doing so 
allows one to reduce the risk—in particular, a dramatic decrease in the value of one’s investment—
associated with pursuing any one stock, fund, or part of the economy and to increase the chances 
of a sizable return. Such a strategy seems particularly indicated in a context in which investment 
returns are uncertain and in which substantial profits or losses can be made in almost any sector 
of the economy, depending on the country, year, stock, bond, fund, and so on.

The potential benefits of a balanced-portfolio approach to criminological research are 
similar. By investing in all types of research, including the four described by Uggen and Inder-
bitzin (2010)—professional criminology, critical criminology, policy criminology, and public 
criminology—the field of criminology maximizes the likelihood of returns not only for public 
criminology but also for the others. The reason? One never knows how one type of research 
might inform another. Certainly, one could pursue the research equivalent of individual stock 
selection (e.g., investing considerable resources in a large-scale, multisite experimental evalua-
tion of some policing program) and potentially obtain larger returns. The risk, however, is that 
the expenditure gains one nothing, whereas an alternative investment, spread out over different 
types of research, might produce at least some return.

That said, the argument for a balanced portfolio of research begs the important question, 
“What should the distribution of investments be?” For example, among all criminologists, how 
many should focus on a given type of research? Or, given a set amount of research dollars, how 
much should be allocated to each type of research? Answers to these questions would depend 
greatly on the current status quo. If criminologists paid virtually no attention to policy-focused 
research, then clearly it would be necessary to prioritize funding for such research, at least for a 
few years. If, however, criminologists collectively paid equal amounts of attention to each type, 
then perhaps we would want to allocate new labor or resources equally across each type.

Perhaps not. Such investment allocations ultimately involve value decisions, not scientific 
ones. For that reason, it is relevant that, to my knowledge, no consensus has been reached 
about the proper amount of attention that should be given to each type of research or, to make 
matters worse, the empirical evidence about the distribution of current research efforts. Given 
that state of affairs, it is difficult to know whether we in fact need more of any type of research, 
whether it be professional criminology (e.g., basic research), public criminology, or any other. 
A needs evaluation thus might be helpful before dramatically changing criminologists’ research 
priorities.
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empirical evidence of a need for Public criminology?
In evaluation research, a “needs evaluation” stands at the foundation of the evaluation hierarchy 
(Rossi, Lipsey, and Freeman, 2004). The basic idea is that before devising a policy, you should 
measure the amount and nature of the problem before assuming that anything needs to be 
fixed. Assuming that a problem does exist, it is important to describe not only its nature but 
also what caused it. Measuring need in this way is challenging but essential. For example, armed 
with this type of specific information, we would have a better chance of devising a policy that 
would be targeted sufficiently as to have a chance at being effective.

The relevant question here is whether a need exists for public criminology. Let us assume 
that, yes, as a general matter, a need exists. That understanding takes us only a short distance. 
The larger challenge is measuring the amount of need and its nature. For example, perhaps 
we have a large shortfall of research that focuses on practitioners, and perhaps the shortfall is 
especially acute in the area of prison officer victimization. Armed with such knowledge, we can 
direct our attention in a way that addresses the shortfall and, at the same time, addresses the 
goal of increasing public criminology efforts.

Unfortunately, as far as I know, little systematic empirical evidence indicates one way or 
the other about the amount or the nature of need for particular types of public criminology 
research. Of course, any assessment of need would require defining and operationalizing “public 
criminology.” Because many research activities might not appear to be “public criminology” at 
first blush, an assessment would be challenging. Indeed, if we hired an army of researchers, then 
what would we tell them to tally? That is, which research would count as public criminology 
and which would not? At present, I do not think that a clear answer exists.

empirical evidence of Public criminology Impact?
The premise of any policy is that it should have an impact. That means it produces a positive 
outcome of some type—an improvement for society. What are the measures that we would use 
to examine whether public criminology produces improvements?

Some outcomes are intrinsically difficult to measure. What exactly, for example, would be 
an improvement in public dialogue or in responsiveness to or help for victims and practitioners? 
No set of researchers is likely to agree on the answer.

Even so, studies might focus on specific dimensions in which perhaps some common ground 
could be found. For example, efforts to communicate research findings to the public could be 
assessed using questionnaires. We might monitor on an annual basis the public’s knowledge 
about various crime and justice topics and determine whether various strategies increased the 
accuracy of public perceptions about such topics (in those cases in which objective facts exist). 
Other outcome dimensions likely would be considerably harder to measure. Public criminology 
aims, for example, to reframe cultural images of justice, as per Uggen and Inderbitzin (2010). 
Some heavy lifting would be required to provide sufficiently nuanced and valid measures of such 
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images. And, of course, the reframing is not the ultimate goal. Rather, the larger goal presumably 
is one of helping to make society a better place. Measuring that goal is no small task.

The perfect is the enemy of the good, according to Voltaire. Perfect measurement of public 
criminology’s goals is simply not feasible. But that does not mean that measurement would not 
help matters. To the contrary, it might help clarify precisely what public criminology is and 
what outcomes are relevant to assessing its contributions. Absent such measures, proponents 
must take recourse in what they hope are its benefits, and critics simply can assert that public 
criminology achieves nothing. This situation is less than ideal.

How to Increase Public criminology?
If we accept that a policy-focused public criminology is greatly needed, then the following 
question results: How do we increase such research? For some, the answer is clear—support 
more policy-focused research (“policy criminology”) and policy-reframing research (“public 
criminology”). But that solution assumes a questionable causal nexus. In particular, it assumes 
that efforts, say, to evaluate a community-policy program will offer more to public dialogue (one 
of public criminology’s goals) than, say, the effort to develop a special measure of self-control.

Such a contention rests, I believe, on shaky grounds. Scholarship on the sociology of sci-
ence (see, e.g., Merton, 1973, 1982) and criminal justice policy making (see, e.g., Stolz, 2002) 
highlights that the causal links are diverse. A better measurement instrument might achieve 
even greater advances in policy and public understanding than an overtly “public criminology” 
undertaking, such as partnering with a neighborhood group. Perhaps, for example, a researcher 
with a “basic science” bent aims to develop a more refined measure of inequality. The research 
then unexpectedly sparks a line of policy-focused studies that builds on that measure and leads 
to new policies (Mears and Stafford, 2002; Rossi, 1980; Rossi et al., 2004). Perhaps this new 
line of research involves studies that tap into public views toward the topic, views that then 
might inform the new policies. In this scenario, we have something akin to a public criminology 
outcome emerging from a basic science endeavor.

Because we have little basis for knowing what kinds of research ultimately will contribute 
to or become public criminology, pursuing a portfolio of diverse types of research would seem 
the better part of wisdom. One simply never knows what will happen with a given study or 
what forces will shape policy.

I recall talking with a member of a state legislative criminal justice committee and asking 
whether the state’s investment in supermax prisons would be swayed one way or the other by a 
large body of studies showing that such prisons are not cost effective. The conversation to that 
point included a discussion of possible benefits and costs of supermaxes. I then asked the fol-
lowing question: What if supermaxes were found to be effective but not more so than cheaper 
alternatives? The legislator said that it would not matter. The mood among the state lawmakers 
was that supermaxes were a good idea, and they wanted one regardless of cost.

If the legislator’s assessment was correct, then it suggests that a mountain of well-conducted, 
policy-focused research would not have shifted the legislature’s decision. It knew what it wanted. 

Pol ic y  essay  Publ ic  Cr iminologies

10004-CrimJournal-Guts.indd   802 9/15/10   6:55:05 AM



803Volume 9 • Issue 4

That said, perhaps one research study or another might have influenced the decision. Perhaps 
a public criminology enterprise that aimed to educate citizens and legislators about prison-
order problems and solutions might have shifted the discussion and led to the consideration of 
alternatives. Perhaps a cost–benefit evaluation might have achieved the same result. Perhaps a 
“basic science” study widely covered in the media might have weaved its way into the legislature’s 
deliberations or into those of the criminal justice committee. Perhaps not. The point is that it 
frequently might be the case that public criminology is achieved best through efforts that, on 
the face of it, do not look obviously like “public criminology.”

At the same time, it merits emphasizing that overtly “public criminology” efforts might 
backfire and so undermine the goals associated with these efforts. For example, because public 
criminology more directly addresses the political dimension of crime and justice, its efforts 
entail a greater involvement in political discourse. I am no political scientist. But I do know 
that political winds can shift quickly. That means that a mishandled public criminology effort 
might create a political backlash. This possibility does not mean that public criminology should 
not be undertaken. It simply means that this type of work is not without risks and that in some 
circumstances alternative types of research might achieve public criminology’s goals better.

So, absent clear guidance from empirical research about what actually influences policy 
and about what really counts as public criminology, what is a criminologist who wants to make 
society a better place to do? The answer seems simple, if mundane—keep the faith. Pursue 
research that you believe will make a difference. For some, that might mean policy criminology 
or public criminology. But for others, it might be basic research or “critical criminology” efforts. 
They all constitute important investments that might pay as yet unknown dividends.

taking a stand?
All that said, should criminologists take a stand on issues? Here, I think the policy prescription 
is self-evident, if self-serving—more funding should be provided and a better infrastructure 
should be implemented for crime and justice research. Many social scientists, such as Alfred 
Blumstein and Joan Petersilia (1995), have lamented the woeful state of funding for such research 
relative to other social policy areas. In the end, I think it is reasonable to say that criminology 
as a discipline produces a remarkable amount of policy-relevant research given the relative 
paucity of funding for basic or applied research. More and better research would position the 
discipline better as well as its professional organizations to take policy stands. Even then, the 
fact that many criminologists differ about the state of research in different areas suggests to 
me that it might be more productive in the long run for these organizations to focus more on 
ensuring that more and better research occurs and that it sees the light of day through a variety 
of dissemination strategies. Taking a stand on some issues, however warranted, raises the real 
risk of undermining the perceived credibility of criminological research in general (see, e.g., 

Basu, Dirsmith, and Gupta, 1999), which in turn might undermine the effort to achieve a 
particular policy outcome.
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conclusion
I am highly partial to the argument that criminology should aim to improve society and to 
inform policy discussions and debates. I also am partial to the view that too little policy-focused 
research occurs. Not least, I am partial to the public criminology argument that greater attention 
should be given to helping to reframe some debates, if only through illuminating unknown 
facts or helping to make a wider swath of views heard.

However, I do not believe that one has to adhere to these views to engage in meaningful 
or important research. Science is in no small part justified by curiosity—how does the world 
work? From that perspective, it is not necessary to take recourse in the notion that greater 
understanding will improve the world. Yet, greater understanding sometimes can lead to big 
changes. And because we cannot know which types of understanding will yield such changes, 
it seems important to support a wide range—a balanced portfolio—of research.

In the end, I do believe that more policy-focused research is warranted, both to increase the 
evidence base for the crime and justice societies we have and to contribute to more “basic science” 
research. Many scholars have identified ways to increase the amount and quality of policy-focused 
criminological work. Among the steps that could be taken, which I discuss elsewhere (Mears, 
2010), are the following: Educate and train students in evaluation research; promote and reward 
applied research among those who work in universities and colleges; integrate applied and basic 
research where possible; create better ties among researchers, policy makers, and practitioners; 
institutionalize evaluation research into criminal justice system operations and activities; create 
independent criminal justice research agencies; and develop accessible sources of information 
about basic facts concerning crime, criminal justice operations, and a range of programs and 
policies. The list is not exhaustive, but it underscores the idea that pragmatic strategies exist 
for promoting research that better informs public policy and perhaps that in turn helps shift 
discussion and debates in productive ways.
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Editorial Introduction

r e d u c I n g  H o m e l e s s - r e l a t e d  c r I m e

The Police, Disorder, and the Homeless

anthony a. braga, Senior Editor
R u t g e r s  U n i v e r s i t y 
H a r v a r d  U n i v e r s i t y

The general idea of dealing with disorderly conditions to prevent crime, as developed 
in the “broken windows theory” (Wilson and Kelling, 1982), is present in a myriad 
of police strategies ranging from “order maintenance” and “zero-tolerance” policing 

strategies, where the police attempt to impose order through strict enforcement, to “community” 
and “problem-oriented policing” strategies in which police attempt to produce order and reduce 
crime through cooperation with community members and by addressing specific recurring 
problems (Cordner, 1998; Eck and Maguire, 2000; Kelling and Coles, 1996; Skogan, 2006). 
Although its application can vary within and across police departments, policing disorder to 
prevent crime is now a common crime control strategy. Dealing with social and physical disorder 
associated with homeless populations is a central concern of these policing strategies.

Berk and MacDonald (2010, this issue) present the findings of their evaluation of the Safer 
Cities Initiative (SCI), which is an intervention implemented by the Los Angeles Police Depart-
ment (LAPD) intended to reduce serious crimes by addressing disorderly conditions associated 
with homeless encampments in the Skid Row section of downtown Los Angeles. Their evalua-
tion suggests that the SCI generated some modest reductions in violent, property, and nuisance 
street crimes with no evidence of significant spatial crime displacement. Although the available 
research evidence does not demonstrate consistent theoretical connections between disorderly 
conditions and more serious crime (Harcourt, 1998; Sampson and Raudenbush, 1999; Skogan, 
1990; Taylor, 2001), a growing body of evidence suggests policing disorder strategies may gener-
ate crime control benefits nonetheless. It is important to recognize that the available evaluation 
evidence is not unanimous in supporting this perspective. For instance, a quasi-experimental 
evaluation of a quality-of-life policing initiative focused on social and physical disorder in four 
target zones in Chandler, Arizona, did not find any significant reductions in serious crime as-
sociated with the strategy (Katz, Webb, and Schaefer, 2001). However, as discussed by Piquero 
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(2010, this issue), the study by Berk and MacDonald (2010) joins some mounting evidence 
that suggests dealing with disorderly conditions may indeed control crime.

Five sophisticated statistical analyses of the effects of policing disorder on violent crime 
trends in New York City in the 1990s have been conducted. With the exception of the study by 
Harcourt and Ludwig (2006), four of these analyses found statistically significant associations 
between the New York Police Department (NYPD) strategy and decreased violent crime, with 
the effects ranging from small (Messner et al., 2007; Rosenfeld, Fornango, and Rengifo, 2007) 
to large (Corman and Mocan, 2002; Kelling and Sousa, 2001). Other macro-level analyses of 
the relationship between misdemeanor arrests and more serious crimes have generated results 
supportive of policing disorder strategies (Sampson and Cohen, 1988; Worrall, 2002). Two 
randomized controlled trials in Jersey City, NJ (Braga et al., 1999), and Lowell, MA (Braga 
and Bond, 2008), found that problem-oriented policing strategies that focused on social and 
physical disorder resulted in significant reductions in citizen calls for service and crime incidents 
in violent crime hot spots with little evidence of immediate spatial displacements. Finally, in the 
Netherlands, Keitzer, Lindenberg, and Steg (2008) conducted six field experiments examining 
the links between disorder and more serious crime and concluded that dealing with disorderly 
conditions was an important intervention to halt the spread of further crime and disorder. 

The available research evidence also points to the importance of addressing “how” policing 
disorder programs are implemented. Questions have been raised about the legitimacy of specific 
tactics used by the police to control disorder. Inappropriate policing disorder strategies, such as 
the indiscriminate aggressive tactics used in zero-tolerance approaches, can have negative im-
pacts on police–community relationships. For instance, the heightened use of arrests for minor 
crimes, such as public drinking and smoking marijuana in plain view, in the NYPD’s order 
maintenance policing strategies have been criticized as exacerbating already poor relationships 
between the police and minority communities and increasing citizen complaints about police 
misconduct and abuse of force (Golub, Johnson, and Dunlap, 2007; Greene, 1999; Harcourt 
and Ludwig, 2007). Michael White (2010, this issue) questions whether the enforcement actions 
taken by the LAPD in the SCI represent “good policing” practices suggested by community 
and problem-oriented policing advocates. John Eck (2010, this issue) raises concerns about the 
potential for misinterpretation, misapplication, and misuse of the policing strategy described 
by Berk and MacDonald (2010) and suggests additional clarity on the units of homelessness 
(specific places vs. large areas) and specifying the nature of the treatment of homeless encamp-
ments and other forms of enforcement used outside of the encampments.

Berk and MacDonald (2010) observe rightly that the SCI was not designed to be a long-
term strategy to address homelessness in Los Angeles or to respond to the social and personal 
problems presented by homelessness. However, the policy essays by Culhane (2010, this issue), 
Piquero (2010), Rowe and O’Connell (2010, this issue), and Vitale (2010, this issue) make 
suggestions on how to craft more ambitious (and legitimate) police strategies to address crime 
and disorder problems associated with homeless populations and on how to reduce homeless 
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populations. These suggestions include ensuring that police officers are connecting indigent 
homeless people to available services, working with community groups and nonprofit agencies 
to establish permanent housing with appropriate support services (even for people with mental 
health and drug abuse problems), engaging in community asset mapping and community 
development efforts, and developing interdisciplinary homeless outreach teams.

Dealing with disorderly conditions to prevent more serious crimes has become, and is 
likely to remain, a central crime control strategy used by modern police agencies. The available 
research evidence and normative discussions on good policing practices suggests that many police 
departments need to be more refined in their approach to crime and disorder issues. Policing 
disorder programs infused with community and problem-oriented policing principles, such as 
focusing on specific hot spot locations, adopting alternative strategies to modify the conditions 
that give rise to crime and disorder problems at these places, and forming strategic partnerships 
with community-based and social service organizations, seem best positioned to generate both 
crime control gains and better police–community relations.
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Research Article

r e d u c I n g  H o m e l e s s - r e l a t e d  c r I m e

Policing the homeless
An evaluation of efforts to reduce homeless-related crime

richard berk
John macdonald
U n i v e r s i t y  o f  P e n n s y l v a n i a 

research summary
Police officials across the United States are increasingly relying on place-based approaches 
for crime prevention. In this article, we examine the Safer Cities Initiative, a widely pub-
licized place-based policing intervention implemented in Los Angeles’s “Skid Row” that 
focused on crime and disorder associated with homeless encampments. Crime reduction 
was the goal. The police division in which the program was undertaken provides 8 years 
of time-series data serving as the observations for the treatment condition. Four adjacent 
police divisions in which the program was not undertaken provide 8 years of time-series 
data serving as the observations for the comparison condition. The data are analyzed us-
ing a generalized additive model. On balance, we find that this place-based intervention 
is associated with meaningful reductions in violent, property, and nuisance street crimes. 
There is no evidence of crime displacement.

Policy Implications
This study provides further evidence that geographically targeted police interventions can 
lead to significant crime prevention benefits, with no evidence that crime is simply displaced 
to other areas. Criminologists and the media have given the Los Angeles Police Department 
(LAPD) little credit for major reductions in crime that have occurred during the past 5 
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years following a number of major policy reforms. We suggest that researchers should look 
more closely at the targeted interventions the LAPD has undertaken for evidence-based 
examples of effective policing. Importantly, this work suggests that crime associated with 
homeless encampments can be meaningfully reduced with targeted police actions. However, 
law enforcement actions do not address the roots of homelessness nor most of its consequences. 
Getting tough on the homeless should not be confused with policies or programs that respond 
fundamentally to the social and personal problems that homelessness presents.

Keywords
police, place-based policing, homelessness, generalized additive model

A growing body of evaluation research supports the practical benefits of place-based 
policing. Yet, scholars are often critical of such approaches in part because they may 
shift the burden of crime to other areas. Perhaps most directly, crime displacement 

can result from geographically targeted police crackdowns (Sherman, 1990), although displace-
ment appears to be less problematic when place-based policing is attuned to the local criminal 
environment (Weisburd, Wyckoff, Ready, Eck, Hinkle, and Gajewski, 2006). As Weisburd et al. 
(2006) noted, crime does not just move around the corner. More fundamentally, there is little 
reason to expect that police interventions alone change underlying social and economic factors 
that contribute to crime. Effective police interventions that focus on local crime environments 
can make a short-term difference in a given locale (Skogan, 1990), but on larger spatial and 
temporal scales, there will usually be little change. 

These issues are particularly relevant for this article. For years, downtown Los Angeles has 
been characterized in part by a sizable homeless population (Berk, Kriegler, and Ylvisaker, 2008) 
concentrated in an area commonly referred to as “Skid Row” (Magnano and Blasi, 2007). Crime 
and disorder have been stable features of Skid Row life. Open-air drug markets, prostitution, 
nightly robberies, drug overdoses, theft, and vandalism have been common. Local merchants 
have long lobbied for a tougher response from the Los Angeles Police Department (LAPD; see 
Harcourt, 2005, for some history). In the fall of 2005, they got their wish.

The majority of Los Angeles city services for the homeless are located in downtown Los 
Angeles. These providers and other stakeholders speak with many different voices about the needs 
of the homeless and how best to respond (Koegel, Burnam, and Farr, 1988; Wenzel, Koegel, and 
Gelberg, 2000). There are also, not surprisingly, some basic disagreements and battles over turf. 
But no one would argue that a crackdown on the homeless could be more than a temporary 
and partial measure, and some complain that law enforcement resources might be better spent 
providing additional social services to the homeless (Blasi, 2007). As important as these debates 
may be, they neglect three logical prior key questions. Did the LAPD interventions intended 
to reduce the crime associated with the Skid Row encampments really reduce crime? If they 
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did, how large were the reductions, and were they true reductions or merely displacements? In 
this article, we attempt to provide some answers.

background
That crime and place are closely linked is indisputable (Braga and Weisburd, 2010; Weisburd, 
Bruinsma, and Bernasco, 2009). More than a century of empirical research in the United States 
and Europe has demonstrated that crime is geographically concentrated (see Weisburd et al., 
2009, for a review). Theoretical explanations at various spatial levels have followed (Sampson, 
1995; Taylor, 2001; Welsh and Hoshi, 2002). Practical applications of this knowledge have 
also been developed. Perhaps most notable is a focus of police resources on crime “hot spots” or 
areas of particularly high crime concentrations (Sherman, Gartin, and Buerger, 1989). Although 
police actions directed at specific persons or crimes have produced mixed results (Sherman, 
1990), a number of studies point to consistent effects from spatially based police interventions 
(see Braga, 2001; Weisburd and Eck, 2004, for reviews). 

The place-based policing approach can also be directed at social disorder. Within a “bro-
ken windows” framework (Kelling and Bratton, 1998), cracking down on street prostitution 
and open-air drug markets, for instance, can reduce crime more generally. There can also be 
reductions in fear of crime coupled with a growing sense of social control (Bratton and Kelling, 
2006). There is some empirical support for these claims (Braga and Bond, 2008), although the 
literature hardly speaks with one voice (Harcourt and Ludwig, 2006).

Social incivilities are common in areas with homeless encampments, which are often associ-
ated with public intoxication, loitering, aggressive panhandling, and public urination. Drug use 
and prostitution can be widespread. It is not surprising, therefore, that homeless encampments 
are associated with a clustering of prospective crime perpetrators and crime victims (Miethe 
and Meyer, 1990; Sampson and Lauritsen, 1990; Wenzel et al., 2000). It follows that homeless 
individuals themselves have significantly higher rates of criminal victimization than individuals 
who have a place to live (Felson, 2002; Koegel et al., 1988; Kushel, Evans, Perry, Robertson, 
and Moss, 2003). A key implication for crime prevention is that the concentration of homeless 
in a jurisdiction is at least as important as their numbers. 

A common criticism for place-based policing strategies is that they are myopic. The un-
derlying causes of crime are not addressed, although several policing scholars have argued that 
the police can, in principle, influence systemic issues under certain circumstances (Eck and 
Spelman, 1987; Goldstein, 1990). Perhaps more to the point, reductions in crime are a desir-
able goal and one for which police are well suited. Also, there is nothing about police-initiated 
attempts to reduce crime that necessarily preclude more fundamental interventions by other 
agencies. In short, there is little that the police can do to “solve” the problem of homelessness. 
But perhaps well-designed policing strategies can reduce some of its undesirable consequences. 
Whether in this case the resources allocated to the police might be better used to address root 
problems (National Law Center on Homelessness & Poverty, 2009) is an important issue, but 
it is not one that can be appropriately addressed here.
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the safer cities Initiative
Los Angeles County has the largest number of homeless individuals of any county in the United 
States (Berk et al., 2008). Consistent with historical trends (Rossi, 1989), the population of 
homeless is very heterogeneous. According to the Los Angeles Almanac (2009), the County 
homeless population demonstrates the following characteristics: 

An average age of approximately 401. 
Nearly 50% with a high-school education2. 
Is at least 33% female3. 
Is at least 20% composed of families4. 
Has approximately 20% with disabilities 5. 
Has at least 16% employed6. 
Has approximately 25% mentally ill7. 
Has at least 33% with substance abuse problems 8. 

A large fraction of the Los Angeles County homeless population can be found in the City of 
Los Angeles, with the highest concentration by far on Skid Row. It is likely that the Skid Row 
population has many features in common with the County population, with perhaps a greater 
density of disadvantage. Crime problems that go well beyond mere nuisance are rampant. 
Open-air drug markets, prostitution, robbery gangs, theft, and vandalism are common. Until 
recently, these Skid Row conditions went largely unaddressed. 

Starting in 2004, widespread media and public policy attention began to highlight the 
conditions surrounding homelessness in the downtown section of Los Angeles’ Skid Row (“Full 
Coverage,” 2009). Notable stories in the Los Angeles Times described dirty needles littering 
the streets, prostitution conducted in public porta potties placed in Skid Row, robbery gangs 
targeting homeless individuals for their disability checks, drug-related overdoses, and frequent 
violence (Lopez, 2005). Local merchants and private developers were particularly vocal about 
these and a variety of related problems (Harcourt, 2005). 

In September 2005, the LAPD pilot tested an effort to clean up the area. The interven-
tion was officially named the Safer Cities Initiative (SCI) and was a hallmark of Chief William 
Bratton’s “broken windows” approach (Bratton, 1998; Wilson and Kelling, 1982) targeting 
well-defined geographical locations. Under the direction of Captain Jodi Wakefield, a pilot 
program called the “Main Street Pilot Project” was intended to reduce the density of homeless 
encampments through fines and citations. Encampments located in the Historic Core section 
of downtown Los Angeles (S. Main Street between 4th and 7th streets) were deemed to be a 
public health nuisance, and sanctions were authorized by a Los Angeles city statute.1 

The LAPD also cracked down on crimes such as public intoxication, drug use, and pros-
titution that made the area congenial for criminal predators. Starting in October, the LAPD 

1. The los Angeles municipal code notes, “No person shall sit, lie or sleep in or upon any street, sidewalk or 
other public way” (l.A., CAl., muN. CoDe 41.18(d)). The use of this municipal code to arrest homeless per-
sons explicitly was deemed a violation of the 8th Amendment by the 9th Circuit Court of Appeals (Jones v. 
City of Los Angeles, 2006; see mcmorris, 2006).
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placed four to five officers on foot in the Historic Core section of downtown who were to focus 
exclusively on general nuisance crimes and basic order maintenance. There followed a further 
increase in police presence with the introduction of one of the LAPD’s mobile police command 
stations, commonly referred to as “Big Blue.” In addition, undercover vice teams were placed in 
the areas known for open-air drug markets and for prostitution. Finally, a special undercover squad 
focused on local robberies (John MacDonald, personal communication, June 8, 2009).

After the pilot phase was implemented largely as designed and with anecdotal evidence 
of success, the LAPD officially launched the full-scale version of the SCI on September 17, 
2006 by placing 50 full-time officers on the street in downtown Los Angeles. Just as in the 
Main Street Project, the officers were deployed only to downtown Los Angeles. The officers 
worked eastward through the Skid Row section, breaking up homeless encampments, issuing 
citations, and making arrests for violations of the law. The plan was to clear out specific street 
areas, maintain a visible police presence for at least a week, and then move onto other parts of 
downtown. The dedicated officers also worked closely with two vice units (Narcotics Buy Team 
and Field Enforcement Section). 

The immediate goals of the SCI were demonstrably achieved. The Skid Row homeless 
encampments were cleared. The concentration of homeless individuals was dispersed. The 
debris they left behind was removed. But what about crime in downtown Los Angeles? Was 
there a reduction? According to LAPD internal documents and media reports (see LAPD, 
2008a, 2008b), homeless-related drug overdoses, murders, and reported crimes dropped the 
year after the intervention. 

However, the program was not independently and rigorously evaluated, and there were 
many skeptics (Blasi, 2007). In this article, we report the results of an independent, empirical 
evaluation. We consider the possible crime reduction impact of the Main Street Project, which 
served as the pilot, and of the SCI. The following three broad types of crime are examined: 

Nuisance crime1. 
Violent crime2. 
Property crime 3. 

We also consider possible effects on four areas adjacent to downtown.

research methods
Research Design
The unit of observation and analysis for this study is the Police Division. The LAPD is orga-
nized into four Police Bureaus and, within them, 19 divisions. The LAPD intervention was 
implemented in the Central Division, which is part of the Central Bureau. The Central Division 
contains much of the downtown area, including large office and city government buildings 
and their support services, light industry, and a mixture of residential housing. The Central 
Division also contains several square blocks of shops patronized by people of modest means 
living near downtown. And the division contains Los Angeles’ Skid Row. The Central Division 
is the experimental unit. 

berk ,  macDonald
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F I g u r e  1

spatial organization of the laPd and central bureau division

Northeast Area

Rampart Area

Central Area

Newton Area

Hollenbeck Area
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As shown in Figure 1, the Central Division is bordered by four other Central Bureau Police 
Divisions: Northeast, Rampart, Hollenbeck, and Newton. These divisions contain a mixture 
of moderate-to-low income households and a mixture of industrial and commercial establish-
ments. The four Divisions contiguous to the Central Division will serve as the comparison units 
because of their proximity to downtown, their broad similarities with many important spatial 
and demographic features with the Central Division, and their shared command structure 
under the Central Bureau. 

For each of the divisions, we have three time series of crime counts by week: the number 
of violent crimes, the number of property crimes, and the number of nuisance crimes, which 
are often associated with the homeless.2 We consider different kinds of crimes because although 
common lore has the homeless as perpetrators of a wide variety of nuisance crimes, they can also 
be perpetrators and victims of very serious crimes. An important question, therefore, is whether 
all crimes can be affected by the interventions or just nuisance crimes. Although the immediate 
goal of dispersing the homeless was achieved, the homeless are hardly the only crime victims 
and perpetrators in downtown Los Angeles. Even if homeless-related crimes are affected, other 
factors may dominate any local trends for certain kinds of crimes.

The three time series for the Central Division serve as three outcome variables for the 
experimental group. The three time series for each of the four contiguous divisions serve as 
three “non-equivalent no-treatment control group time series” in a quasi-experimental design 
(Shadish, Cook, and Campbell, 2002: 181–184). Crime patterns over time that the control 
divisions share with the experimental division should not be a direct result of interventions that 
were introduced only in the experimental division. But if ignored, they risk being confounded 
with any effects of the interventions. In principle, the confounding effects can be removed by 
regression-based covariance adjustments. Precisely how we will do this is discussed shortly.3 

There are 419 weeks of data starting on January 1, 2000 and ending on December 31, 
2007. The first and last weeks are dropped because they were not a full 7 days. The timing 
of the LAPD Main Street Project for Skid Row and the SCI was determined through several 
conversations with the LAPD captain in charge of both, who in turn consulted staff activity 
logs (J. MacDonald, personal communication, 2009). 

The formal start of the SCI was easy to document. It began in week 351 and continued 
through the end of 2007. The start of the pilot program was far more ambiguous. On Septem-
ber 27, 2005, the Main Street Project officially began (week 300). Skid Row porta potties were 

2. Violent crime included aggravated assault (57.7%), homicide (1.4%), rape (2.3%), and robbery (38.6%). 
Property crimes included burglary (12.8%), theft from vehicles (25.3%), attempted burglary (25.7%), grand 
theft auto (21.2%), and larceny theft (14.5%). Nuisance crime included disturbance (0.8%), lewd conduct 
(1.3%), petty theft (40.4%), pickpocketing (1.8%), trespassing (4.6%), and vandalism (51.1%).

3. even though we are working with time series data, we will not be employing a conventional “time series 
analysis.” We will be employing a form of semiparametric time series regression. In addition, the broader 
comparability of our experimental and comparison police divisions is not directly pertinent. The question 
is whether the intervention in the Central Division is affecting crime trends over and above whatever is 
driving crime trends in all of the divisions that comprise the Central bureau.
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removed beginning on October 26, 2005 (week 304). On November 16, 2005 (week 307), 
the LAPD added 43 recruit officers to walk beats en mass on Skid Row. However, several weeks 
before the official announcement, the proposed pilot program was being widely discussed by 
the media. Moreover, a variety of stakeholders were already involved so that by the middle of 
August 2005, it was widely known that a police initiative to clear Skid Row of the homeless was 
imminent. It may well make sense, therefore, to make week 294 (or so) the starting date for the 
pilot program. Week 294 is 6 weeks before the Main Street Project began officially.

The Statistical Model
Over the next several pages, our statistical methods will be discussed in some detail. In the end, 
we are “just” doing a regression analysis. Readers who are prepared to leave it at that might 
wish to skip to Table 1 and the surrounding text. Because we do not know the functions by 
which the crime time series for the comparison divisions may be related to crime time series 
for the experimental division, we apply the generalized additive model (GAM). The GAM 
allows functional forms for the relationship between quantitative regressors and the response 
to be inductively determined from the data (Hastie and Tibshirani, 1990).4 The GAM in this 
application can take the following form separately for each of three crime categories:

 y
c,t

 = e [αc,0 + αc,1 I1,t + αc,2 I2,t + ∑4
d =1 f c,d (xc,d,t)] 

+ ε
c,t

  
(1)

Where:
c is an index for one of the three kinds of crime 

t is an index for week

d is an index for one of the four comparison divisions 

y
c,t
 is the response crime count by week for one of the three kinds of crime

I
1,t

 an indicator variable coded as “1” for the period in which the Main Street Project was in 
place, and “0” otherwise

I
2,t

 an indicator variable coded as “1” for the period in which the SCI was in place and “0” 
otherwise

f
c,d

 (x
c,d,t

 ) is an inductively generated relationship between the crime time series c for comparison 
division d and the experimental crime time series c 

ε
c,t
 is a random Poisson disturbance meeting the usual regression assumptions

The parameter α
c,0

 is the usual intercept for crime type c. The parameter α
c,1

 will capture the 
direction and size of any average shift up or down in y

c,t 
associated with the introduction of the 

Main Street Project. As such, it can provide an estimate of the pilot program’s treatment effect 
for crime type c. The parameter α

c,2
 will capture the direction and size of any average shift up 

4. There are no functional form issues for the categorical predictors because they are not quantitative. How-
ever, transformations of the response are on the table.
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or down in y
c,t
 associated with the introduction of the SCI. As such, it can provide an estimate 

of the SCI’s treatment effect for crime type c. More complicated treatment functions can be 
formulated, and if necessary, time-related patterns that are unique to the Central Division, but 
not associated with the intervention, can be removed through additional terms in Equation 1. 
The systematic part of Equation 1 is exponentiated consistent with the conventional log-link 
function for Poisson regression (Hastie and Tibshirani, 1990: 139). 

There can be no regression coefficients associated with the functions of quantitative cova-
riates. Any information in a single regression coefficient would be automatically incorporated 
in the inductively constructed functional form. Moreover, for nonlinear functions, there is not 
one regression coefficient but many; indeed, a limitless number under many circumstances. 
The derivative of the function at each predictor value is a slope.

In practice, the inductive functions are likely to be rather smooth. Consequently, the 
covariance adjustments will control for relatively smooth temporal patterns in crime that the 
experimental division shares with the comparison divisions. Sharp discontinuities are usually 
not well captured or can be missed altogether. We will return to this issue later.

The key elements of Equation 1, as in any regression model, are the properties of ε
t
. In 

particular, there is here the real possibility of dependence within the disturbances of the response 
time series. Such dependence can undermine statistical inference. Equation 1 assumes implic-
itly that such dependence is removed by covariance adjustments using the four comparison 
time series. Insofar as the temporal dependence for the crime counts in any of the comparison 
divisions is similar to the temporal dependence for the crime counts in the experimental time 
series, it will be eliminated. But the possibility of any dependence remaining is an empirical 
matter we will address below.

Estimation Procedures
Obtaining estimates of the regression parameters of Equation 1 while also obtaining estimates of 
the functional forms for the covariates complicates matters. In the same spirit as the generalized 
linear model, a form of iteratively reweighted least squares is used. However, the usual regression 
sum of squares is “penalized” (Wood, 2008: 500).5 A penalty is introduced so that an appropriate 
degree of smoothing is achieved for the functional forms to be estimated. The intent is to balance 
the variance that comes from not smooth enough against the bias that comes from smoothing 
too much. The more weight given to the penalty, the smoother the function. The less weight 
given to the penalty, the rougher the function. The weight arrived at is usually determined by 
some measure of out-of-sample performance, such as the cross-validation statistic. 

5. The function to be minimized is || W(z–Xβ) ||2 + ∑ jλ jβ
T S jβ, where W is a diagonal weight matrix as 

usual, z is the adjusted response for the given iteration, X is a matrix of regressors including the design 
matrix for the splines associated with each of the smoothing functions, β is a vector of coefficients whose 
values are to be estimated, λj is a weight given to the penalty function for the jth function that is also to 
be estimated, and Sj is a conventional smoothing matrix. The term on the left is just the usual weighted 
sum of squares. The term on the right imposes a penalty that increases as the functions to be estimated 
become more complex. It is the second term that makes estimation different from iteratively reweighted 
least squares applied to the generalized linear model.
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To summarize, separately for each crime type c we are seeking the values of α
c,0

 through 
α

c,2
 and the four functions of crime in the comparison divisions that iteratively minimize a 

penalized sum of squares. A formal discussion penalized regression splines can be found in 
Green and Silverman (1994) and in Hastie, Tibshirani, and Friedman (2009: section 5.4). The 
GAM implementation we used is discussed in Wood (2008). Berk (2008: ch. 2) provides a very 
accessible introduction to penalized fitting functions.

results
The analysis was undertaken in several steps. These steps are presented in some detail for the 
nuisance crime outcome to help make our methods more transparent. We proceed much more 
rapidly through the results for violent crimes and property crimes. Readers familiar with our 
statistical methods, or for whom the didactic material is not a high priority, might want to go 
directly to Table 1 and the surrounding discussion. 

Figure 2 shows the three crime time series for the Central Division. A vertical line for the 

start of each intervention is overlaid. It is clear that all three time series varied considerably over 
the study period. Property crime (solid lines) ranged from a low of 21 crimes in a week to a high 
of 181 crimes in a week. There is a very large drop in all three crimes about the time when the 
(pilot) Main Street Project began and a much smaller downward shift about the time the SCI 
was introduced. The three time series for the Central Division have broadly similar temporal 
patterns with between series correlations ranging from 0.50 to 0.59. 

Solid lines = Property crime Dotted lines = Violent crime Dashed lines = Nuisance crime
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F I g u r e  3

crime multiple times series for the Hollenbeck division
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One might be tempted to conclude that the Main Street Project and the SCI had important 
effects on all three time crime types. In other work (Berk and MacDonald, 2009), however, 
we found some patterns citywide that are also evident in the four comparison divisions. For 
example, Figure 3 shows the comparable plot for the Hollenbeck Division. Note that the large 
increase around week 200 and the large decrease around week 300 correspond substantially to 
the dramatic rise and subsequent fall in Figure 2.

Results for Nuisance Crime
Figure 4 plots the nuisance crime time series by week and overlays a lowess smoother. There is 
again a dramatic increase several months before any of the interventions are in place followed by 
a significant drop in crime associated with the Main Street Project and perhaps a small drop in 
crime associated with the SCI. However, as already suggested, much of the variation over time 
is shared with the four adjacent police divisions and even the city overall. Were that variation 
removed, the patterns might differ substantially. For the requisite covariance adjustments, we 
turn to the GAM. The nuisance crime counts by week for each of the four comparison divisions 
serve as the covariates. The intervention variables are not yet included.

Figure 5 shows for didactic purposes the residualized nuisance crime produced by the 
model. Once again, a lowess smoother is overlaid. The difference between Figure 5 and Figure 
4 is striking. For example, the large shift upward around week 260 and the large shift downward 
around week 300 both are gone. That pattern was shared with other police divisions in the 
Central Bureau and has been removed. Visually, at least, the covariance adjustments appear to 
be effective, and there are suggestions of relatively small intervention effects.
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Yet, there is also some evidence for a gradual downward trend unique to the Central Division. 
Were that not taken into account, the average of the number of nuisance crimes before the two 
interventions would be higher than the average number of crimes after the two interventions 
because of the trend, not because of the intervention. Prudence dictates addressing that time 
trend, which apparently is unique to the Central Division. Again for didactic purposes, Figure 
6 is the result when a counter for week is included as an additional covariate. It seems now that 
the time series is very well behaved. Large-scale trends, even highly nonlinear trends, that the 
experimental Central Division shares with the four adjacent comparison divisions have been 
removed—so has the overall downward trend that is unique to the Central Division. We are 
now in a good position to consider any treatment effects characterized by change in level.

F I g u r e  4

nuisance crime counts for central division with no covariance 
adjustments and an overlaid lowess smoother
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We do this by applying the GAM to Equation 1. The residualizing process just described 
goes on behind the scenes so that covariance adjusted estimates of any treatment effects can 
be properly obtained. The model includes two treatment indictor variables and five covari-
ates, one for the weekly totals for nuisance crimes in each of the four control police divisions 
and one that is a counter for week. The fit is constructed from the contributions of all seven 
regressors, only two of which are intended to capture any intervention effects. Overall, the fit 
is quite good, at least to the eye, and 64% of the deviance is accounted for by the model. The 
residuals were effectively independent, and there was no evidence of overdispersion. Figure 7 
is a plot of the time series of the number of nuisance crimes in the Central Division with the 
GAM fitted values overlaid.

F I g u r e  5

nuisance crime counts for central division after covariance 
adjustments with an overlaid lowess smoother
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F I g u r e  7
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Table 1 contains the key parameter estimates. As noted earlier, a penalized regression spline 
smoother (represented by an “s” in the table) was used for each covariate as part of the fitting 
process. Conditional Poisson disturbances were assumed along with the canonical log-link 
function. 

t a b l e  1

gam results for nuisance crime in the central division: log link and 
Poisson disturbances (n = 417, 64% of the deviance accounted for)

Variable Estimate EDF p Value

Constant 3.74 1.0 >.001
Main Street Pilot Project -0.27 1.0 .002
Safer Cities Initiative  -0.36 1.0 .004
s(Week) - 6.5 >.001
s(Hollenbeck) - 4.0 .159
s(Northeast) - 2.2 .002
s(Newton) - 1.0 .089
s(Rampart) - 7.9 .014

Consider first the five covariates. They are of little substantive interest. Their role is to 
remove crime trends that the Central Division shares with any of the four adjacent divisions 
and overall time trends that are unique to the Central Division. Moreover, their relationships 
with the response are very difficult to interpret because they are the result of several covariance 
adjustments. How would one think about, for example, the relationship between the number of 
nuisance crimes in the Central Division and the number of nuisance crimes in the Hollenbeck 
Division with the crime trends in the other three comparison divisions held constant?

Rather, the issues are methodological. All but one have effective degrees of freedom (EDF) 
greater than 1.0.6 This indicates that all of the partial response functions except for the Newton 
Division are nonlinear, some dramatically so.7 If a conventional parametric form of regression 
had been used, such as Poisson regression, then the assumed functions for the covariates would 
likely be very wrong. Incomplete covariance adjustments would have followed along with badly 
biased estimates of any treatment effects. 

As an example, consider the partial response function for the number of nuisance crimes 
in the Rampart Division, which is shown Figure 8. The solid line is the estimated function, 
and the dotted lines are 95% error bands.8 There is a rug plot at the base of the figure to show 

6. eDF is a generalization of the usual degrees of freedom concept. loosely speaking, the eDF indicates how 
many degrees of freedom are being “used up” by the estimated function. The eDF does not have to be a 
whole number.

7. When the eDF is 1.0, the functional form is linear.

8. The error bands are constructed point by point. They are an attempt to represent approximately the 
interval in which 95% of the fitted values would fall were it possible to repeat the study, independent of all 
other studies, a very large number of times. each is not a conventional 95% confidence interval because 
there is likely to be some unknown amount of bias in the fitted values resulting from the bias-variance 
trade-off.
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roughly how the regressor is distributed. The vertical axis represents the fitted values in centered 
log units. The label indicates that a smoother has been applied to the Rampart covariate and 
that the function uses up 7.9 EDF.

Taking the error bands into account, Figure 8 shows that for the Rampart Division, the 
partial response function is approximately flat until about 60 nuisance crimes per week. Be-
tween 60 and nearly 100 crimes per week, the function is increasing. There are so few weeks 
with more than 100 nuisance crimes that, as the very wide error band indicates, the apparent 
decline should not be taken seriously. 

Figure 9 shows the partial response function for week, which captures any overall time 
trends in the Central Division with temporal crime patterns in the comparison divisions held 
constant. The trend is down or flat, except for the period between approximately week 250 
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and week 320. The sharp downward trend beginning around the time that the pilot study was 
fully in place may actually represent a treatment effect. An upward trend in nuisance crimes was 
reversed. However, our model assumes that any treatment effects are changes in level, not slope, 
and we hesitate to respecify after looking at the results. That would be data snooping (Freedman, 
2005: section 4.9). Should the change in slope be a real treatment effect, the likely consequence 
for our model is to underestimate any beneficial effects for the two interventions. 

The top three rows of Table 1 contain results for the constant and the two treatment 
indicators. The parameter estimates for the interventions can be interpreted just as one would 
for Poisson regression within the generalized linear model. The Main Street Project regression 
coefficient of –0.27 translates into a count multiplier of 0.76. With the introduction of the pilot 
program, the number of nuisance crimes in the Central Division is on the average approximately 
76% of what it had been before the pilot program was introduced. The associated p value is 

research Ar t ic le  reducing Homeless-related Cr ime

F I g u r e  9

Partial response Function for Week

-0.4
0 100 200 300 400

-0.2

0.0

0.2

0.4

Partial Response Function for Week

s(W
ee

k,
 6.

51
)

Week

10004-CrimJournal-Guts.indd   830 9/15/10   6:55:10 AM



831Volume 9 • Issue 4

.002. The SCI regression coefficient of –0.36 translates into a count multiplier of 0.70. With 
the introduction of SCI, the number of nuisance crimes is, on average, approximately 70% 
of what it had been before either of the interventions had been introduced. The associated p 
value is .004. 

Recall that the starting date for the Main Street Project was difficult to precisely define and 
perhaps could have been moved several weeks in either direction. Not surprisingly, the estimated 
effects of both programs depend on the starting date for the Main Street Project. As the starting 
date is moved toward the starting date for the SCI, the variance of the Main Street Project indica-
tor is necessarily reduced. A reduction in a regressor’s variance can introduce greater instability 
into any treatment effect estimates and reduces statistical power. Moreover, because in this case 
all of the regressors are correlated, changing one estimate affects all estimates. Suffice it to say, 
moving the starting date of the Main Street Project a week or two in either direction makes no 
important difference. This is good because our chosen start date is probably accurate within 
plus or minus a week or two. But moving the starting date several weeks forward or back can 
change the story. Indeed, moving the starting date for the Main Street Project 6 weeks forward 
in time can essentially remove any nuisance crime treatment effects for either intervention. But 
in so doing, one would have to assume that the Main Street Project was sprung on the Central 
Division with no advance warning whatsoever and without any prior media coverage and related 
public controversy. Facts to the contrary are readily available. 

Interpreting the treatment effect p values also requires some caution. As noted earlier, sta-
tistical inference for GAM can be difficult to justify because the model is arrived at inductively 
(Leeb and Pötscher, 2005, 2006, 2008; Berk et al., 2009). However, the p values for the two 
interventions are so small that even if they biased downward by a factor of 10, one would still 
reject the conventional null hypothesis.9 For these, the conclusions from the statistical tests are 
perhaps sound. Moreover, the analyses to which we now turn provide at least indirect support 
for our procedures. 

Results for Violent Crime
Having gone through the analysis of nuisance crimes in considerable depth, we can move very 
quickly through the analyses for violent crime and property crime. Applying the same steps and 
analysis procedures as used for nuisance crimes, Table 2 shows the results for violent crimes. 
All of the preliminary and intermediate results anticipating Table 2 broadly replicate the pre-
liminary and intermediate steps for nuisance crime. As before, the regression diagnostics were 
favorable. And once again, the story is to be found in the regression coefficients for the Main 
Street Project and the SCI. 

9. For the two interventions, a one-tailed test is used.
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t a b l e  2

gam results for Violent crime in the central division: log link and 
Poisson disturbances (n = 417, 68% of the deviance accounted for)

Variable Estimate DF or EOF p Value

Constant 3.70 1.0 >.001
Main Street Pilot Project -0.17 1.0 .023
Safer Cities Initiative  -0.50 1.0 >.001 
s(Week) - 5.2 >.001
s(Hollenbeck) - 5.4 >.001
s(Northeast) - 6.9 >.001
s(Newton) - 1.7 .102
s(Rampart) - 2.6 .227

The average treatment effect estimates are roughly the same as found for nuisance crime. 
The Main Street Pilot regression coefficients of –0.17 translate into a count multiplier of 0.84. 
With the introduction of the pilot program, the number of violent crimes in the Central 
Division is on average approximately 84% of what it had been before the pilot program was 
introduced. The associated p value is .02. The SCI regression coefficients of –0.50 translate 
into a count multiplier of 0.61. With the introduction of SCI, the number of violent crimes is 
on average approximately 61% of what it had been before either of the interventions had been 
introduced. The associated p value is substantially less than .001. However, the same cautions 
noted for nuisance crimes still apply. 

Results for Property Crime
Table 3 shows the results for property crime. Again, all of the preliminary and intermediate 
results anticipating Table 3 broadly replicate the preliminary and intermediate steps for nuisance 
crimes and are supported by favorable regression diagnostics. The Main Street Pilot regression 
coefficients are –0.25. The count multiplier is 0.78. With the introduction of the pilot program, 
the number of property crimes in the Central Division is on average approximately 78% of 
what it had been before the pilot program was introduced. The associated p value is .005. The 
SCI regression coefficient is –0.43, which translates into a count multiplier of 0.65. With the 
introduction of SCI, the number of property crimes is on average approximately 65% of what 
it had been before either of the interventions had been introduced. The associated p value is 
less than .001. In short, for all three kinds of crime, the estimated treatment effects are rather 
similar. 
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t a b l e  3

gam results for Property crime in the central division: log link and 
Poisson disturbances (n = 417, 81% of the deviance accounted for)

Variable Estimate DF or EOF p Value

Constant 4.57 1.0 >.001
Main Street Pilot Project -0.25 1.0 .005
Safer Cities Initiative  -0.43 1.0 .001 
s(Week) - 8.4 >.001
s(Hollenbeck) - 1.0 >.222
s(Northeast) - 8.0 >.001
s(Newton) - 6.8 >.01
s(Rampart) - 6.1 .319

Spillover Spatial Effects
Finding treatment effects in the Central Division leaves unaddressed any impact the Main Street 
Project and the SCI may have had on the four adjacent police divisions. There are three clear 
possibilities. First, there may have been no impact whatsoever outside of the Central Division. 
Second, there may have been crime displacement manifested by crime increases in the four 
adjacent police divisions about the same time the LAPD intervened in the Central Division. 
Before looking at the data, we were somewhat skeptical of the displacement hypothesis because 
of our view that crime associated with homelessness depended substantially on homeless density, 
and there were apparently no new, large homeless encampments in the comparison divisions 
after the interventions. There was certainly nothing on the scale of Skid Row. 

Third, the interventions in the Central Division may have had spillover effects manifested 
by crime reductions in the four adjacent police divisions about the same time as the LAPD 
intervened in the Central Division. Although there were no large-scale encampments on the 
adjacent divisions, there were areas where homeless individuals tended to congregate. Perhaps 
these would be the areas that would have been affected. Before looking at the data, spillover 
effects seemed like a real possibility because word of the police crackdown would spread quickly 
among the homeless and related stakeholders. In addition, police officers in the comparison 
divisions might have been empowered and motivated to aggressively intervene with new home-
less encampments that spilled over into their divisions.

To address these three possibilities, we proceeded much as before. The response variables 
were the three kind of crime counts in each the four comparison divisions. The same two 
intervention variables were defined. Week and the corresponding crime count in the Central 
Division were the covariates. We essentially reversed the logic of the previous analyses. A total 
of 12 analyses followed (three kinds of crime by four comparison divisions). 

In general, the same sort of intervention effects was found. There was absolutely no evidence 
for crime displacement. There was evidence for spillover effects. As a summary, Table 4 uses 
the sum of the three kinds of crime in the four comparison divisions as the response variable. 
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The sum of the three kinds of crime for the Central Division and week are the two covariates. 
The two treatment effect estimates imply a multiplier of approximately 0.75, which is about 
what we found previously. 

There were no Main Street Project or SCI interventions in any other division but the 
Central. According to the LAPD, there were also no other law enforcement interventions in 
those divisions that could be confounded with what was going on in the Central, nor were there 
apparently any other sorts of interventions in the four comparison divisions starting around 
week 300. It is important to stress that for the crime reductions in the comparison divisions to 
be other than indirect spillover effects from the Central Division, the timing would have to be 
very similar. There would need to be a sharp beginning to the intervention around week 300. 

t a b l e  4

gam results for total crime for the comparison divisions using total 
crim in the central division and Week as regressors: log link and 

Poisson disturbances (n = 417, 87% of the deviance accounted for)

Variable Estimate DF or EOF p Value

Constant 6.91 1.0 >.001
Main Street Pilot Project -0.26 1.0 >.001
SCI -0.23 1.0 >.001 
s(Week) - 8.62 >.001
s(Central Total Crime)  - 8.51 >.001

discussion
We have shown that broad time trends in certain crimes that the Central Division shares with 
its immediate neighbors can be effectively removed. It is then possible in principle to isolate 
processes unique to the Central Division. This is at least a good start. It follows that treatment 
effect estimates are consistent with meaningful but modest crime reductions for both the Main 
Street Project and the SCI for nuisance, violent, and property crimes. 

Consider first the overall effects in the Central Division. Everything depends on the quality 
of the covariance adjustments that GAM implements. Highly nonlinear relationships with the 
response variable can be effectively taken into account even when they are unknown before the 
data are examined. Therefore, the key vulnerability is that there are one or more confounders 
having highly local temporal impacts on the amount of crime in the Central Division and that 
the local effects just happen to materialize around the time when both police initiatives were 
introduced. For example, had the City of Los Angeles instituted significant new ways to provide 
for the homeless at the same time that the police were trying to disperse them, it would be dif-
ficult to determine which interventions, if any, were reducing crime. Under such circumstances, 
the bias in our treatment effect estimates could be positive or negative. We might attribute to 
either of the interventions crime reduction effects that were not real or fail to find interven-
tion effects that were real. We know of no such confounders, nor do our informants within 
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the LAPD. However, we cannot rule them out categorically. What is clear is that crime in the 
Central Division dropped very soon after both police interventions were introduced. 

The apparent spillover effects complicate matters. One interpretation is that the Main 
Street Project and the SCI implemented in the Central Division led to more widespread but 
unofficial changes in police practices. It is also plausible that media and word-of-mouth descrip-
tions of events in the Central Division dispersed collections of homeless individuals in at least 
the adjacent police divisions. These are true spillover effects that one might call indirect. 

Another interpretation has already been anticipated. In all five police divisions in the Central 
Bureau or in the comparison divisions alone, one or more other interventions may have been 
introduced coinciding in time with the Main Street Project and the SCI. It is important to 
emphasize that such interventions would need to be sharply implemented around the same time 
as the two known police actions. The impact of any interventions with more gradual effects over 
longer time spans would likely be absorbed in the covariance adjustments. Again, we can find 
no evidence of interventions that the covariance adjustment would not be able to handle. 

Some may find the treatment effects unsurprising. The large concentration of homeless 
individuals in downtown Los Angeles, and especially on Skid Row, contained a substantial 
pool of potential crime victims who were easy targets. Likewise, there was a substantial pool of 
potential crime perpetrators. The area was also a magnet for individuals with lawless inclina-
tions. Dispersing the homeless population would seem, at face value, to be an obvious way 
to reduce crime in downtown Los Angeles. As already noted, more important for crime than 
the number of homeless in a city may be how much they are spatially concentrated. Areas 
characterized by a high density of homeless people may overwhelm local resources. It is one 
thing, for example, for a shopkeeper to ask a single homeless person not to camp right in 
front of the entrance to his or her establishment, and it is quite another to ask that of several 
individuals at once many times over the course of a working day. In the first case, there may 
be little disruption of customer traffic. In the second case, the disruption could be substantial. 
Therefore, one can view the two LAPD interventions primarily as a way to reduce the spatial 
density of homeless individuals, and one could have walked through Skid Row soon after the 
police intervened and plainly have observed over the time period for which we have data that 
the homeless encampment was no more. 

Unaddressed, however, is whether it is good public policy more generally to have police 
break up concentrations of homeless individuals living on the streets. In our view, the wisdom 
of such police action depends on what services are made available for the homeless. There might 
be little objection to aggressive policing in the short term, for example, if there were a sufficient 
number of adequate shelters where homeless individuals might safely eat and sleep. Getting the 
homeless off the streets and into shelters is probably a sensible stop-gap approach. In practice, 
however, there will often be too few shelter beds. Then, the appropriate public policy will require 
difficult trade-offs. There is also the matter of costs. Police resources reallocated to Skid Row 
are not available elsewhere. In addition, there are secondary costs that come from processing 
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homeless individuals who are arrested and homeless individuals who are incarcerated. Far more 
is involved than the wages of patrol officers reassigned to Skid Row. 

conclusions
On balance, there is evidence in the Central Division for modest but meaningful reductions 
across a wide range of crimes that can be attributed to the Main Street Project and the SCI. The 
analysis does not have the “gold standard” internal validity of a randomized experiment, but 
our nonequivalent, no-treatment control group time series design has real merit, and we can 
find no alternative explanations for our main findings. It also helps that there is unequivocal 
evidence that the Skid Row homeless encampment was completely cleared. A key intervening 
requirement for crime reduction was demonstrably fulfilled. 

The evidence for beneficial spillover effects in the comparison divisions is less compelling. 
The estimated effects are roughly comparable, but in contrast to the interventions in the Central 
Division, we have no data whatsoever on what the police may have done. We can only speculate 
on what may have happened. Although our post hoc account has some plausibility, it is no 
substitute for real measures of police practices in the comparison divisions and of responses of 
the homeless across the entire Central Bureau to interventions in Central Division. 

At the same time, the usefulness of our study depends on the knowledge base from which 
the Main Street Project and the SCI were implemented. The scientific gold standard is not 
the only yardstick. Another yardstick is the evidence about any treatment effects that would 
otherwise be available. By that measure, our findings are certainly not definitive but still are a 
step forward. 

Still, there are some strong caveats to keep in mind. The modest crime reductions imply that 
much of the crime, perhaps even most crime, in the Central Division was not driven by the Skid 
Row homeless encampment. If the goal is crime reduction overall, dispersing the homeless is, 
at best, a start. In addition, whether the findings can be usefully generalized to other cities with 
their own kinds of homeless problems is an empirical question. For example, the interventions 
in the Central Division were premised on large homeless encampments thought to be a key 
factor in local crime. Finally, there is the matter of cost effectiveness. Even if one only consid-
ers the costs of the intervention, the arrests, the prosecutions, and the incarcerations, it is not 
apparent that clearing the Skid Row homeless encampment was a good use of police resources. 
It may have been, but that case remains to be made in real economic terms. 

Crime reduction is no doubt an important policy goal. The high victimization rates for 
homeless individuals imply that the Main Street Project and the SCI probably had some direct 

benefits for the people formerly living on Skid Row streets. There were also the benefits for 
local shopkeepers, their customers, and residents in dwellings nearby. We emphasize again, 
however, that police interventions of the sort undertaken by the Main Street Project and the 
SCI do not solve the problem of homelessness. At best, they can only address one of its possible 
manifestations. 
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Policy essay on “Policing the homeless…”

alex r. Piquero
F l o r i d a  S t a t e  U n i v e r s i t y

In the fall of 2005, the City of Los Angeles and the Los Angeles Police Department (LAPD) 
pilot tested a place-based enforcement effort—the Main Street Project—to deal with home-
lessness in a downtown section known as Skid Row through the use of fines and citations. 

After anecdotal evidence of its success, the LAPD instituted a large-scale version—the Safer 
Cities Initiative (SCI)—in September 2006, which placed 50 full-time officers on the street in 
downtown Los Angeles who were charged with breaking up homeless encampments, issuing 
citations, and making arrests. After clearing out specific areas, the officers maintained their 
presence for 7 days and then moved to other parts of downtown. The LAPD’s intervention 
was limited to the Central Police Division, which is located in downtown Los Angeles close to 
Dodger Stadium, the Staples Center, and the Los Angeles Convention Center, whereas four 
other adjacent divisions (Northeast, Rampart, Hollenbeck, and Newton) formed the comparison 
sites that received no official police intervention.

The findings showed that (a) the intervention was associated with reductions in nuisance, 
property, and violent crimes; (b) there was no evidence that crime was displaced to (and thus 
increased in) the other four police divisions; and (c) there was some spillover effect such that 
comparable reductions for all three crimes were observed in the nonexperimental divisions ad-
jacent to the Central Division, which had no apparent concerted police effort. In all, the results 
of this carefully executed study demonstrate once again that it is what the police do that matters 
in targeting places for crime treatment and eventual crime reduction (Sherman, 1995).

What did We learn from the laPd Program and the science?
A growing body of experimental and quasi-experimental research indicates that the police can 
have small but significant deterrent effects on crime and disorder and that these effects do not 
necessarily decay over time—especially if booster shots (as SCI likely was for the Main Street 
Project) are administered (Braga and Bond, 2008; Mazerolle, Ready, Terrill, and Waring, 2000; 
Sherman and Weisburd, 1995). This knowledge base has emerged from policy efforts in a 
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variety of city, county, and state police departments; has focused on a vast array of crime and 
disorder issues; and when taken together, should finally put to rest the often mistaken view that 
the police have no effect on crime whatsoever (Weisburd and Eck, 2004). The study by Berk 
and MacDonald (2010, this issue) can now be added to this larger body of research insofar as 
it extends this police effect to the issue of homelessness, as well as to the crime and disorder 
consequences that follow from it.

From the science, we are reminded once again about the care and consideration needed to 
conduct a scientifically rigorous, intervention-based analysis. As readers know, it is tempting to 
attribute cause and effect in these circumstances, but Berk and MacDonald (2010) have been 
careful to allude to cause without saying the LAPD initiative absolutely caused the crime decrease. 
Their combined analyses tell an elegant story about the LAPD initiative, and one would be hard 
pressed to find other sources of variation that could have produced the various sets of findings 
uncovered in their evaluation. Furthermore, the analyses have provided criminologists with an 
alternative and useful approach to performing a time-series intervention analysis. We learned 
how small-detailed decisions (i.e., when to begin the intervention point in the analysis) can yield 
different findings. For example, Berk and MacDonald indicate that moving the start date of 
the Main Street intervention 6 weeks forward virtually removes any nuisance crime treatment 
effect for either of the two interventions. We also learned how to probe for and identify any 
displacement and spillover effects, and we learned how a simple line graph is sometimes more 
telling than a set of regression estimates (cf. Maltz, 1994). In sum, studies like these are few and 
far between, and they serve as good exemplars for scholars and students alike.

but Where did the crime go?
Of course, as with any careful scientific study, several questions emerge from Berk and MacDon-
ald’s (2010) study of the policing-the-homeless evaluation that remain in need of attention and 
consideration. Within the context of the LAPD initiative, several opportunities for theoretical 
and empirical unpacking are highlighted.

First, as with any time-series intervention study, although we can conclude that the in-
tervention was associated with a change in the outcome of interest, it is difficult to determine 
precisely what caused the association. To be sure, this does not deny the real distinct possibility, 
in the current instance, of a true intervention effect. Nevertheless, ruling out as many rival causal 
factors as possible still does not pinpoint the specific underlying theoretical causal mechanisms 
that could have produced the association between the LAPD intervention and the decrease in 
crime (cf. Piquero, 2005), which of course raises several potential possibilities.

It is the case that, in general, the City of Los Angeles arrest rates had been trending down-
ward for some time. Figure 1 shows these trends for the five police divisions that comprise the 
Central Bureau for the period 2004–2008. Here, a story can be told that the LAPD interven-
tion effect may have capitalized on the crime spike evident in the Central Area District just 
prior to the initial police intervention. It is also worth noting that although arrest rates have 
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decreased in the Central Area over time, the four adjacent areas experienced increases in arrest 
rates between 2007 and 2008.1

Building on this point, consider Figure 7 in Berk and MacDonald’s (2010) analysis. If one 
were to take a pen and place it right on top of the crime counts that appear just prior to the pilot 
program (the immediate left of the first vertical line) and then look at the overall (declining) 
trend over time without that high point showing, it seems that the crime counts were already 
declining and that the short-term effect is capitalizing on the crime spike that occurred just 
prior to the intervention. This observation raises the question as to what the crime problem was 
like in the area before the Main Street and SCI interventions were implemented. Of course, 
all this attention on the police side of the justice system operation does not rule out another 
possibility in that the intervention could have increased the number of (homeless) individuals 
who were picked up for various offenses, removed from the street, and subsequently jailed (as 
shown in Figure 2).

Another potential explanation for the disappearance of crime considers the possibility that 
the homeless population in Los Angeles changed over time. Although it is difficult to provide a 
true estimate of the homeless population, data from the Los Angeles Homeless Services Authority 
(LAHSA), which is an agency that provides estimates of the homeless population for the city 
every 2 years, point to a steady decline. Figure 3 presents the frequency count for the homeless 
population for the Los Angeles Continuum of Care Area, the City of Los Angeles, and the 
Skid Row area for the periods 2005, 2007, and 2009 (LAHSA, 2005, 2007a, 2007b, 2009a, 
2009b). As can be observed, a sizable decrease occurred in the homeless population in the city 
from 48,103 in 2005 to 24,915 in 2009, which represents a decrease of 48%. This finding is 
buttressed against the Skid Row estimates, which increased between 2005 (3,668) and 2007 
(5,131) only to decrease to 3,802 in 2009.2 What is most interesting about the Skid Row home-
less population estimates is that the reduction in crime associated with the SCI, which began in 
September 2006, occurred right before the homeless population was at its highest point (2007) 
compared with the year before and the year after the police effort was implemented.

could offenders Have changed?
These explanations notwithstanding, crime is committed by individuals against property or 
persons and, thus, entails consideration of other explanations for the crime decrease observed 
in Berk and MacDonald’s (2010) evaluation. A specific theoretical framework that is especially 
useful in the context of policing is deterrence. As readers know, deterrence is based on the no-

1. The data described in Figure 1 use the arrest rate per 1,000 population, whereas the outcome variable in 
berk and mcDonald’s (2010) study uses crime counts unadjusted for population.

2. These declines in the homeless population could have been caused by many factors, including the 
increase in service providers operating emergency and transitional housing in the areas—especially in the 
skid row section (lAHsA, 2009b: 1) as well as lA County’s $100 million Homeless Prevention Initiative and 
the city’s push for permanent supportive housing (Dimassa, 2009). Drawing a corollary to the reentry cor-
rectional system and efforts that assist offenders in transitioning back into the community, these programs 
provide services for homeless individuals in an effort to help their transition.

Piquero
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tion that compliance with the law is secured by both threatened and exerted punishment for 
criminal activity. The imposition of punishment is visited on those who have committed offenses 
in order to keep them from committing crimes in the future (specific deterrence); the threat of 
punishment is visited on those who have not yet but might commit crimes were it not for the 
fact that they could be punished if they were to do it (general deterrence). Effective punishments 
are those that are certain, carried out swiftly, and delivered with just enough severity to outweigh 
the benefits derived from offending. Although the evidence on deterrence in general is mixed 
(Pratt et al., 2005), the evidence of a certainty effect is strong (Nagin, 1998).
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F I g u r e  1

laPd Part I arrests per 1,000 Population

Source. LAPD Statistical Digest: Information Technology Division Management Report Unit. Retrieved April 21, 2010 from lapdonline.org/
crime_maps_and_compstat/content_basic_view/9098.
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F I g u r e  2

average daily Population of Jail Inmates—la county

Source: California Department of Corrections and Rehabilitation 2009 Report, 1st Quarter. Retrieved April 21, 2010 from cdcr.ca.gov/
Divisions_Boards/CSA/FSO/Surveys/Jail_Profile/Jail_Profile_Survey.html.
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Source. Los Angeles Homeless Services Authority (2005, 2007, 2009).
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Consideration of deterrence involves how individuals perceive and interpret formal (and 
informal) sanction threats. This process suggests several potential explanations that could have 
helped produce, in part, the crime reduction observed in the Skid Row section of downtown Los 
Angeles. For example, did individuals alter their perceptions of the risks of offending and then 
stop committing crime (specific deterrence)? Did would-be offenders see the increased police 
presence, watch their colleagues get arrested, and consequently reconsider their own decision to 
offend (general deterrence)? Did the cleaning of Skid Row streets and subsequent officer rotation 
make would-be offenders guess where the police would be and where they would go to next 
(cf. Koper, 1995)? On these points, research has shown that sampled individuals in the general 
(Nagin, 1998; Pogarsky, Piquero, and Paternoster, 2004) and offender (Loughran, Piquero, Fagan, 
and Mulvey, 2010) populations update their sanction risk estimates when provided with new 
information. Perhaps the LAPD policing homeless program served to produce such a change 
in sanction risk, which was then followed by a change in offending behavior. Although not 
investigated in the evaluation by Berk and MacDonald (2010), deterrence and rational choice 
explanations of crime might offer some insight into the decision-making patterns of offenders 
that might have been altered as a result of the police initiative.

An additional issue worth pursuing is the manner in which the police carried out this 
intervention. In some instances, severe crackdowns and enforcement efforts targeted at certain 
individuals have been met with scorn and disdain by some (affected) individuals (Weitzer and 
Tuch, 2006). The extent to which the LAPD justly and fairly carried out its tasks is an impor-
tant point to consider (Sherman, 2002), especially in light of research showing that legitimate 
and procedurally just interactions with justice officials is an important precursor to compliance 
with the law generally (Tyler, 1990; Fagan and Piquero, 2007), and with the police in particular 
(Skogan and Frydl, 2004).

What next?
Police enforcement is one way of dealing with the crime and disorder problem, and the subse-
quent development and implementation of successful police and public-health partnerships is 
encouraged (DeBeck, Wood, Zhang, Tyndall, Montaner, and Kerr, 2008). Given the encouraging 
results from the Main Street and SCI evaluations, the LAPD initiative certainly seems worth 
considering for expansion and replication to other areas of Los Angeles, such as the public park 
by the Santa Monica Pier and in other jurisdictions with similar problems. Thus, to the develop-
ing list of “what works” in policing crime and disorder, we can now add the LAPD initiative as 
it applies to homelessness. This item seems to be simple, straightforward, and actionable.

Yet—and not meant to take anything away from the LAPD or the evaluation of the home-
less initiative carried out by Berk and MacDonald (2010)—it would be fruitful to bear in mind 
the intellectual debt that we criminologists owe to Cesare Beccaria, who noted in 1764 that  
“[i]t is better to prevent crimes than to punish them” (1995 [1764]: 103). Thus, while continu-
ing to empower and support the police’s function of dealing with the consequences of home-
lessness from an enforcement perspective, we should reinvigorate efforts and devote resources 
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toward dealing with the underlying problem of homelessness and preventing its expansion. 
On this point, several cities and states have targeted explicitly the reduction or prevention of 
homelessness with temporary housing, jobs, and related social (welfare) services that seek to 
connect individuals and households to community-based services, thereby relying less on police 
intervention (for a review of homelessness prevention programs, see National Law Center on 
Homelessness and Poverty, 2009).

Thus, aside from the policy efforts that local, state, and federal governments make with 
respect to creating housing opportunities and transitioning programs that aid in the move-
ment away from homelessness, our job as social scientists is to study carefully the causes and 
correlates of the phenomenon of interest. Only after identifying and describing the sources 
and consequences of homelessness can effective programs be designed and implemented at full 
scale. Unfortunately, much like the field’s general lack of research on terrorism—until recently, 
criminologists have not devoted sustained effort to the homelessness issue. Still, some important 
theorizing and data collection and analysis by Barak and Bohm (1989), Hagan and McCarthy 
(1998), Baron (2004), and others has helped to shed important light on a difficult to study—
but important—population of street-living individuals who are both offenders and victims. 
Performing this kind of careful research will help us deal with the part of the process (i.e., the 
underlying causes of homelessness) that the police have little control over.

Using the criminal career paradigm as a framework (Piquero, Farrington, and Blumstein, 
2003), criminologists can begin this arduous task by asking three initial questions: Why do 
individuals become homeless, why do some individuals continue to be homeless, and why do 
some individuals stop being homeless? Studying these basic questions is what criminologists are 
best equipped to do, and only through the generation of this information can we then design 
effective, non-enforcement-based strategies that can help turn the tide against this terrible hu-
man problem. 
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Policy Essay

r e d u c I n g  H o m e l e s s - r e l a t e d  c r I m e

Tackling homelessness in Los 
Angeles’ Skid Row
The role of policing strategies and the spatial 
deconcentration of homelessness

dennis P. culhane
U n i v e r s i t y  o f  P e n n s y l v a n i a

The policing initiatives in Los Angeles’ Skid Row studied by Berk and MacDonald (2010, 
this issue) are part of a long history of using police to control public spaces and delimit 
the physical appearance of homelessness in the modern American city. Shop owners, 

local chambers of commerce, tourism officials, and their advocates in government have long 
been frustrated by the presence of visibly destitute men and women in commercial areas. These 
frustrations have led to repeated attempts to criminalize homelessness with ordinances that target 
panhandling, loitering, and sleeping in public (Foscarinis, Cunningham-Bowers, and Brown, 
1999; National Law Center on Homelessness & Poverty, 2006). Even more commonly, police 
have been deployed to clear areas of indigent people by prodding them to “move along” or by 
loading them in vans for transport to shelters or even to other towns. People who are homeless 
have also been the target of differential enforcement of various laws as a means of discouraging 
them from settling in certain areas or for clearing them for special events (e.g., national politi-
cal conventions, Olympics, etc.). Encampments and other informal squatter settlements have 
been dismantled regularly on the grounds of enforcing health and safety standards (Guy and 
Lloyd, 2010; Katz, 2010).

The rationale for the Safer City Initiatives (SCI) in Skid Row went beyond the mere man-
agement of physical space and aimed more specifically to reduce crime in the downtown district 
of Los Angeles. As Berk and MacDonald (2010) indicate in their test of its effects, the initiative 
was intended explicitly to reduce nuisance, property, and violent crimes that were thought to 
be associated with the spatial concentration of homelessness in Skid Row. The authors report 
that a “meaningful but modest” reduction occurred in crime in the period subsequent to the 
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clearance of encampments and stepped-up enforcement. However, because crime rates remained 
approximately 60% of their prior levels, they also concluded that most of the crime in the area 
was not associated with public forms of homelessness per se. The area itself may have remained 
a place that attracts or is home to perpetrators of crime, regardless of the visible presence of 
people who are homeless. Moreover, as the authors note, because people who are homeless are 
more likely to be victims of some crimes, especially violent crimes, some of the crime reduction 
may be attributable to the removal of potential victims, not just perpetrators.

In any case, Berk and MacDonald (2010) conclude rightly that that the SCI did not pro-
duce results that could support a policing strategy as an effective means to address homelessness. 
Without adequate alternatives to street homelessness, as in a sufficient supply of supported 
housing and emergency shelter, any clearance strategy is simply going to disperse people into 
other areas, where they will remain homeless. (Interestingly, the authors did not find a displace-
ment effect on crime—people who were homeless and scattered by the elimination of encamp-
ments in Skid Row did not create an increase in crime in adjacent areas. Rather, they found 
a spillover effect—adjacent areas also saw declines in crime, possibly because of the carryover 
of stepped-up enforcement in adjacent areas.) As noted by Berk and MacDonald (2010), the 
SCI intervention was not intended as an intervention to address homelessness, but instead it 
was developed to fight the crime problems created by the spatial concentration of homelessness 
in encampments and on the streets of Skid Row. The authors report that they could not find 
any potential confounding explanations for the observed drop in crimes that were linked to the 
timing of the SCI. However, it is noteworthy that simultaneous interventions were underway 
in Skid Row sponsored by Los Angeles County, under the umbrella of the “Homelessness 
Prevention Initiatives,” which included the creation of expanded supported housing capacity, 
increased housing assistance under the General Relief program, and more aggressive Supple-
mental Security Income (SSI) enrollment. All of these programs were targeted to people who 
were chronically homeless in Skid Row. Each of these likely contributed to some declines in 
homelessness in the area but perhaps not in so distinct a temporal association with the SCI 
impacts found by the authors.

Regardless, the focus on the deconcentration of visible homelessness and encampments 
ultimately might prove to be of limited impact, both on the spatial concentration of visible 
homelessness and on crime in downtown Los Angeles. First, the intervention seems to be time 
limited. Police resources cannot be reallocated to this purpose indefinitely. Second, as noted by 
Berk and MacDonald (2010), the increased police presence may be among the lesser costs of the 
strategy compared with the costs of related arrests and incarcerations. Thus, it is not clear that 
the city, which bears the costs of the police, or the county, which pays for the jails, would want 
to sustain such a strategy. Indeed, a growing body of research—including a study evaluating a 
housing program targeting chronically homeless persons in Skid Row (Flaming, Matsunaga, 

and Burns, 2009)—shows that it is cheaper to provide supported housing for many of the 
chronically homeless than to have them shuttling among hospitals, shelters, and jails (Culhane, 
Metraux, and Hadley, 2002; Gilmer, Manning, and Ettner, 2009; Larimer et al., 2009; Perlman 
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and Parvensky, 2006;). Third, and perhaps most importantly, the spatial concentration of visible 
homelessness and encampments in Skid Row is caused largely by a factor left unaddressed by 
this dispersal strategy. Specifically, people are living in the streets of Skid Row en masse because 
of the spatial concentration there of large shelters, meal programs, and other social services 
that target people who are homeless. These programs have longstanding ties to the area and 
are not going away in the near term. Indeed, among the more fundamental long-term issues 
to consider regarding the concentration of homelessness in downtown Los Angeles is how to 
disperse the homelessness facilities that are a magnet for needy persons and that have created a 
self-perpetuating and unrivaled social services ghetto (at least in the United States).

Of course, dispersing homelessness facilities is no more of a long-term approach to addressing 
homelessness than is dispersing the homeless themselves. Any attempt to address the problematic 
concentration of homelessness facilities, as well as the visibility of street homelessness in Los 
Angeles, must include a larger vision and longer term strategy to address homelessness. Indeed, 
a collective public and private commitment to break up and disperse the facilities in downtown 
Los Angeles could create just the impetus that is necessary to force a rethinking of how the region 
addresses the problem of homelessness more generally. Without such a concomitant approach 
to rethinking the social service ghetto in Skid Row, it will remain the most potent symbol and 
institutionalization of homelessness in Los Angeles and, indeed, in the United States.

The ingredients of a more sustainable solution should consider several reforms and initia-
tives. First, as part of the dismantling of the shelter and social services facilities in Skid Row, a 
plan should be developed for new, more dispersed facilities that are designed at an appropriate 
scale so as to fulfill an emergency mission (not a human warehouse or long-term care facility). 
The facilities should be specialized with regard to the populations they serve (people exiting 
corrections, substance abuse treatment, mental health treatment, and youth) and should be 
programmed 24 hours a day (not nighttime only) to provide the services and support people 
need to relocate sustainably with family, friends, in supported housing, or elsewhere in the 
community. These new shelters should be intentional, targeted, outcome oriented, and time 
limited, with clear expectations for both providers and clients (none of these are features of the 
contemporary homeless shelter as commonly understood or practiced). 

A major challenge with the dispersal of homeless facilities will be the certain resistance 
by neighborhood organizations to the establishment of new facilities. As part of the initial 
proposals for SCI and the Homelessness Prevention Initiative (HPI), five stabilization centers 
were proposed as alternatives to incarceration for those committing minor crimes and for those 
discharged from county hospitals, but resistance was so great that none were ever built. Any 
strategy involving newly dispersed programs would have to rethink the nature and structure of 
the programs, physical design, security, and location if they are to be built successfully at all.

Second, programs that support people in avoiding shelter entry or that facilitate shelter exit 

should be expanded greatly. New federal resources through the Homelessness Prevention and 
Rapid Rehousing Program provide for a significant, newly designed model of service provision 
whereby resources are directed to assist homeless and at-risk households with stabilizing their 
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housing or with relocating to a new unit (Culhane, Metraux and Byrne, 2010). Consistent with 
a more outcome-oriented shelter system, this new paradigm places the emphasis on the desired 
housing solution rather than on simply maintenance of homeless people in homeless facilities. 
The prevention of homelessness should become a multisectoral and cross-agency responsibil-
ity, with social welfare agencies required to identify if their clients are at risk of homelessness 
and to provide the first line of defense against it. These agencies would include the Temporary 
Assistance for Needy Families (TANF) program, and programs with residential or institutional 
components, such as correctional agencies, inpatient care programs, detoxification programs, 
and dependent and delinquent youth services. Each of these agencies should have protocols 
for assessing the risk for homelessness among their exiting clientele and programs designed to 
avert shelter placement, even if those interventions are time limited (the primary risk periods 
for shelter entry are 30 to 60 days after institutional discharge, and most persons are homeless 
fewer than 60 days). 

Third, the new, spatially deconcentrated, and housing solution-oriented homelessness 
assistance system should be embedded deeper in the traditional community-based health and 
social services network. Rather than creating insulated homeless programs or service ghettos, 
as may have been done inadvertently through the federal Continuum of Care policy, homeless 
assistance programs should be connecting individuals and families to the regular sources of 
health and social services supports they can access in their communities after their exit from 
homelessness (and that many were presumably using prior to entering homelessness). Indeed, 
these service networks need to be part of the solution to homelessness, both in identifying 
at-risk households who need stabilization supports as well as in assisting with the transition of 
people back into stable housing.

Fourth, a newly reformed homelessness assistance system will need much closer coordina-
tion with mainstream entitlement and income assistance programs. Every person or family who 
approaches the homelessness assistance system should be screened systematically for benefits 
to which they may be eligible. These benefits would include TANF, General Relief (GR), and 
SSI. Special General Relief initiatives that can provide income and housing assistance to people 
awaiting SSI approval should be expanded, as these costs are fully recoverable from the federal 
government from the date of application to the date of receipt. Successful GR housing subsidy 
programs and employment programs should likewise be expanded and coordinated on site with 
the newly reformed homeless programs. Recent evaluations of these efforts in LA County have 
found that employment programs are successful in connecting people to jobs, that housing 
programs successfully avert and end homelessness among GR recipients, and that both programs 
are cost effective (Culhane and Metraux, 2009; Moreno, Toros, and Stevens, 2009).

Fifth, because the homelessness problem results most fundamentally from a lack of afford-
able housing, especially for populations with fixed and low incomes, permanent housing subsidy 

programs must be expanded aggressively. Research on Skid Row has shown that permanent 
supported housing programs targeted to people who are chronically homeless can yield a net 
positive cost-offset for county government and other public payers (Flaming, Matsunaga, and 
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Burns, 2009). Similar approaches for vulnerable families, particulary those who face costly out-
of-home placement of children, should be established, and targeted to this subset of homeless 
families and to other vulnerable families on fixed disability incomes. Broader housing afford-
ability strategies can also help to alleviate some pressure on emergency assistance programs by 
reducing the number of households with acute housing needs. These strategies could include 
set-aside programs that require developers to allocate a proportion of new units at affordable 
rents, designating tax credits for affordable housing projects that target persons who are homeless 
or of very low income, and expansions in state and federal rental subsidy programs.

Sixth, any effort to address homelessness effectively must consider the perspectives of 
people who are homeless in the design of various solutions. The single adult homeless popula-
tion is aging and is not the same as it was only 15 years ago. Wagner’s (1993) ethnography of 
homelessness made a point of the “resistant” posture of the population at that time, a posture 
that may be changing as the population ages, and based on more recent ethnographic work 
(M.H. Moreno, personal communication, May 13, 2010). In any case, input from people who 
are homeless will help to shape housing solutions and emergency programs that are responsive, 
timely, and focused on the results that are sought collectively.

Finally, reform strategies should be evaluated rigorously to provide policy makers with in-
formation regarding the effectiveness of programs and opportunities for efficiencies. Generating 
and sustaining political support for homelessness assistance will depend on showing results and 
must prove to decision leaders that public resources are being invested prudently. Although not 
all homelessness assistance programs can show cost neutrality or a positive net benefit-cost ratio, 
many efforts can show that they have positive spillover effects, especially in terms of quality 
of life for the residents assisted and the communities in which they live (or from which they 
have spatially deconcentrated), as well as in the reduced use of expensive emergency services. 
Research will be critical to document these effects. 

conclusion
Policing strategies can address the spatial concentration of homeless encampments and, thereby, 
reduce some crimes associated with this disproportionate concentration. However, dispersing 
people who are homeless does not solve their homelessness. As Berk and MacDonald (2010) 
describe, homelessness is a complex problem that cannot be addressed through a policing ap-
proach alone. A legitimate and appropriate role for law enforcement is to help indigent people 
connect to services and even to discourage unhealthful encampments that enable people to 
avoid engaging with meaningful services and supports. However, critical to the legitimacy of 
law enforcement’s involvement on this issue must be a broader societal commitment to address 
homelessness more effectively. That includes not only law enforcement but also social service 
providers who are willing to reenvision their roles (and locations), community organizations 

that are willing to provide their support, and government funding for the new model, including 
targeted shelters and expansions in housing subsidies for those who cannot exit homelessness 
without them. A new and more comprehensive approach to homelessness in Los Angeles is 
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possible, and perhaps the modest success of the SCI, as well as the noteworthy successes of 
the county’s HPIs in Skid Row, can provide a new impetus for a more fundamental change in 
Los Angeles. 
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Policy is in the details
Using external validity to help policy makers

John e. eck
U n i v e r s i t y  o f  C i n c i n n a t i

Criminologists lament that their voices are seldom heard in the rooms of policy. Although 
all interest groups suffer similar distress, we criminologists do have a point. Much 
criminal justice policy is what some of my colleagues call “quackery” (Latessa, Cullen, 

and Gendreau, 2002); it is devoid of not only evidence but also of logic. Some approaches to 
crime and justice receive little policy support, despite their supporting evidence. And as impor-
tant, some evidence-based policies are misinterpreted, misapplied, and misused.

Criminologists may not be able to prevent dumb ideas from being applied, and they may 
have difficulty getting policy makers to adopt evidence-based practices. Still, criminologists 
do have some ability to reduce the misinterpretation, misapplication, and misuse of their 
evidence. They can be clear about how policy works. A lack of clarity muddles and obfuscates 
criminological policy discourse. 

Clarity about how a policy works is every bit as important as clarity about statistical methods, 
research designs, and measures of constructs. Science demands that studies be described in suf-
ficient detail that they can be replicated. A study that cannot be replicated becomes the subject 
of grave suspicion, as is exemplified by cold fusion (Taubes, 1993). Similarly, criminologists 
who desire to influence policy must describe the policies they study with sufficient clarity that 
a policy maker could implement it, should that the policy be desirable, or avoid it if the policy 
is undesirable. Clarity is less a matter of style than of providing the right information. What is 
this information? This is the subject of this essay.

I argue that policy relevance is related to the external validity. Not external validity as viewed 
by Berk and MacDonald (2010, this issue), but as viewed by the people who may consider 
applying a study’s findings. Criteria for external validity (Shadish, Cook, and Campbell, 2002) 
provide a useful list of information authors should provide policy makers. I apply these criteria 
to the study by Berk and MacDonald to illustrate how information about these criteria can aid 
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policy makers and why the absence of such information hinders interpretation, application, 
and use.

external Validity and Practical utility
What makes a piece of research useful to a criminal justice policy maker? External validity 
provides a useful way to answer this question. External validity concerns how generalizable a 
study’s findings are to other times, places, and circumstances (Shadish et al., 2002). Researchers 
pay homage to external validity in principle but less so in practice. The reason is that a single 
study can do little to address it. Whereas internal validity (i.e., the degree to which the causal 
conclusions of a study are justified by the research design) is a matter of falsifying alternative 
explanations of something that occurred in the past, external validity is about providing evidence 
for some hypothetical future outcome. The best a researcher can do with a single study is to 
show that there are no obvious insurmountable barriers to success in the future. Nevertheless, 
from the policy maker’s perspective, external validity criteria provide a handy way of assessing 
the use of a particular study.

Expanding on Cronbach (1982), Shadish et al. (2002) developed five dimensions of ex-
ternal validity: units, treatments, outcomes, settings, and mechanism. Units refer to the cases 
examined in the research: Will the study’s results change if the units are altered? Treatments refer 
to the operationalization of the intervention: Will the study’s results change if the intervention 
is implemented differently? Outcomes describe how the dependent variable is operationalized: 
Will the study’s results change if these measures are taken differently? Settings describe the 
context within which the treatment is applied: Will the study’s results change when applied 
in a different jurisdiction by a different agency? Mechanism refers to the process by which the 
treatment produces the results within the setting: Will the study’s results change if the treatment 
triggers a different process in a new setting? To make this clearer, let us apply these dimensions 
to Berk and MacDonald’s (2010) study.

learning from Policing Homeless
Berk and MacDonald (2010) provide an excellent case study for examining clarity. Their article 
is clearly relevant. Homeless encampments are not a trivial problem in U.S. cities. Police, public 
health, and other public agencies need to grapple with what to do about them (Chamard, 2010). 
As important, the policy examined seems to be practical—regardless of one’s feelings about the 
desirability of removing homeless encampments, there is no dispute that this can be done. 

Berk and MacDonald’s (2010) study has a reasonable degree of internal validity. Their 
evaluation design has eliminated most alternative explanations for the crime reduction after 
the pilot and full treatments. However, although there is still the possibility of some unknown 
confounding variable responsible for the crime drops, the uncertainty over program efficacy is 
probably far less than the maximum threshold tolerable by most policy makers.
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Units of Homelessness
To what units should the policy maker apply this policy? The introduction suggests places, but 
the study was carried out in a police district. “Place” is a theoretical term embedded in routine 
activity theory. It is a geographical entity far smaller than a police district or neighborhood. 

Sherman, Gartin, and Buerger (1989) defined a place as “a fixed physical environment that 
can be seen completely and simultaneously, at least on its surface, by one’s naked eye” (p. 31). Eck 
and Weisburd (1995) state, “[p]laces…are specific locations with the larger social environment, 
They can be as small as the area immediately next to an automatic teller machine or as large as 
a block face, a strip shopping center, or an apartment building. Often places are thought of as 
addresses, specific types of businesses, or block faces” (p. 3). A homeless encampment is a place. 
Central Division, in Los Angeles, is a police command area, and it is definitely not a place.

Why is this important? Places have three basic roles in crime. First, from a routine activity 
theory perspective, they are where offenders physically come into contact with targets (Felson 
and Boba, 2010). Much can be done to prevent such meetings or to prevent such meetings 
from turning into crime (Eck, 2002). Second, places can be convergent settings (Felson, 2003), 
which are meeting places for offenders that facilitate co-offending there or elsewhere. And 
finally, places can be corrupting spots that generate crime at other locations. For example, a 
metal scrap recycling yard, by serving as a receiver of stolen metal, helps produce copper theft 
from other places. In all three roles, places are contact sites—not metaphorical contact, but real 
physical contact. A homeless encampment can take on any of these three roles. A neighborhood 
or police district can take on none.

Were the homeless encampments the treatment units or was the division? Central Division 
was unlikely to have been one large homeless encampment. And it is not likely that encamp-
ments were dispersed evenly about the division. Therefore, the police probably did not treat 
the entire division. They probably treated the camps. In contrast, one could argue that a few 
moderate-to-large homeless camps may have crime implications for the wider area within which 
they are embedded. The diffusion of crime from the camps was unlikely to have been uniform 
throughout the division, however. And it is not likely that encampment connected crimes ended 
abruptly at the boundaries of the division.

What we have is the possibility that the police treated places, but the evaluation was 
conducted at an area level. A real place-based design would have been preferable. Treated and 
untreated encampments could have been observed, and the crime in their buffer areas could 
have been counted. 

The authors are rightfully concerned about the use of law enforcement to deal with problems 
created by homelessness. But their evaluation design gives the possibly misleading impression 
that entire neighborhoods need to be treated. Policy makers who take a neighborhood approach 
may not only increase the monetary costs of their interventions but also are likely to increase 
the social costs of their actions. Precise place-focused interventions might be able to reduce the 
unintended negative consequences.
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Treatment of Homeless Encampments
We do not know where the police acted. Do we know more about what they did? What does 
removing a homeless encampment entail? How many encampments were addressed? Complicat-
ing matters, Berk and McDonald (2010) also state that other forms of enforcement were used 
outside the encampments, such as crackdowns on drunkenness, prostitution, and drug use; foot 
patrols against incivilities; undercover actions against drug dealers; an anti-robbery initiative; 
and a general increase in police visibility. Were these the active ingredients in the treatment? If 
so, this intervention is not simply one of removing homeless encampments, and the treatment 
would have been at the area rather than the place level. In fact, homeless encampment removal 
may not be the actions that drove down crime; it may be the other enforcement activities that 
accompanied the removals. If this is true, then using these enforcement tactics and leaving the 
encampments in place would have been as effective. And removing homeless encampments 
without using these other enforcement activities would have little or no impact on crime.

The lack of treatment specificity makes it difficult for scrupulous policy makers to deter-
mine what they should do. If policy makers simply removes homeless encampments, then they 
do not know how many to remove or whether this strategy is sufficient. If they implement 
law enforcement crackdowns, then they do not know whether this will work in the absence 
of camp removal. And if they do both, then they may be wasting resources and making their 
operations excessively harsh.

Outcomes of Homeless Encampment Treatment
Combining a heterogeneous set of crimes into broad categories such as violent, property, and 
disorder helps assure that there are sufficient events for statistical tests. However, it is likely that 
each category is dominated by a few types—for example, assaults may dominate the violence 
category, thefts from vehicles and assorted larcenies probably are most of the property offenses, 
and drug possession or prostitution might be the dominant disorder event. 

Not knowing what these dominant categories are puts the policy maker in the position of 
not knowing precisely what types of crime reduction she is buying. A policy maker considering 
removing homeless encampments to reduce burglaries, or rapes, or public urination might think 
again if he knew that the Los Angeles experience does not extend to these offenses.

Settings of Homeless Encampment Treatment
If policy makers adopt the policy described in the research, they will implement it in a setting 
different from that in which it was tested. Although the researcher cannot know who will 
implement the policy where, the researcher can describe the setting with sufficient detail that 
the policy maker can make such a comparison. Because units are embedded in settings, lack 
of clarity about units will reduce setting specificity. If the unit is the police district, then the 
setting includes the surrounding districts. If the unit is the homeless encampment place, then 
the setting is the police district.
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The setting matters because we cannot rule out the possibility that the treatment interacts 
with different settings differently, producing different outcomes. Policy makers seem to under-
stand this intuitively when they state, “Your treatment may have worked in your city, but it is 
unlikely to work here.” The technical term for this is “context sensitivity.” One of the major 
reasons for replication is to learn how sensitive an intervention is to context. But to replicate, 
we have to be clear about both units and setting.

Here are some unknown facts about the district setting (assuming units are encampments) 
that might influence outcomes: the spatial clustering of encampments, the size distribution of 
encampments within the district, and the proximity of encampments to crime and disorder hot 
spots. The treatment may work well against spatially concentrated encampments but poorly 
when they are spread over a large area (or vice versa). If a few big encampments predominate, 
then taking these out may be useful, but if the encampments are many and small, then the 
intervention might be more difficult to implement. If the encampments are close to the sites 
of crime, then the causal link between encampments and crime is more obvious, so we would 
expect the treatment to work better than if encampments are a considerable distance from 
crime hot spots.

The setting also influences how we can interpret claims about displacement and diffusion 
of benefits. The standard practice for determining whether displacement or diffusion has oc-
curred is to create a buffer around the treatment unit and handle it like a secondary treatment 
site. A separate control site is selected so that it is unlikely to be contaminated by the treatment. 
Because the context of a treatment interacts with that treatment, a setting is inappropriate for 
a control (Guerette and Bowers, 2009). The use of adjacent districts to Central as controls vio-
lates this rule. If offenders displaced to peripheral districts from Central, then the surrounding 
district crime trends would have been influenced by the treatment (by the same logic, diffusion 
of benefits would also contaminate these pseudo controls). In short, a policy maker cannot 
assume the displacement and diffusion findings are correct.

Mechanisms from Treating Homeless Encampments in Their Setting
The final clarity issue involves how the treatment brings about the outcome. It is standard in 
the hard sciences to show that there is a clear path from a manipulation to the outcome and not 
just a correlation. Thagard (1999), for example, shows that medical scientists ignored random 
controlled experiments that indicated that bacteria created stomach ulcers, until researchers 
demonstrated that a species of bacteria of the type that could cause the ulcers could survive 
and flourish in a human stomach. 

What was the mechanism by which homeless encampment closures influenced crime? 
There are at least four, each with its own relevance to policy makers: victim removal, offender 
removal, place control, and side effect. 

Victim Removal. The authors imply that removing the camps removed the possible victims. 
If the homeless were the primary victims of the crimes and disorders measured, then we would 
have to assume that they reported their victimizations to the police routinely. Although possible, 
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there are several arguments against this mechanism: The lack of access to phone and lack of 
trust in police are the two most obvious arguments. In fact, if the homeless were the victims, 
then closing encampments might suppressed reporting—reducing crime reporting through 
homeless advocacy groups and reducing (former) residents’ trust in police. If a policy maker is 
interested in reducing harms to the homeless, then this is a serious concern.

Offender removal. If a significant portion of the offenses in Central Division were perpe-
trated against nonhomeless victims by homeless people living in encampments, then a different 
mechanism was triggered: the disruption of homeless offending patterns. How, exactly, is unclear. 
Perhaps these homeless offenders scattered to offend elsewhere. Perhaps, the encampments were 
convergent settings (Felson, 2003) that allowed offending homeless to meet and coordinate 
criminal activities. Although we do not know if this were true, this explanation does not have 
to contend with the crime reporting problem of the first explanation. This mechanism might 
appeal to policy makers with a disposition toward encampment removal and might be abhor-
rent to policy makers who oppose such interventions.

Place control. Eliminating the camps could be a form of place management (Madensen and 
Eck, 2008). Eliminating these places would reduce the chances of vulnerable victims meeting 
willing offenders in an uncontrolled setting. This explanation runs afoul of the same criticism 
as the victim mechanism, but we cannot rule it out. If this is the mechanism, then a variety of 
encampment control mechanisms might be possible for policy makers: ranging from closing 
them entirely and making camping sites untenable to introducing regulatory processes within 
camps.

Side effect. Finally, it is possible that the police activity in Central associated with removing 
the encampments (but not the removal themselves) disrupted criminal activity by the nonhome-
less. This is plausible if the encampments were near crime hotspots (even if the homeless were 
not involved in the hot spots). If true, then the same or greater crime reduction might have been 
achieved by focusing on crime hot spots and on prolific offenders and ignoring encampments. 
And, if true, the elimination encampments in other settings may not get the crime reduction 
results observed in this study.

Improving Policy relevance
This case study illustrates that external validity can provide a useful way to describe policy 
relevance. We should put this lesson to use. Just as we expect authors to describe their data, 
designs, and measures in some detail so we can assess internal, construct, and statistical validity 
(Shadish et al., 2002), we should also expect authors writing on policy to describe the dimen-
sions of external validity. Policy makers may not understand the importance of the statistical 
methods, research design, or even measurement, but they probably can understand the relevance 
of units, treatment, outcomes, setting, and mechanism. We should ask the following questions 
“Has the study described these dimensions in sufficient detail and clarity that a policy maker 
could faithfully implement this policy?” And if these elements cannot be described with clarity, 
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then we should ask the following question: “Has the study clearly stated that there is a lack of 
relevant information about these dimensions?” 

I have made the claim that policy relevance goes beyond competent research. Policy 
relevance is not simply about “what works.” Policy relevance is also about “what works where, 
when, and with whom.” And policy relevance also concerns “how does it work under different 
circumstances.” If criminologists are to be useful, then they must be clear about these basics. 
And if the circumstances surrounding the study prevent the researchers from providing these 
basics, then the researchers should be clear about what they do not know. Only then can we 
claim that we have done our best to prevent our results from being misinterpreted, misapplied, 
or misused.
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The Safer Cities Initiative and 
the removal of the homeless
Reducing crime or promoting gentrification 
on Los Angeles’ Skid Row?

alex s. Vitale
B r o o k l y n  C o l l e g e

The Safer Cities Initiative (SCI), with its massive influx of law enforcement resources, 
undoubtedly was effective in sweeping the streets of the poor and homeless in the 
Skid Row area of downtown Los Angeles. Tent cities, open-air drug markets, and the 

constant motion of shopping carts have all been reduced significantly, bringing an improve-
ment in the physical environment and the social quality of life for those remaining—some of 
them poor. Some reduction in crime seems to have occurred in the area as well—although its 
exact nature and scope remain somewhat unclear. On this basis alone, the Los Angeles Police 
Department (LAPD) and its boosters at the Manhattan Institute have claimed victory in the 
ideological battle to prove that the solution to crime and poverty is not more social spending 
but instead, expanded and more aggressive law enforcement targeting some of the poorest and 
most vulnerable populations in society (Mac Donald, 2009). What remains to be determined, 
however, is whether this initiative produced outcomes that are actually worthy of replication 
in other urban areas around the country. Here, I think the answer is clearly “no,” based on 
the failure to reduce homelessness and the high costs associated with what are at best minimal 
crime reductions. 

Berk and MacDonald’s (2010, this issue) study is restricted to a narrow measure of whether 
crime reductions in the Central District of Los Angeles, after the two-stage introduction of 
the SCI, were greater than in surrounding parts of the city. However, even the limited claim 
that geographically targeted policing of homeless concentrations can bring about statistically 
meaningful crime reductions demands scrutiny. More importantly, city leaders searching for 
policy guidance from this study must take into consideration two important questions. The first 
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question is whether a massive influx of law enforcement resources is the most cost-effective way 
of reducing crime and the social problems of homelessness and the poverty associated with it. 
The second is whether the primary goal of the SCI was really to reduce crime and homelessness 
or instead to remove a large concentration of poor people forcibly from Skid Row in hopes of 
encouraging the subsequent gentrification of the area. 

crime reduction
The methods used by the SCI raise a substantial concern about opportunity costs. The addition 
of 50 regular officers and dozens of officers from narcotics and other specialized units in a small 
area (about 50 square blocks) is bound to have some positive effects on crime, but is this really 
the most cost-effective way to achieve overall crime reductions in the City of Los Angeles? The 
cost of the 50 officers alone is estimated to be $6 million a year (Blasi, 2007). Each arrest is 
estimated by the City of Los Angeles to cost $4,300, which comes to $118 million during the 
life of the program (LACAN, 2009b). This estimate does not include the costs of processing 
citations or state prison time. By comparison, the combined spending in the Los Angeles County 
area from municipalities, county, state, and federal sources on homelessness is approximately 
$600 million a year (Wolch, Dear, and Blasi et al, 2007: 6). The policy question here is whether 
approximately $150–$200 million dollars worth of law enforcement spending by the City of 
Los Angeles might have been used better to reduce homelessness through the construction of 
supportive housing. In fact, this amount might be significantly larger if used to leverage both 
state and federal funds. 

Several weaknesses exist in the design of this research, which uses the entire Central Dis-
trict as its treatment area. The SCI, however, was limited to a 50-square-block zone within the 
Central District. Blasi and Stuart (2008) showed that much of the crime reduction in the Central 
District occurred equally inside and outside the Skid Row area, where police resources were not 
increased. The only difference was a reduction of approximately 50 robberies a year. 

In addition, short time-series analyses of crime rates have not proven useful in explaining 
the broad, sustained national trend of crime reduction. Changes in the number of police, use of 
incarceration, employment rates, and use of new policing tactics have all failed to explain why 
crime has fallen so much in almost all the United States and Canada during the last 20 years 
(Blumstein and Wallman, 2006; Zimring, 2007). Attempting to analyze crime rate changes in 
one small area over a short period is fraught with potential problems. Although this research 
uses weekly crime data to isolate the effect of specific interventions, the exact timing of these 
interventions is hard to identify, especially given that significant fluctuations in crime rates in 
small areas in short time periods are the norm. Even though efforts were made to filter out some 
of this “noise” through complex statistical analysis, in general terms, these kinds of studies have 
not proven heuristic in explaining the broad trend of crime reduction.

One final concern remains in estimating the reliability of this research. One central element 
of the SCI was to eliminate numerous encampments and reduce public loitering. The result of 
this initiative, combined with a reduction in low-income housing overall in the area, has been 
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the displacement of a large part of the population within the Skid Row area. The population 
of the Skid Row area before the SCI was estimated at 10,000–15,000, including those living 
on the streets. During the SCI, tens of thousands of citations and arrests occurred, thousands 
of people ended up in jails or prisons, and thousands were removed from tent cities. The city’s 
annual homelessness count showed a reduction of 10,000 homeless people in the central part of 
the city, which encompasses, but is larger than Skid Row between 2005 and 2009 (Los Angeles 
Homeless Services Authority, 2005, 2009). These figures suggest that the reductions in crime 
found in the report, which were based on raw numbers, not rates, may be overstated. The exact 
amount is difficult to calculate without more reliable population data, but even a 10% reduction 
in population in the Central District, relative to the surrounding districts, might throw off the 
statistical significance of the findings. 

Homelessness reduction
The SCI may have succeeded in displacing people from Skid Row, but it has not reduced 
homelessness. In fact, it has made it more difficult for many people to escape homelessness. The 
heavy reliance on arrests, especially those that involve charges of drug dealing, make it more 
difficult to access social services, employment, and permanent housing. Tens of thousands of 
citations were issued under this program in keeping with the “broken windows” philosophy. 
The fines associated with these citations generally cannot be paid by the poor people who 
receive them, which causes them to turn into warrants. In a single 14-month period, 1,200 
people were arrested in the SCI area just for unpaid citations (Los Angeles Community Action 
Network [LACAN], 2009b). These arrests, which were part of the total of 27,000 during a 
3-year period, can have devastating consequences because even a short period in custody can 
mean the loss of a job or housing. 

The worst-case scenario for those arrested is to be charged with drug dealing. This occurrence 
is increasingly common as charging policies at the District Attorney’s (DA’s) office and police 
narcotics enforcement practices have changed during the course of the SCI (Blasi, 2007: 37; 
Rubin, 2007). Approximately half the arrests under the SCI are for drug offenses, and of these, 
approximately half are for sales or possession with intent to sell (Blasi, 2007: 33). According 
to a review of SCI-related cases, most of those charged with dealing are caught with only $20 
worth of drugs as a result of police “buy and bust” operations, and in most of these cases, the 
DA has pushed for felony dealing convictions with multiyear sentences (Blasi, 2007: 34). 

A conviction for sales or possession with intent to sell makes these arrestees permanently 
ineligible for a variety of services, including public housing, federal financial aid for college 
and training programs, food stamps, and welfare (Temporary Assistance for Needy Families 
[TANF]). Many residential treatment programs and even transitional and permanent supportive 
housing assume the availability of food stamps, TANF, and other funding streams that are not 
available to those convicted of drug dealing, thus jeopardizing these programs and potentially 
making access to them impossible for those blocked from receiving federal assistance. Research 
on employment for those with even lower level drug convictions indicates substantial impedi-
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ments to hiring for even low-skill positions (Pager, 2007), blocking another potential pathway 
out of homelessness.

Those convicted of drug sales are also ineligible for services provided under California’s 
Proposition 36, which was designed to divert low-level drug offenders, mostly addicts, from 
the prison system and send them to treatment instead. By treating so many Skid Row addicts 
as dealers, the police and the DA are essentially ignoring the will of voters who did not want 
those types of drug offenders in prison. Overall, the effect is to make this population less able 
to end their homelessness by limiting their access to treatment services, employment, and 
subsidized housing, which are exactly what has been proven necessary to help people escape 
homelessness. 

The use of law enforcement to address conditions on Skid Row has another negative con-
sequence for the poor and homeless people living there. The heavy use of citations and arrests 
significantly degrades the quality of life for many of these people, some of whom have never 
been charged with anything more serious than jaywalking or littering. There is also substantial 
evidence that some enforcement efforts associated with SCI have been extralegal in nature in-
volving racial profiling, illegal searches, and excessive use of force. In January 2009, the LAPD 
was forced to agree to change its stop-and-search policies significantly in response to a lawsuit 
by the American Civil Liberties Union and National Lawyers Guild. The suit claimed that of-
ficers were making stops and searches without any probable cause, which a federal judge found 
to be unconstitutional. In April 2009, the LACAN filed a complaint with the Department 
of Justice asking them to investigate a pattern of civil rights abuses by the LAPD in the Skid 
Row area. The complaint alleges widespread racial profiling and describes numerous instances 
of police using excessive force, including six cases in which there is video or photo evidence or 
corroborating witnesses (LACAN, 2009a). 

removal of Homeless and Poor People
One policy area in which the SCI has clearly been successful is the removal of large numbers 
of visible homeless and poor people from the streets of Skid Row. These results are consistent 
with the use of broken windows theory for the removal of disorderly populations. The heavy 
and sustained issuing of citations and subsequent arrests for unpaid tickets was central to the 
removal of “squeegee men” from New York City under the Dinkins Administration (Kelling, 
Julian, and Miller, 1994). The aggressive use of citations was also at the center of strategies to 
remove homeless people and aggressive panhandlers from commercial areas in San Francisco, 
Seattle, and Baltimore (Kelling and Coles, 1997). This is in contrast to the much more mixed 
results from evaluations of the reduction in serious crime from this strategy (Harcourt, 2005; 
Taylor, 2000). 

A major effort to gentrify the Skid Row area has been underway for several years, and its 
major impediment was the large number of social services provided there and the homeless and 
poor populations who sought and received those services. Tent cities, open-air drug markets, 
and public defecation are an anathema to a well-functioning urban environment. Ironically, 
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it was an earlier land-use decision made by the city that led to this concentration of services 
in an effort to encourage the development of the downtown core in the 1980s and to protect 
residential areas from bearing the burden of providing social services to the poor. Now that 
developers are seeking to expand into Skid Row with its proximity to downtown, the city seems 
to be taking action to clear out this concentration of poor people and social services. However, 
rather than providing alternatives to Skid Row that improve the lives of those displaced, they 
are cycling people through the criminal justice system or displacing them into other poor areas 
with already inadequate social services. 

alternatives
Policy makers must consider whether the possibility of small reductions in crime combined 
with the physical removal of homeless people is worth the enhanced law enforcement costs, 
as well as worth the worsening of conditions for a large group of those arrested and displaced. 
They must also consider whether it is a legitimate government function to use law enforcement 
resources to aid primarily in real estate development efforts without regard to the well-being of 
those displaced—a return to the discredited urban renewal practices of the 1950s and 1960s. 
However, alternatives to this approach have proven effective in reducing homelessness and 
in reducing the cost of cycling people in and out of hospitals, jails, and treatment facilities. 
Permanent housing with appropriate support services built in has shown great success in keeping 
people housed, even for people with mental health and substance abuse problems—the groups 
that tend to be the greatest source of disorderly behavior and the most costly if left unhoused 
(Lipton, Siegel, Hannigan, Samuels, and Baker, 2000; Nelson, Aubry, and Lafrance, 2007; 
Pearson, Montgomery, and Locke, 2009; Rog, 2004). 

Leaving people to sleep on the streets and in shelters is expensive. The biggest single cost 
is providing health care, followed by the costs of incarceration, both of which are reduced sub-
stantially when a person is housed. A recent study of more than 10,000 homeless people in Los 
Angeles County showed that the average monthly cost to keep a person in supportive housing 
is $605, whereas the average cost in city services for a homeless person is $2,897 (Flaming, 
Matsunaga, and Burns, 2009). The policy implications of this research are clear. Cities need 
to divert resources from emergency services and incarceration toward supportive housing. The 
results will both reduce costs and improve public order. 
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Policy essay on “Policing the Homeless
An Evaluation of Efforts to Reduce Homeless-Related Crime”

michael rowe
maria o’connell
Y a l e  U n i v e r s i t y

Berk and MacDonald (2010, this issue) put to the test a highly publicized program of 
place-based crime prevention and reduction—the Safer Cities Initiative (SCI) in the 
Skid Row district of Los Angeles. Employing a time-series analytic method involving 

8 consecutive years (2000–2007) of data on violent, property, and nuisance street crimes in 
association with shutting down homeless encampments in the district, Berk and MacDonald 
(2010) conclude that the SCI produced reductions in all three types of crime while succeeding 
in closing all homeless encampments. In addition—and critical to making a strong case for 
the success of the place-based approach—decreases in crime in the Skid Row district were not 
matched by an increase in crime levels in surrounding districts, and no new homeless encamp-
ments were built in these districts after the dissolution of those in the Central Division (Skid 
Row). This essay takes up first the author’s methods and then discusses other concerns we have 
with the study. 

methods
Berk and MacDonald (2010) convincingly present advanced statistical models that examine the 
impact of two Los Angeles Police Department (LAPD) interventions targeting crime associated 
with Skid Row encampments in the Central Division of the LAPD. The first intervention was a 
pilot project called the “Main Street Project” that focused on reducing the density of homeless 
encampments in a four-city-block portion of downtown Los Angeles. The Main Street Project 
officially began on September 27, 2005 (week 300) and was followed by several additional 
interventions staged over the course of the next several weeks (i.e., removal of Skid Row porta 
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potties and the deployment of 43 additional recruit officers). The second intervention was the 
full-scale launching of the SCI, which began almost a year later on September 17, 2006. The SCI 
placed 50 full-time officers in downtown Los Angeles to break up homeless encampments, issue 
citations, and make arrests. Using a generalized additive time-series model, Berk and MacDonald 
(2010) controlled for downward trends observed in rates of crime in the Central Division over 
the course of the 8 years and postintervention decreases observed in the four control divisions. 
They conclude that the Main Street Project and the SCI produced modest crime reductions 
in the Central Division, even after controlling for similar trends in neighboring communities. 
Berk and MacDonald (2010) explain the comparably strong effects toward decreased crime 
observed in neighboring communities in the postintervention period as “spillover effects” from 
the SCI. We suggest that something else may have occurred.

As one reviews the complex data presented by Berk and MacDonald (2010), it does seem 
that the Main Street Project and SCI led to significant decreases in all three crime types. But 
examining closely the trend in the data from 2000 onward, a gradual decrease in crime occurred 
in the Central Division over time (controlled for in Berk and MacDonald’s (2010) statistical 
models) with one key exception—from approximately week 200 to week 294, or approximately 
October 2003 to August 2005. The first question we must ask is: What happened during this 
period of time that led to the sharp and dramatic increase in all types of crime not only in the 
Central Division, but also in neighboring communities?

We hypothesize that the appearance of increased crime can be attributed to additional 
scrutiny of persons who are homeless and to crime in the area at this time, related to enhanced 
media coverage and/or community and political pressures. In addition, Chief William Bratton 
was appointed as chief of police of Los Angeles in October 2002. As Berk and MacDonald 
(2010) note, Chief Bratton was one of the major proponents of the “broken windows” policing 
strategies and was well known for his deployment of similar policing strategies when he was 
Commissioner of the New York Police Department in the 1990s. Could his influence have 
led police to begin citing for more nuisance crimes, thus producing what seem to be increased 
crime rates, prior to launch of the SCI? Yet if a crackdown on misdemeanor and nuisance crimes 
occurred in association with Chief Bratton’s arrival, then we might expect to view evidence of 
this surge from the time he took office in 2002, not toward the end of 2003. 

A difficulty here is that Berk and MacDonald (2010) do not specify the source of their 
“crime counts,” and they do not define precisely what the term means, that is, whether these 
are counts of reported crimes, citations given, or arrests. Assuming, however, that the counts 
are for reported crimes, what is the reason for the increase from October 2003 through August 
2005? Could it be that media coverage during 2004 contributed to a surge in reporting nuisance 
crimes or to a dramatic increase in police officers writing up citations for them? Yet violent crime 
and property crimes also seem to increase markedly during this period. It is far more difficult to 
imagine that these more serious crimes had a sudden “reporting surge” during this time. 

Although initiation of the Main Street Project and SCI seems to coincide with the decrease 
in crime, could it also be that whatever was contributing to the dramatic increase in crime in 
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the months prior to the interventions ceased to exist, especially because the immediate effects 
were observed in nonintervention communities as well? What was happening with homeless 
shelters during this time? What about jail capacity rates? Could the decrease in crime be a result 
of increased incarceration rates in the almost 2-year period prior to the interventions? If so, it 
would not be surprising to observe a subsequent decrease in crime levels.

Possibly of greatest concern is Berk and MacDonald’s (2010) reasoning for selecting week 
294—the time of a dramatic decrease in crime rates—as the “start” date for the Main Street 
Project, when the intervention began officially closer to week 300. The authors state that they 
selected this week as a time when there was much publicized about the initiation of the SCI 
and that key stakeholders were already preparing for the initiative. They also note that if they 
move the start date to week 300 (the formal start date of the Main Street Project initiative), the 
effects for reduced nuisance crime as a result of the intervention disappear. Yet again, we must 
ask what, or whether, something out of the ordinary, based on local conditions or events or other 
circumstances, was happening in the Skid Row district and possibly other districts around week 
294, and whether SCI planning and coordination and general awareness of its start date, rather 
than the intervention itself, caused the decrease in crime rates at week 294. By week 300, most 
of the effects were already realized. The following suggestions might be true:

Aggressive social service efforts to provide supports for people who are homeless helped to • 
divert some of the crime, or some of the people who might be arrested for them.
Increased community vigilance contributed to less crime in these neighborhoods.• 
Enhanced community planning and coordination contributed to the decrease in crime • 
rate.
Increased police presence itself contributed to decreased crime, not to an increase in • 
citations. (However, we might expect to observe an increase in citations after the official 
start of the Main Street Project and SCI, as police were supposed to be cracking down on 
quality-of-life crimes through increased citations.)

Finally, Berk and MacDonald (2010) make a single statement in their concluding section that 
most of the crime in the Central Division likely occurred in areas outside of the Skid Row 
encampment because the largest decrease in crime occurred after implementation of the Main 
Street Project—a small, pilot intervention focusing on a few key blocks in the Central Division 
outside of Skid Row. Yet Skid Row is the main subject of the study by Berk and MacDonald 
(2010) because of its high volume of homeless people and the problems said to be associated 
with them. If the police intervention was the key to reducing the crime, we can wonder whether 
the degree of enforcement employed was necessary, because most reductions were observed 
in the period around the inception of the Main Street Project, which was, in essence, a much 
smaller scale rollout of the SCI. 
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other concerns
We have several other concerns about the study by Berk and MacDonald (2010). We note at 
the outset that they, appropriately, do not pronounce on the SCI’s effectiveness in comparison 
with other possible interventions. Moreover, they acknowledge that a reduction of crime might 
benefit persons who are homeless—often victims rather than perpetrators of crime—and caution 
that the SCI does not constitute a response to the social-structural problems and challenges of 
homelessness in the United States. The overarching impression we have of the article, however, 
with its highly detailed emphasis on statistical methods and analytic procedures to the exclusion 
of contextual factors, brings to mind for us Barak and Bohm’s 1989 critique of a value-neutral 
approach and lack of “reflexivity” in criminology, that is, criminologists’ failure to question the 
grounds of their research when, in fact, “selection of an object of study, as well as the method 
by which to study it, is a moral enterprise” (1989: 276). 

How did people living in the homeless encampments (thought to be associated with crime 
problems in the area; Berk and MacDonald’s article [2010]) end up there? If this question is 
beyond the scope of the article, then it does not seem to us to beyond its scope to say that some 
attention could have been paid to where these persons went when the encampments were closed, 
as they did not create new ones in surrounding districts. Living in a homeless encampment may, 
in fact, expose one to crime (although, presumably, it could protect one against it under some 
circumstances), but one does have to live somewhere. In addition, because, in the words of 
Berk and MacDonald (2010), the homeless encampments likely contributed little to increases 
in crime in the Skid Row district, we are left with the question, “Why was it necessary to close 
homeless encampments to reduce crime in Skid Row?” 

Blasi and Stuart, in a 2008 report written without some of the data available to Berk and 
MacDonald (2010), offered a skeptical view of the SCI in terms of the modest effect size of the 
reduction in crime it produced. This modest effect, they write, occurs in association with the 
facts that thousands of citations (pointed out as evidence of the program’s success) were issued 
for crosswalk violations and many others for littering on streets with no trash cans, with the lack 
of social and housing services originally planned to accompany the crackdown on crime and on 
homeless encampments, and with the likelihood that a massive deployment of police officers 
in other areas would have produced comparable, if not better, results (Blasi and Stuart, 2008). 
We refer the reader to this report for its contextual analysis of the SCI’s effectiveness. 

It is surprising that broken windows theory (Wilson and Kelling, 2000), which provided 
the conceptual framework for the SCI, receives such scant attention in the study by Berk and 
MacDonald (2010). Using the context at hand, for example, the theory hypothesizes that 
nuisance (panhandling) or offensive (urinating in public, often because of lack of access to a 
toilet) behavior leads to a breakdown of public order and to more serious crime. Amster (2003) 
reviewed the following problems with the broken windows approach: 

It belongs to a long tradition of historical efforts in the United States to regulate the move-• 
ment and behavior of poor persons and remove them from public view. 
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It demonizes persons who are the first to feel, and the last to recover from, economic • 
downturns and structural problems in the economy. (Illegal immigrants are perhaps more 
markedly the objects of this demonization at present, but homeless persons are a close 
second.)
Broken windows theory has been applied to putatively “broken people” who, apparently • 
(and here the logic falls down) are not to be fixed but instead are cited for the crime of 
brokenness and removed from sight. 
It punishes persons for a behavior that might, it is hypothesized, lead to the behavior (serious • 
crime) that apparently is the true object of the broken windows fix, which flies in the face 
of equal punishment for equal crimes that the criminal justice system espouses. 
Finally, broken windows, as applied to people, represents the dehumanization of them. In • 
so doing, it also sanitizes the unsavory process of running people out of their homes. 
As indicated previously, an argument can be made that at least some of our caveats can 

be dismissed on the basis that they go beyond the scope of the article by Berk and MacDon-
ald (2010). We plead a variation on our earlier point (drawing on Barak and Bohm, 2008): 
Given longstanding negative views of homeless people, in an article concerning a district with 
a large population of people who are homeless in a county with the greatest concentration of 
homelessness in the country, at a time when the Untied States is struggling to emerge from a 
devastating economic recession, these issues merit more attention than Berk and MacDonald 
(2010) give them. In addition, the article focuses almost all of its analysis on crime incidence 
without linking changes in their rates to a reduction in homelessness and homeless encamp-
ments. Berk and MacDonald (2010) do acknowledge that “the modest crime reductions imply 
that much of the crime, perhaps even most crime, in the Central Division was not driven by 
the Skid Row homeless encampment,” but the overarching message of “[g]etting tough on 
the homeless” and the implicit linking of crime and disorder with homeless encampments 
overshadow such caveats.

Berk and MacDonald (2010), not excepting our methodological concerns, make a plausible 
claim that place-based policing can have an impact on reducing crime, assuming that this reduction 
does not simply represent a displacement of crime to other areas. As such, their analysis might 
have a contribution, with attention to the caveats we have given previously, to make to policy 
deliberations about response to urban crime. In addition, the process of closing down homeless 
encampments, assuming it is accompanied with housing and other services and supports for 
displaced persons, may provide useful knowledge (including consideration of “how not to” as 
well as “how to” close down a homeless encampment) for policy development. The fact, how-
ever, that homeless encampments of the size of those in the Skid Row area were not established 
in nearby districts does not seem astonishing, given that word-of-mouth would suggest that a 
new one might not last long. Beyond these points, however, many questions remain that center 
on the relationship between homelessness and crime, including crimes of varying magnitude; 
the level of crime, public risk, public nuisance, and quality of life in the Skid Row district in 
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comparison with the cost and effectiveness of other possible interventions; and the availability 
of social services, treatment, and housing with supports for people who are homeless. 

We close by suggesting that crime and homelessness in poor urban areas, and the rela-
tionship between the two, involve attention to a wide range of practices and research at the 
intersection of the two, and that integrated social, economic, and criminal justice approaches 
must be developed separately from or in association with law enforcement efforts. Three of 
many candidates are listed as follows: 

Community asset mapping and community development. Community asset mapping, which 
emphasizes community strengths and potential for growth and renewal, has become increas-
ingly influential in community development planning and implementation (Kretzmann and 
McKnight, 1993). This approach is conducive, also, to university-civil society collaborations in 
which colleges and universities bring their intellectual capital to their local, often impoverished, 
communities (Ostrander, 2004). Effective approaches to community building through community 
asset development, in addition to crime prevention and responses to concentrated homelessness 
that benefit local “housed” residents and homeless people, might be particularly promising in a 
time of federal Recovery Act initiatives (although the window might be closing).

Law enforcement–social service agency interface. Homeless outreach teams, community-based 
programs such as soup kitchens, and others have developed (carefully and uneasily) working 
partnerships of varying degrees with police officers and departments. One mental health program 
with which we worked involved homeless persons training police cadets in the experience of 
homelessness and mental illness and of being approached by police officers on the street (Rowe 
et al., 2009). An outreach team with which we are conducting research in Marseille, France, has 
piloted a partnership between a district mental health outreach team and the police in, among 
other objectives, identifying and marking persons with mental illness who require immediate 
treatment and other services. Finally, Recovery Act funding is now available for innovative 
community-based responses to work with ex-offenders, including many people who were home-
less when arrested and/or will be after release, who are returning to their communities. 

Supported housing. During the past decade, supportive housing for people who are home-
less has emerged as perhaps the individual intervention par excellence for ending homelessness 
(Culhane, Metraux, and Hadley, 2002; Tsemberis, Gulcur, and Nakae, 2004). If closing down 
homeless encampments is a good idea, it is a good idea only if alternatives are being offered to 
people other than to leave where they are and not return. 

As a final point, we would like to argue that effective and enlightened responses to crime 
and to homelessness—including proper differentiation between the two—require an integrated 
approach that involves local, state, and federal planning and resources, as well as multiple 
partners—local citizens, social and economic resources, investment, and policy makers, law 
enforcement, and others to address social problems that affect us all, and especially those who 
are forced to live on the streets because they do not have a home. 
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Policy Essay

r e d u c I n g  H o m e l e s s - r e l a t e d  c r I m e

Jim Longstreet, Mike Marshall, and 
the lost art of policing skid row

michael d. White
A r i z o n a  S t a t e  U n i v e r s i t y

In “Policing the homeless: An evaluation of efforts to reduce homeless-related crime,” Berk 
and MacDonald (2010, this issue) explore the impact of the Los Angeles Police Depart-
ment’s (LAPD) Safer Cities Initiative (SCI)—a place-based strategy targeting the homeless 

inhabitants of Los Angeles’ Skid Row district. The SCI reflected the spirit of Chief Bratton’s 
earlier efforts in New York City, focusing on low-level crime with saturation patrol (i.e., 50 
officers) and an aggressive zero-tolerance approach.1 It was simply “getting tough on the home-
less.” Berk and MacDonald note the following: 

The officers worked eastward through the Skid Row section, breaking up homeless 
encampments, issuing citations, and making arrests for violations of the law. The 
plan was to clear out specific street areas, maintain a visible police presence for at 
least a week, and then move onto other parts of downtown.

Berk and MacDonald find “meaningful but modest crime reductions” in the target area with 
evidence of spillover effects to the surrounding police divisions, but they find no indications 
of displacement. 

In this policy essay, I am not going to address the article’s methodology or statistical 
approach—or even its findings—although I commend Berk and MacDonald (2010) for the 

1. Chief bratton later expressed concern about the negative connotations associated with the term “zero 
tolerance,” arguing instead that “order maintenance” is more appropriate (see bratton, 1998). The terms 
often are used interchangeably in the literature, and a close read of the tactics employed as part of the 
lAPD’s sCI suggests that they are consistent with prevailing definitions of zero tolerance (see Dixon, 2005; 
sherman, 1998).

Jim longstreet and mike marshall are police officers described in William Ker muir’s (1977) Police: streetcorner 
Politicians. I will use longstreet and marshall, as well as a third officer (bee Haywood), to illustrate points 
concerning the effective and ineffective policing of skid row. The author would like to thank robert Kane, 
Charles Katz, and Justin ready for their comments on earlier drafts of this essay. Direct correspondence to 
michael D. White, Arizona state university, 411 N. Central Ave., suite 600, mail code 4420, Phoenix, AZ 85004-
0685 (e-mail: mdwhite1@asu.edu).
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complexity and thoughtfulness in which they carried out the study. Instead, near the end of 
the article, Berk and MacDonald acknowledge that they have not addressed the public policy 
implications of the SCI. It is this issue that I would like to consider. Specifically, I will make 
four points that not only question the appropriateness of the SCI but also suggest that use of 
zero-tolerance strategies against the homeless represents a shift away from professional policing. 
First, the police role is enormously broad, and I will argue that peacekeeping is a central and 
critical function of the police. Second, I will draw on the works of Egon Bittner and William 
Ker Muir to demonstrate that peacekeeping as a strategy for policing Skid Row is a lost art. To 
use Muir’s character, Mike Marshall knew how to police Skid Row, and he offered important 
lessons on how to accomplish it effectively and humanely. Third, I will argue that the wide-
spread adoption of community and problem-oriented policing (COP and POP, respectively) 
has served to institutionalize many principles laid out by Bittner and Muir, and that the body 
of knowledge on COP and POP serves as an important backdrop for contextualizing the SCI. 
Last, I will describe the negative side effects of aggressive, zero-tolerance policing and argue that 
those consequences are especially harmful when the strategy is deployed against a population that 
is disproportionately vulnerable, such as the homeless. In the end, this essay does not question 
whether the SCI achieved its goals of eliminating homeless encampments and reducing crime 
on Skid Row. It seems to have done both—at least temporarily. Instead, I draw on what we 
know about policing Skid Row—or perhaps what we have forgotten—as well as the current 
state of knowledge on effective police practices to question the SCI itself. Simply put, does the 
SCI represent good policing? 

the Police role
It is certainly not an earth-shattering notion to state that the responsibilities of the police far exceed 
crime control and criminal law enforcement.2 In his classic book, Varieties of Police Behavior, 
Wilson (1968) reported that just 10% of a police officer’s time was devoted to crime-fighting 
activities. The Police Services Study examined 25,000 calls for service in three cities and found 
that only 19% involved crime (Mastrofski, 1983; Scott, 1981; see also Greene and Klockars, 
1991, whose estimates are slightly higher). So if the police spend so little time engaged in crime 
fighting, then what is it they are doing? In Wilson’s terminology, police spend approximately 
70% of their time engaging in service-related and order-maintenance tasks, which Manning 
(1978: 107) characterized as “finding lost children, substituting as ambulance drivers or inter-
ceding in quarrels of one sort or another (see also Bayley, 1994).” Westley (1970: 19) called it 
the “dirty work, [consisting of ] dealing with drunks, with the insane, with the dead, with the 
vice-ridden, with the ill.” Bittner (1974: 244) suggested in the following that the non–crime-
related duties of the police know no bounds: 

All this suggests more than the obvious point that the duties of a patrolmen are of 

2. Although I use the term “police” generally, the focus of this essay is on patrol officers.
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a mind-boggling variety, it compels the stronger inference that no human problem 
exists, or is imaginable, about which it could be said with finality that this certainly 
could not become the proper business of the police.

Both Bittner (1974) and Westley (1970) go on to contend that the non–crime-related 
activities are a vital part of police business. Moreover, Bittner argued that these responsibilities 
fell to the police because of their “unique competence” to use coercive force, suggesting that 
the core role of the police involves dealing with “something-that-ought-not-to-be-happening-and-
about-which-someone-had-better-do-something-now!”(Bittner, 1974: 31).3

 A huge part of this amorphous mandate—and the part that is most relevant for policing 
Skid Row—is the peacekeeping function. Banton (1964: 7) persuasively laid out the early 
arguments for viewing police as peacekeepers, maintaining that even in “urban residential 
neighborhoods there is a very real sense of community.” It is the job of the police, he asserted, 
to engage in peacekeeping to maintain the agreed-upon rules of the community by reinforcing 
informal social controls. “The policeman obtains public cooperation, and enjoys public esteem, 
because he enforces standards accepted by the community” (Banton, 1964: 3).

The broad mandate of the police, with peacekeeping as a central feature, has direct impli-
cations for conceptions of good policing, and few have captured the complexity of these issues 
better than Muir (1977) in his book Police: Streetcorner Politicians. Borrowing from Weber’s 
model of the professional politician, Muir (1977: 50) argued that the professional policeman 
has the following qualities: The officer is morally reconciled with the use of coercive force (called 
“passion”), and the officer understands the dignity and tragedy of the human condition (called 
“perspective” or empathy). Within this framework, Muir also described the following types of 
nonprofessional policeman: enforcers (those with passion but no perspective), reciprocators (those 
with perspective but no passion), and avoiders (those who lack both passion and perspective). 
Muir’s conception of good policing has relevance both for the larger body of research on zero-
tolerance policing as well as for the use of such strategies against the homeless (i.e., the SCI). 

Policing skid row
In his classic 1967 article, Bittner adopts Banton’s (1964) peacekeeping framework to describe 
the principles of effective policing on Skid Row (aptly titled “The police on skid row: A study 
of peacekeeping”). Muir (1977) also applied his professional policing framework to Skid Row, 
and I will use his police characters—Jim Longstreet, Bee Haywood, and Mike Marshall—as 
illustrations of both Bittner’s principles and Muir’s “passion and perspective,” all of which is 
relevant for contextualizing the LAPD’s SCI. Bittner asserted that officers assigned to Skid Row 
developed three techniques to keep the peace effectively on their beat. The first technique, the 

3. of course, the irony of the police role lies in their overemphasis on the small slice of their work that 
involves crime fighting (i.e., chasing the “Willie suttons”) and their traditional negative view toward the 
order-maintenance, service, and peacekeeping tasks that dominate their daily activity (i.e., acting like Flor-
ence Nightingale; bittner, 1974; see also manning, 1978).

White
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particularization of knowledge, involves developing a rich, detailed knowledge (and understand-
ing) of everything and everyone on the Skid Row beat. The development and maintenance of 
this knowledge base occurs through personal relationships with the people who live on Skid 
Row. Bittner (1967: 707) noted the following:

As a general rule, the skid-row policeman possesses an immensely detailed factual 
knowledge of his beat. He knows, and knows a great deal about, a large number 
of residents. He is likely to know every person who manages or works in the lo-
cal bars, hotels, shops, stores, and missions. Moreover, he probably knows every 
public and private place inside and out. Finally, he ordinarily remembers countless 
events of the past which he can recount by citing names, dates and places with 
remarkable precision.

Bittner noted that this rich knowledge not only gave police officers an idea of what to expect 
from each person they interacted with (e.g., what has worked and not worked in the past) but 
it also granted them intimate access to the lives and places on their beat. One officer noted, “If 
I want to be in control of my work and keep the street relatively peaceful, I have to know the 
people. To know them I must gain their trust, which means that I have to be involved in their 
lives” (Bittner, 1967: 709).

The second technique employed by police to keep the peace on Skid Row is the restricted 
relevance of culpability. Alternatives to arrest always are preferred in minor issues/offenses, and in 
fact, to make an arrest solely to enforce the law in a minor case is considered “poor craftsmanship” 
(Bittner, 1967: 711). Rather, officers assigned to Skid Row use the law as a tool to solve larger, 
more pressing issues and to prevent the escalation of further problems. As a result, in certain 
cases, a person will “need” to be arrested for a minor offense. Officers view these “preventive 
arrests” as a tool both to preserve order and to protect the arrestee from future harm. “The best 
among the patrolmen, according to their own standards, use the law to keep skid-row inhabit-
ants from sinking deeper into the misery they already experience” (Bittner, 1967: 711). 

Bittner’s (1967) third technique is the background of ad hoc decision making. On Skid Row, 
the arrest decision is not determined by the circumstances of an individual case. Rather, arrest 
decisions are made in the pursuit of reducing aggregate risk and producing peace (Bittner, 1967). 
Although this approach may seem arbitrary, Bittner (1967) maintained that every decision an 
officer makes draws on his vast knowledge of the goings-on in Skid Row, which gives him a 
truly unique understanding of the circumstances. “The overall objective is to reduce the total 
amount of risk in the area . . . [Police] intervene not in the interest of law enforcement but in 
the interest of producing relative tranquility and order on the street” (Bittner, 1967: 713).

Muir (1977) introduced three police officers who work on Skid Row. Two of the officers 
(Jim Longstreet and Bee Haywood) do not adhere to Bittner’s (1967) principles, and their 

stories illustrate the consequences of policing Skid Row poorly. The other, Mike Marshall, 
is Muir’s professional policeman. The first officer, Jim Longstreet, had adopted neglect as his 
primary tactic. In Muir’s (1977) terms, he was an avoider who lacked both passion and per-
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spective. “My rule is no ticket is worth it if he’s going after my job, and I’ll let him have his 
way. It’s sickening; you shouldn’t have to do it. But I’m paranoid about this stuff” (Muir, 1977: 
65). Muir (1977: 65, 67) observed that Longstreet worked hard to avoid “difficulty” and “hot 
situations.” Unfortunately, this avoidance/neglect strategy has dire consequences for Skid Row 
and for the surrounding community. Inevitably, those “who stood to profit from the police-
man’s absence—the strong-arm, the bully, the vicious” will notice the officer’s withdrawal, and 
“when the rebels against authority knew they were in control, skid row went to hell in a hand 
basket” (Muir, 1977: 66).

The second officer, Bee Haywood, thrived on using physical violence against the residents 
of Skid Row. He was an enforcer who had passion but no perspective. In his own words, he had 
“gone to ‘Knuckletown’ with a great many residents of skid row”; in Muir’s words, Haywood had 
become lawless (Muir, 1977: 69). Officers like Haywood who relied on violence experienced 
several negative consequences from their brutal actions. First, the use of violence by police 
inevitably escalated the conflicts on Skid Row, as residents soon learned what to expect and 
responded in kind (Muir, 1977). Second, residents learned to avoid the violence-prone officers 
and gave them little in the way of useful information. As a result, Haywood—and others like 
him—became completely disconnected from the goings-on of Skid Row (Muir, 1977).

The third officer, Mike Marshall, had both passion and perspective. And, unlike Longstreet 
and Haywood, Marshall represents the core principles that Bittner (1967) identified for effective 
policing on Skid Row. Marshall (Muir, 1977: 78) stated the following:

I think I know everybody on my beat. Maybe 5,000 persons. And I try to learn 
all their names and their faces . . . I prefer to have them call me ‘Mike’, and they 
prefer to have me call them that way. A wino comes up, and by calling you by 
your first name he gets a feeling of equality. By giving them a feeling of equality, 
you are making a friend of them.

Marshall clearly demonstrates the particularization of knowledge principle. Just as importantly, 
Muir (1977: 79) noted that Marshall had developed both eloquence and empathy in the way he 
carried out his work, and in doing so, Marshall “neutralized the fear, distrust and antagonism” 
that characterized the beats worked by Longstreet and Haywood. The consequences of Marshall’s 
efforts for both himself and his beat were profound, as noted in the following:

Marshall’s development of skid row had transformed the dispossessed of that com-
munity into ‘good citizens’, into people who had something to lose and therefore 
something to protect—a line of credit, a decent friendship, a good public servant, 
whatever it was that Marshall had come to represent through ‘a life spent in doing 
good before their eyes.’ 

One consequence of this professional response was that the community tended 

White
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to develop confidence in the beat patrolman. It became more open, had a greater 
sense of security, and enjoyed a number of little productive happinesses. For the 
officer himself, one result was that he developed a feeling of safety, a more informed 
understanding of his beat, and considerable moral gratification from doing the 
job well. (Muir, 1977: 79–80)

Although the research by Bittner (1967) and Muir (1977) is more than 30 years old, I 
believe the principles they describe are still relevant today.4 They are the principles of good 
craftsmanship. Importantly, these principles (empathy, moral acceptance of coercive authority, 
protection of the vulnerable, prevention, and problem solving) are central tenets of community- 
and problem-oriented policing, which dominate today’s policing landscape. 

What We Know about zero tolerance, coP, and PoP:  
a backdrop for examining the safer cities Initiative
Zero Tolerance
A considerable amount of research has examined zero-tolerance policing, community polic-
ing, and problem-oriented policing, and that research serves as an important backdrop for 
examining the SCI. Let us start with zero-tolerance policing, which is perhaps the antithesis 
of peacekeeping. The most cited example of zero-tolerance policing occurred in New York 
City during the mid-1990s, when William Bratton was Commissioner of the New York Police 
Department (NYPD).5 The initiation of this zero-tolerance approach coincided with a sharp 
decrease in crime, mostly notably a 60% drop in homicides, as well as significant declines in 
social and physical disorder (New York City Mayor’s Office, 1998).6 Although Bratton (1998) 
argued that police were responsible for the drop in crime, others have pointed to demographic 
shifts, economic factors, changing drug market patterns, and increasing incarceration rates as 
the primary causal factors (Harcourt, 1998; Rosenfeld, Fornango, and Rengifo, 2007; Travis, 
1998; Zimring and Hawkins, 1997). 

The zero-tolerance/crime-reduction debate in New York City exceeds the scope of this 
essay, but larger questions have emerged surrounding the strategy that are of central concern 
to the LAPD’s SCI. Both Dixon (2005) and Sherman (1998) highlighted the impact of zero 

4. little detail is provided in berk and macDonald (2010) that provides any insight as to whether the officers 
assigned to los Angeles’ skid row, or the sCI, use bittner’s (1967) principles (or possess muir’s [1977] 
passion and perspective). The brief descriptions of the tactics employed in the sCI certainly do not seem 
consistent with bittner’s work, however. 

5. With broken windows theory as a theoretical framework, in 1994, the NYPD began focusing its efforts on 
“graffiti, aggressive panhandling, fare beating, public drunkenness, unlicensed vending, public drinking, 
public urination and other misdemeanor offenses” (New York Police Department, 1994: 1). see also Katz, 
Webb, and schaefer’s (2001) study of zero-tolerance policing in Chandler, Arizona. The authors reported 
a significant reduction in the level of disorder and minor offenses but no clear impact on more serious 
crime. 

6. The focus on low-level crimes occurred in conjunction with a focus on removing guns from the street and 
organizational shifts associated with Compstat.
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10004-CrimJournal-Guts.indd   888 9/15/10   6:55:20 AM



889Volume 9 • Issue 4

tolerance on jail/prison populations and suggested that the strategy actually might have crimi-
nogenic effects through the consequences of mass arrest practices on the labor market. Also, 
the NYPD’s primary tactic was, and still is, aggressive stop, question, and frisks of pedestrians. 
Fagan and Davies (2000) concluded that the stop-and-frisk activities were focused dispro-
portionately on the poorest neighborhoods with the greatest number of minority residents, 
even after controlling for rates of disorder and crime. Fagan, Geller, Davies, and West (2010: 
310) later argued that the NYPD tactics “had become a flashpoint for grievances by the City’s 
minority communities.” The undercurrent of tension among police and residents of the city’s 
poorest neighborhoods has manifested itself in several ways, including a 75% increase in civil 
rights claims against police and a 60% increase in the number of civilian complaints (from 
1992 to 1996; Greene, 1999).7 

The New York City experience also raises concerns about police legitimacy (Kane, 2005; 
Tyler, 2006; Tyler and Huo, 2002). Deficiencies in legitimacy can threaten the core functioning 
of police, as citizens are less likely to call the police to report a crime or suspicious activity, are 
less likely to provide the police with information, and might be more likely to act defiantly and 
disobey the law (Sherman, 1993, 1998; Tyler, 2006). Greene (1999) argued that the increases in 
complaints and civil suits against police in New York City reflect the costs of the zero-tolerance 
approach, and she noted that San Diego experienced similar crime declines with a community-
oriented policing approach that used “more efficient and humane methods.” 

Coming back to Muir (1977), we can consider the experiences surrounding zero-tolerance 
policing through his framework and his taxonomy of police officers. These experiences seem 
to reflect a shift away from Muir’s professional police model in which officers possess both 
passion and perspective. The spikes in complaints and civil rights lawsuits are evidence of this 
trend. It seems reasonable to suggest then that the zero-tolerance approach might promote the 
development of enforcers, the category of nonprofessional officers who morally are reconciled 
with the use of coercive authority but who lack empathy and an understanding of the tragic 
human condition. 

COP and POP 
Although space constraints prohibit a full review of the research examining POP and COP, 
considerable empirical support has developed for problem-solving approaches (Diamond, 1993; 
Eck, 1992; Eck and Spelman, 1987; Green-Mazerolle, Ready, Terrill, and Waring, 1999; Kennedy, 
1997; Kenney and Watson, 1992; Police Executive Research Forum, 1993; Reitzel, Piquero, and 
Piquero, 2005; Sherman, 1989; White, Fyfe, Campbell, and Goldkamp, 2003).8 The research 

7. During testimony before the City Council in 1997, New York City Public Advocate mark Green stated that 
the torture of Abner louima was part of a larger “pattern of police abuse, brutality, and misconduct” that 
the department and the mayor’s office had failed to address and that “the problem of police misconduct is 
disproportionately concentrated in New York City’s high crime minority neighborhoods” (Green, 1997).

8. because the recognition of the relationship between crime and place is a core feature of problem-orient-
ed policing, the literature on place-based policing initiatives is also relevant (braga, 2001; sherman, Gartin, 
and buerger, 1989; Weisburd and eck, 2004; Weisburd, Wyckoff, ready, eck, Hinkle, and Gajewski, 2006).
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on community policing is less compelling, although clear examples exist of its positive impact 
(Cordner, 2005; Greene, 1999; Skogan and Hartnett, 1997). Perhaps most important is that 
the key elements of peacekeeping—the central feature of good craftsmanship on Skid Row—are 
entirely consistent with both community- and problem-oriented policing. The conceptual links 
between the early principles of craftsmanship and COP and POP today are demonstrated more 
clearly if we again draw on Bittner’s (1967) and Muir’s (1977) conceptions of good policing. At 
the time they were conducting their research, Bittner’s skills for effective policing on Skid Row 
and Muir’s passion/perspective capacities were viewed as idiosyncratic among police. However, 
these abilities are implicit in COP and POP, and the institutionalization of these strategies in 
American policing has served to codify the skills necessary to become one of Bittner and Muir’s 
craftsman. This skill set includes strong relationships with the community, maintaining informal 
social controls, intimate knowledge of people and places, empathy, a deemphasis on formal 
interventions, and problem solving. In many ways, Officer Marshall’s craftsmanship on Skid 
Row represents the core principles of both COP and POP. And officers well versed in COP 
and POP today probably bear a remarkable resemblance to Officer Marshall.

POP and Homeless Encampments
In January 2010, the Center for Problem-Oriented Policing issued a problem-specific guide 
(#56 in the series) on policing homeless encampments (Chamard, 2010). The guide describes 
general principles for an effective strategy, which are aligned closely with the previous discus-
sions of peacekeeping, passion, and perspective. And most relevant for the LAPD’s SCI, the 
guide offers a multistage plan for shutting down homeless encampments (Chamard, 2010).9 
The Fort Lauderdale model demonstrates the strategy espoused by the POP guide. The model 
is based on the understanding that the “homeless are not problem people but rather people with 
problems,” and it involves developing partnerships with homeless agencies, changing department 
policy to limit arrests of homeless for minor nuisance crimes, changing officer attitudes, and 
creating outreach teams comprising officers and homeless volunteers (Fort Lauderdale Police 
Department, 2002). This model is entirely consistent with Muir’s passion and perspective criteria 
and demonstrates the operationalization of those early principles in today’s problem-solving 
strategies. Last, the POP guide offers insights on law-enforcement practices that have limited 
effectiveness, and initiatives like the LAPD’s SCI are targeted specifically as follows:

One common strategy is the “bum sweep,” where police temporarily concentrate 
resources in a troubled area and arrest a lot of homeless people for minor offenses 
or on outstanding warrants. Sweeps can clean up an area very quickly, but they are 
not generally effective for a number of reasons. First, they can create an adversarial 

9. The PoP guide is based on homeless programs created by police departments from across the united 
states, including Clearwater (Fl), Fort lauderdale (Fl), san Diego (CA), Anchorage (AK), Cincinnati (oH), 
Newport beach (CA), and reno (NV) (Chamard, 2010).
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relationship between this group and the police, and second, they can encourage 
unproductive interaction with homeless advocates. Finally there is no evidence that 
sweeps have any long-term effect. As an isolated response, crackdowns against the 
street homeless are not advised. (Chamard, 2010: 35)

Final thoughts on the craftsmanship of the laPd’s scI
This essay sought to answer a relatively simple question: Does the SCI represent good policing? 
Several key points were raised while exploring this question. First, the mandate of the police 
is exceptionally broad, and peacekeeping is a central and important feature of everyday police 
business. Second, for some time now, we have known a good deal about effective policing with 
the homeless, and peacekeeping is at the core of what works on Skid Row. Bittner (1967) laid 
out these principles, and Muir (1977) incorporated them into a larger theory of good policing. 
Importantly, Muir (1977) offered a guiding framework for professional policing on Skid Row, 
with passion and perspective as the defining elements, and Officer Mike Marshall demonstrated 
these elements in practice. 

Third, I have argued that these core principles of craftsmanship are central features of 
community- and problem-oriented policing, and both the widespread adoption of COP/
POP and the body of research supporting their effectiveness has served to institutionalize these 
principles. Moreover, this research demonstrates that viable alternatives to SCI-like strategies 
can achieve measurable reductions in crime without generating the steep costs described earlier. 
These police-led programs reflect the spirit of Bittner’s (1967) and Muir’s (1977) principles—
with the decriminalization and reduction of homelessness as central goals—and the Center for 
Problem-Oriented Policing Homeless Encampment Guide (Chamard, 2010) offers a road map 
for implementing such initiatives.

Fourth, when considering zero-tolerance approaches like the LAPD’s SCI, one must ac-
count for the costs associated with the strategy and determine whether those costs outweigh 
the benefits. The benefits are detailed in Berk and MacDonald (2010) and include reductions 
in crime and disorder.10 But what are the costs? Berk and MacDonald (2010) admittedly do 
not address this issue. The New York City experience offers some insights into the costs of 
zero tolerance, which have included increases in citizen complaints and civil rights lawsuits, 
low reserves of police legitimacy and ongoing tension with minority communities, and even 

10. some evidence also indicates that the number of homeless on skid row has dropped (by 38% from 2007 
to 2009), although this is contested vigorously by many homeless advocates (Dimassa, 2009). The degree 
to which a decrease in the number of homeless has occurred, and whether the sCI played a role in that 
decrease, remains unclear. 
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allegations of police misconduct (Green, 1997).11 In Muir’s (1977) terms, the costs would seem 
to suggest that officers who employ zero-tolerance tactics are at risk of losing their perspective 
and becoming enforcers. If this is indeed the case—and I believe it is—then the adoption of 
zero-tolerance strategies represents a step away from professional policing. 

Last, the costs of zero tolerance might be most severe when applied to the chronically home-
less because of their disproportionate vulnerability. The homeless face multiple risk factors that 
have a range of public policy and behavioral health implications. The homeless are more likely 
to be impacted by serious medical illnesses such as tuberculosis, HIV, and other diseases. They 
also suffer from disproportionate rates of mental illness and substance-abuse problems (25% 
and 33%, respectively, on Los Angeles’ Skid Row, according to Berk and MacDonald [2010]).12 
Moreover, the residents of Skid Row have even less visibility than the urban poor who are the 
traditional targets of zero tolerance. They are unlikely to seek out the police for assistance when 
they are victimized. They are unlikely to file citizen complaints or civil rights lawsuits if they feel 
they have been mistreated. And they are unlikely to unite and generate political capital that will 
allow their voices to be heard. All of these concerns brings us back to the original question of 
whether the LAPD’s SCI is good policing. What if this question was posed to Bittner’s (1967) 
cops and Muir’s (1977) Mike Marshall? What would they say about the SCI? I think they would 
say that the SCI is “poor craft,” and my conclusion is the same. 

Implications for good Policing on skid row
The evidence supporting this “poor craft” conclusion also has implications for effective policing 
on Skid Row. These implications are philosophical, strategic, and operational, and although 
they are implicit throughout the essay, they are important enough to warrant special attention. 
First, good policing on Skid Row begins with a philosophical recognition that homelessness 
is not a crime. This acknowledgment is not to say that crimes committed by the homeless are 
not serious or do not deserve police attention; they certainly do. Rather, the principles of good 
policing on Skid Row center on peacekeeping and Muir’s (1977) passion and perspective, and 
these principles cannot be sustained while officers are issuing fines and citations and enforc-
ing sidewalk ordinances (i.e., zero tolerance). In plain terms, organizational rejection of the 
“homelessness-is-a-crime” philosophy is an essential first step to good policing on Skid Row.

11. At least some indications of similar problems have emerged recently in los Angeles. For example, in June 
2008, an editorial by Welch, blasi, and Dear (2008) alleged that los Angeles’ “respect for the civil liberties of 
homeless people remains disgraceful,” citing more than 18,000 arrests under the sCI and failure to deliver 
social services to those in need on skid row. In september 2009, protests by homeless activists temporar-
ily disrupted a los Angeles City Council meeting, and representatives from the los Angeles Community 
Action Network testified at the meeting about the sCI and police harassment of skid row residents 
(Zahniser, 2009).

12. moreover, given the gradual cessation of combat operations in Iraq and Afghanistan and the current 
economic recession, the homeless in los Angeles and elsewhere likely will include growing proportions 
of returning military veterans and families (at least 20% in 2009 already, according to berk and macDonald 
[2010]).
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Second, although homelessness itself is not a crime, the reduction of crime on Skid Row is 
still a critical and legitimate police goal. The important strategic question for the police is how 
best to achieve that goal, and the answer is through a mix of community- and problem-oriented 
strategies in combination with peacekeeping. The POP Center Guide (Chamard, 2010) offers 
clear lessons on how to accomplish this goal. Importantly, the specific strategies for effective 
policing on Skid Row might vary somewhat across jurisdictions based on the nature of the prob-
lem, resident and business owner demands, the local political culture, and the resources of the 
department. But the underlying principles of good craftsmanship will not change. To draw on 
Muir’s (1977) officers again, Mike Marshall is a professional police officer, and Jim Longstreet 
and Bee Haywood are not. That assessment is a constant regardless of who employs them. 

Last, on an operational level, the important question for police is how to deploy officers 
on Skid Row who have passion and perspective. Clear implications exist for recruitment and 
selection in terms of what departments should look for in their job candidates, as passion and 
perspective are qualities that some inherently possess. But training and officer assignment also 
have implications because passion and perspective can be taught. The critical issue for the police 
then becomes how to instill those qualities in all their officers. Although the task might seem 
daunting, the police have had success in the past with equally complex problems (e.g., the 
Memphis Police Department Crisis Intervention Team model for responding to the mentally 
ill), and the POP Center Guide again serves as an important resource. In simple terms, it is 
unreasonable to think that a department only will hire officers like Mike Marshall, although they 
are no doubt out there and departments should work hard to find them. It is more reasonable 
to demand that a police department work hard to create officers like Mike Marshall through 
proper training and guidance. Once this operational objective has been accomplished—and 
coupled with the philosophical and strategic principles outlined in this essay—good policing 
on Skid Row can be achieved. 

references
Berk, Richard and John MacDonald. 2010. Policing the homeless: An evaluation of efforts 

to reduce homeless-related crime. Criminology & Public Policy. This issue.

Banton, Michael. 1964. The Policeman in the Community. New York: Basic Books.

Bayley, David. 1994. Police for the Future. New York: Oxford University Press.

Bittner, Egon. 1967. The police on skid row: A study of peace keeping. American Sociological 
Review, 32: 699–715.

Bittner, Egon. 1974. Florence Nightingale in pursuit of Willie Sutton: A theory of the police. 
In (Herbert Jacob, ed.), Potential for Reform of Criminal Justice. Beverly Hills, CA: Sage.

Braga, Anthony A. 2001. The effects of hot spots policing on crime. Annals of the American 
Academy, 578: 104–125.

Bratton, William. 1998. Crime is down: Blame the police. In (Norman Dennis, ed.), Zero 
Tolerance: Policing a Free Society. London, U.K.: Institute of Economic Affairs. 

White

10004-CrimJournal-Guts.indd   893 9/15/10   6:55:21 AM



Criminology & Public Policy894

Chamard, Sharon. 2010. Homeless Encampments. Problem-specific guide series no. 56. 
Washington, DC: Center for Problem-Oriented Policing.

Cordner, Gary. 2005. Community policing: Elements and effects. In (Roger G. Dunham 
and Geoffrey Alpert, eds.), Critical Issues in Policing, 5th Edition. Long Grove, IL: 
Waveland Press.

Diamond, Drew. 1993. Community Policing and Regional Training for Small and Rural 
Jurisdictions. Washington, DC: Police Executive Research Forum.

DiMassa, Cara Mia. 2009. Backlash over report showing big drop in LA’s homeless 
population. Los Angeles Times. November 11.

Dixon, David. 2005. Beyond zero tolerance. In (Tim Newburn, ed.), Police: Key Readings. 
Portland, OR: Willan. 

Eck, John E. 1992. Police and Drug Control. Washington, DC: Police Executive Research 
Forum.

Eck, John E. and William Spelman. 1987. Problem-Solving: Problem-Oriented Policing in 
Newport News. Washington, DC: National Institute of Justice.

Fagan, Jeffrey A. and Garth Davies. 2000. Street stops and broken windows: Terry, race, and 
disorder in New York City. Fordham Urban Law Journal, 28: 457–504.

Fagan, Jeffrey A., Amanda Geller, Garth Davies, and Valerie West. 2010. Street stops and 
broken windows revisited: The demography and logic of proactive policing in a safe 
and changing city. In (Stephen Rice and Michael D. White, eds.), Race, Ethnicity and 
Policing: New and Essential Readings. New York: New York University Press.

Fort Lauderdale Police Department. 2002. Police Response to the Homeless: The Fort 
Lauderdale Model. Washington, DC: Center for Problem-Oriented Policing.

Green, Mark. 1997. Testimony of the Public Advocate before the New York City Council 
Committee on Public Safety. New York: New York City Council.

Greene, Jack and Carl Klockars. 1991. What police do. In (Carl Klockars and Stephen 
Mastofski, eds.), Thinking About Police: Contemporary Readings. New York: McGraw 
Hill.

Greene, Judith A. 1999. Zero tolerance: A case study of police policies and practices in New 
York City. Crime & Delinquency, 45: 171–187.

Green-Mazerolle, Lorraine, Justin Ready, William Terrill, and Elin Waring. 1999. Problem-
oriented policing in public housing: The Jersey City evaluation. Justice Quarterly, 17:  
129–155.

Harcourt, Bernard E. 1998. Reflecting on the subject: A critique of the social influence 
conception of deterrence, the broken windows theory, and order-maintenance policing 
New York style. Michigan Law Review, 97: 291–389. 

Kane, Robert J. 2005. Compromised police legitimacy as a predictor of violent crime in 
structurally disadvantaged communities. Criminology, 43: 469–498.

Katz, Charles M., Vincent J. Webb, and David R. Schaefer. 2001. An assessment of the 
impact of quality-of-life policing on crime and disorder. Justice Quarterly, 18: 825–877.

Kennedy, David. 1997. Juvenile Gun Violence and Gun Markets in Boston. Washington, DC: 
National Institute of Justice.

Pol ic y  essay  reducing Homeless-related Cr ime

10004-CrimJournal-Guts.indd   894 9/15/10   6:55:22 AM



895Volume 9 • Issue 4

Kenney, Dennis and Steuart Watson. 1992. Crime in the Schools: Reducing Fear and Disorder 
with Student Problem Solving. Washington, DC: Police Executive Research Forum.

Manning, Peter K. 1978. The police: Mandate, strategies, and appearances. In (Peter K. 
Manning and John Van Maanen, eds.), Policing: A View from the Street. New York: 
Random House.

Mastrofski, Stephen. 1983. The police and noncrime services. In (Gordon Whitaker and 
Charles Phillips, eds.), Evaluating the Performance of Criminal Justice Agencies. Beverly 
Hills, CA: Sage. 

Muir, William Ker, Jr. 1977. Police: Streetcorner Politicians. Chicago, IL: University of 
Chicago Press.

New York City Mayor’s Office. 1998. The Mayor’s Management Report: Preliminary Fiscal 
1998 Summary Volume. New York: Mayor’s Office of Operations.

New York City Police Department. 1994. Reclaiming the Public Spaces of New York. Police 
Strategy No. 5. New York: Author.

Police Executive Research Forum. 1993. Comprehensive Gang Initiative: Operations Manual 
for Implementing Local Gang Prevention and Control Programs. Washington, DC: Police 
Executive Research Forum.

Reitzel, John D., Nicole Leeper Piquero, and Alex R. Piquero. 2005. Problem-oriented 
policing. In (Roger G. Dunham and Geoffrey Alpert, eds.), Critical Issues in Policing, 
5th Edition. Long Grove, IL: Waveland Press. 

Rosenfeld, Richard, Robert Fornango, and Andres F. Rengifo. 2007. The impact of order-
maintenance policing on New York City homicide and robbery rates, 1998–2001. 
Criminology, 45: 355–384.

Scott, Eric J. 1981. Calls for Service: Citizen Demand and Initial Police Response. Washington, 
DC: U.S. Government Printing Office.

Sherman, Lawrence. 1989. Repeat calls for service: Policing the “hot spots.” In (Dennis 
Kenney, ed.), Police and Policing: Contemporary Issues. New York: Praeger.

Sherman, Lawrence. 1993. Defiance, deterrence, and irrelevance: A theory of the criminal 
sanction. Journal of Research in Crime and Delinquency, 30: 445–473.

Sherman, Lawrence. 1998. Policing for crime prevention. In (Lawrence Sherman, Denise C. 
Gottfredson, Doris L. MacKenzie, John E. Eck, Peter Reuter, and Shawn D. Bushway, 
eds.), Preventing Crime: What Works, What Doesn’t, What’s Promising. Washington, DC: 
National Institute of Justice. 

Sherman, Lawrence, Patrick R. Gartin, and Michael E. Buerger. 1989. Hot spots of 
predatory crime: Routine activities and the criminology of place. Criminology, 27: 
27–55. 

Skogan, Wesley G. and Susan M. Hartnett. 1997. Community Policing, Chicago Style. New 
York: Oxford University Press.

Travis, Jeremy. 1998, March 9. Declining Crime and our National Research Agenda. Inaugural 
lecture, John Jay College, New York.

Tyler, Tom R. 2006. Why People Obey the Law. Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press.

Tyler, Tom R. and Yuen Huo. 2002. Trust in the Law. New York: Russell Sage Foundation.

White

10004-CrimJournal-Guts.indd   895 9/15/10   6:55:22 AM



Criminology & Public Policy896

Weisburd, David and John E. Eck. 2004. What can police do to reduce crime, disorder and 
fear? Annals of the American Academy of Political and Social Science, 593: 42–65. 

Weisburd, David, Laura A. Wyckoff, Justin Ready, John E. Eck, Joshua C. Hinkle, and Frank 
Gajewski. 2006. Does crime just move around the corner? A controlled study of spatial 
displacement and diffusion of crime control benefits. Criminology, 44: 549–592. 

Westley, William. 1970. Violence and the Police. Cambridge, MA: MIT Press. 

White, Michael D., James J. Fyfe, Suzanne P. Campbell, and John S. Goldkamp. 2003. 
The police role in preventing homicide: Considering the impact of problem-oriented 
policing on the prevalence of murder. Journal of Research in Crime and Delinquency, 40: 
194–225.

Wilson, James Q. 1968. Varieties of Police Behavior. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University 
Press.

Wolch, Jennifer, Gary Blasi, and Michael Dear. 2008. LA homeless: A progress report.  
Los Angeles Times. June 22.

Zahniser, David. 2009. Protest by homeless activists stop LA City Council Meeting.  
Los Angeles Times. September 29.

Zimring, Frank E. and Gordon Hawkins. 1997. Crime is Not the Problem: Lethal Violence in 
America. New York: Oxford University Press.

michael d. White is an associate professor in the School of Criminology and Criminal Justice at 
Arizona State University. Professor White’s primary research interests involve the police, includ-
ing use of force, training, and misconduct. His recent work has been published in Criminology 
& Public Policy, Journal of Research in Crime and Delinquency, Criminal Justice and Behavior, 
and Crime & Delinquency.

Pol ic y  essay  reducing Homeless-related Cr ime

10004-CrimJournal-Guts.indd   896 9/15/10   6:55:22 AM



10004-CrimJournal-Guts.indd   897 9/15/10   6:55:22 AM



10004-CrimJournal-Guts.indd   898 9/15/10   6:55:22 AM



10004-CrimJournal-Guts.indd   899 9/15/10   6:55:22 AM



10004-CrimJournal-Guts.indd   900 9/15/10   6:55:22 AM


