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ABSTRACT

This is a review and analysis of the literature on the
relationships between employment and crime from several dif-
ferent disciplines: economics, sociology,_anthropology'and
the recent body of manpower program evaluatlons for_crlmlnal
justice populations. The review of economic literature
focuses on two competing explanations of employment and
crime relationships: the economic model of crime developed
by neoclassical economists and the more structgral approgch
of segmented labor market theorists. 'The review of socio-
logical literature encompasses various third factogs
(family, education and age) that have been seen as quali-
fying the relationship between employment and crime. Struc-
ture of opportunity theory and subcultural lltgrature
related to employment and crime issues are also cop51de;ed.
Finally, surveys of early manpower program evaluations in a

criminal justice context and recent major impact evaluations
are reviewed.
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CHAPTER ONE

INTRODUCTION

1.1 The Interest in Employment and Crime

Social scientists, government officials and program
planners have, for the last two decades, focused considerable
attention on relationships between the economy and the origin,
persistence and control of crime. The research and policy
literature has continued to consider the influence of various
social structures on criminal behavior, including the family,
the peer group, the neighborhood and variously defined sub-
cultures. But there has been persistent fascination with the
economy, especially the manner in which it structures employ-
ment opportunities for different age, racial and ethnic groups;
opportunities for and experience with employment have come to
be seen as powerful variables both for the explanation and for
the control of crime in America.

Beginning in the early 1960's, the federal government
through several executive departments and agencies {e.g.,
Health, Education and Welfare, Labor, Law Enforcement Assis-
tance) encouraged and supported a number of programs de~
signed o expand employment opportunities for people invol-
ved with the criminal justice system and for segments of the
population considered to be at high risk of becoming so in-
volved. By strengthening participants' ties to the world of
legitimate work, these programs hoped to reduce recidivism
and facilitate participants' adoption of a more conventional

life style. In the mid-70's, the National Institute of




Justice!l decided to look closely at relationships between
employment and crime and to develop a context of knowledge
within which to assess past accomplishments and future poli-
cies and programs in this area. In September 1977, the Na-
tional Institute of Justice selected a proposal submitted by
the Vera Institute of Justice to carry out this long-term
research.

This research effort provides an unusual opportunity to
consider carefully the empirical and theoretical reasons for
the contention that experiences of employment and unemploy-
ment are related to criminal behavior, and to increase
understanding of the various ways in which these relation-
ships may be manifested. However, the research is important
and timely for reasons that go beyond its intrinsic intel-
lectual attractions. |

As this document indicates, a variety of assumptions
have been made within several social science disciplines
about how legitimate employment and criminal behavior relate
on the individual level. 1In some instances, individuals are
seen as rational economic actors weighing the relative bene-
fits and costs of various legal and illegal activities and
choosing those that maximize net benefits at a particular
point in time. 1In this view point, legitimate employment is

relatively more or less economically beneficial to the actor

1. See "Employment and Crime: A Research Design," Vera In-
stitute of Justice, New York, January, 1979. (Mimeo);
also Michelle Sviridoff and James W. Thompson, "Link-
ages Between Employment and Crime: A Qualitative Study
of Rikers Releasees," Vera Institute of Justice, New
York, Septzmber 1979. (Mimeo).
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than is illegal activity. The relationship is seen essenti-
ally as a direct trade-off between the two.

This view of crime as an essentially direct result of a
conscious, rational process of economic decision-making may
lead to policy and programs that aim -to increase the volume
and enhance the quality of employment for selected target
populations. Alternatively, it may undergird policy and
legislatiop that aims to raise the cost of criminal activity
by increasing the deterrent impact of the criminal justice
system (i.e., increasing the likelihood of detection, appre-
hension, conviction and punishment). At the present time,
policy-makers seem to have embraced the notion that much
crime 1is the product of individual rational decisions of
this economic type and to be emphasizing deterrence as a
means to influence those decisions. The relative lack of
emphasis on policy and programs that might increase the
benefits of deciding against crime may reflect a growing re-
luctance to expend public dollars on social welfare programs
generally, or a loss of confidence in the potential effec-
tiveness of publicly-supported employment initiatives speci-
fically.

In any case, to define the policy options exclusively
as deterrence versus subsidized employment is to limit unne-
cessarily and unrealistically the potentially useful set of
assumptions one might make about the determinants of crimi-
nal behavior and the manner in which criminality is, or can
be, affected by experience in the world of work. By explor-

ing in depth a wide range of assumptions about these rela-
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tionships, Vera hopes to expand understanding of how employ-
ment policies may and may not be useful to society's crime
control efforts. Such enhanced understanding would include
a more realistic set of expectations regarding the results
of employment programs for criminal justice populations.

Toward that end, Vera's Employment and Crime Project
seeks to learn a good deal more about criminal behavior, em-
ployment experiences, and the interaction between the two in
the lives of individuals and groups in high c¢rime, urban
neighborhoods. We need to know more about the kinds of cri-
minal behavior in which people engage, what they derive from
it, and the extent and nature of the trade-offs they per-
ceive between crime and employment. We also need to know
more about the kinds of employment that are available in
high crime neighborhoods, how various work roles are defined
and valued, the benefits people derive from these types of
employment, how they secure work, how legitimate employment
is supported by family and friendship networks in the com-
munity, and the circumstances that sometimes foster employ-
ment histories in an environment where well-paid, secure em-
ployment is the exception rather than the rule.

By careful consideration of both theoretical work and
empirical data on the individual and neighborhood levels,
the Vera research project hopes to:

o Clarify the theoretical éssumptions that may or

may not support a policy emphasis on employment
initiatives as part of a crime control strategy;

o Identify more clearly the types of people in high
crime neighborhoods and in the criminal Jjustice
system for whom enhanced employment would be
likely to avert crime;

o Identify periods in the individual's life cycle
during which this form of intervention would be
more likely to succged;

o Identify more clearly the kinds of economic and
social-psychological processes through which en-
hanced employment would have to work on the com-
munity and individual levels in order to be ef-
fective as a crime control mechanism;

o Describe more fully the kinds of work that are

‘ valued and the processes by which such work is
found and work histories are established in high
crime neighborhoods; )

o Describe how information of this kind can be used
to shape the design, planning, conduct and eval-
uation of employment programs in such communi-
ties. '
-These research goals represent Vera's desire to inform

the debate on crime control policy, especially as it focuses

on the extent %o which, and the manner in which, such policy

requires a vigorous employment component. This document,

which reviews selected social science theories and empirical
research findings in order to summarize what is known--"the
state of.the art"--concerning employment and crime relation-

ships, is an interim product of Vera's research efforts.
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1.2 The Approach Used in This Review

It should be stated at the outset that no single study
definitively explores the relationships between employment
and crime in ail their éomplexity. Social experiments have
not fully demonstrated the impact of employment programs on

crime. Studies based on aggregate statistics present mixed

results; those that do discover a relationship between unem-

ploymént rates and crime rates have difficulty éxplaining
how this relationShip is manifested on an individual 1level.

Sociological and ethnographic research reveals little spe-

'cifically about the relationship between criminal}ihvolve—

ment and legitimate employment,

In part because definitive results were ndt.ayailable
from any single inquiry or group of inquiries, this reViéw
has édopted a multi-disciplinary perspective in its sutvey
of literature. Findings from economics, sociology/anthropo-

logy and ménpower‘program evaluations are separately discus-

sed in Chapters Two through Four below. Though ambitious in’

scope, the review has, of course, been forced to exclude

much literature of potential interest. Literature réporting

‘impacts on criminal behavior of environmental -variables,

health, nutrition, the architecture of urban areas or adap¥

tation to stress are not included. ,Psycholbéical inquiries,
including sthdies of.offender personalities and the role of
child abuse in the emergence of violence in adolescence and
adulthood, are likewise outside of the scope of the review.
These exclusions have been dictated more by practical neces-
sity than by a conviction that: those materials are less

intellectually persuasive or practically useful than those

-covered in this document.

It was also necessary to limit the level of detail at
which the literature included in the document could be ad-
dressed. Each of the disciplinary ‘literatures reviewed
mighf, under other circumstances, justify separate mono-
graph-length treatmehts. The economics chapter is centrally
concerned with an exploration of two competing theories of
labor market success (human capital theory and segmented la-
bor market theory) and the way in which those theories re-
late to criminality. Although some attention is paid to ag~
gregate studies of the relationships between employment and
crime, this material has been dealt with exténsively else-~
where and the interested reader is referred to those other
sources, Chapter Three is similarly limited. It is not
centrally concerned with social control theory, differential
association or anomie, although these theoretical frameworks
are indeed relevant to employment and crime issues. In-
stead, the chapter focuses on various social, cultural, in-
stitutional and demographic factors that might qualify rela-
tionships between employment and crime, and a review of the

influential structure of opportunity theory. Finally,




Chapter Four is specifically confined to reviews of manpower
programs that are focused on criminal justice populations;
it does not discuss the large body of manpower programs for
the hard-core unemployed as a whole.

In addition to excluding some literature and abbrevia-
ting the presentation of some topics, it was also necessary
to limit the attention paid to technical and methodological
issues. In economics, for example, much employment and
crime research has been conducted on aggregated data--crime
rates have been used as dependent variables in multiple re-
gression models that use unemployment rates and other aver-
aged data (the probability of arrest and conviction, the se~-
verity of punishment, racial composition of the population,
etc.) as independent, explanatory variables and as statisti-
cal controls. In presenting these findings, an attempt has
been made to reflect as much technical material as possible
without obscuring the fundamental issues.

Similarly, each impact evaluation reviewed in Chapter
‘Four involves complex methodological issues that stem from
the inevitable compromises inherent in applyin§ techniques
of social experimeptation in active program,settingé; Rela-
tively few of these are detailed in the chapter; those that
are have been selected because of their bearing on employ-
ment and crime relaﬁionships.

The various literatures considered here are relatively
discrete, each characterized by the particular traditions,
language and methodology of their individual .disciplines.

They are not usually considered together. It is .besyond the

scope of this review to attempt a full synthesis of the var-

ious perspectives considered here (economic, sociological,
anthropological and program-oriented). However, the review
does attempt to indicate areas in which different disci-
plines overlap and to estimate the relevance to program mod-

els of the theoretical approaches explored.

1.3 Major Themes

Several. major .themes emerge from the separate
literatures reviewed. Though the chapters could perhaps
have been placed ip a different sequence, ﬁhe present
organization emphasizes a movement away from the abstract
and theoretical towards increasing specificity. The
discussion proceeds from relatively parsimonious, abstract
économic models of employment and crime relationships based
on aggregated data (Chapter Two), through more detailed and
more focused studies by ethnographers and survey researchers
exploring social structure and subculture in relation to
criminal behavior (Chapter Three) to evaluations ©of
action—-oriented manpower programs (Chapter Four). Although
much evaluation literature proceeds without direct use of
social science models, some evaluations discussed in Chapter
Four are based on theoretical orientations reviewed 1in
previous chapters.

Chapter Two begins by presenting the economic model of
crime. The economic model explains criminal behavior by
postulating a decision~-making process based on marginal

utility theory. The theory contends that offenders, in com-

i
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mon with all other economic actors, strive to maximize the
benefits and minimize the costs arising from participation
in a variety of activities: leisure, income generation in
the labor market, and participation in illegal activities.
Participation in illegal activities in this context is gen-
erally conceived of as a type of "market activity."

The major theme in Chapter‘Two is, consequently, that
crime is itself a form of work, and that the allocation of
time to criminal activities can be modeled on the same for-
mal basis as the allocation of time to legal work. In con-
structing a perspective on crime, economists have adopted a
human capital theory of labor market success thgt sees it as
the product of numerous economically-oriented decisions by
individuals, acting and reacting to one another without re-
ference to non-economic factors or influences. Individuals
are seen as investing in themselves 1in orderAto maximize
their lifetime returns from employment by increasing their
'skills through education and training. The economic model
of crime suggests that crime becomes unlikely amdng‘persons
who are well educated and well trained, since they are
attractive to employers, well paid, and likely to incur high
"opportunity costs" if crime involvements leéd to'the loss
of their 1legitimate returns. The result of blending
marginal utility and human capital theories is a model that

suggests that crime is concentrated among the unskilled poor

because it emerdes as the best means of generating income..

In this model, crime can be alleviated only by changing its

relative attractiveness. If legitimate work cannot be made

11

more attractive then, under this model, crime can be made
less attractive by increasing penal sanctions until it loses
its appeal even for those who have little to lose. One of
the main focuses of the economic model therefore has been on
increased deterrence efforts--policing, prosecuting and
imprisoning.

Even within economics, however, sharp criticisms of
human capital theory have been made by economists who empha-
size the significance of institutional and structural fea-
tures of the econony and the artificiality of the assumption
of "perfect competition" incorporated in the models of con-
ventional economics. Known variously as "dual economy" or
"segmented labor market" (SLM) theory, these branches of
economics highlight such economic phenomena as the persist-
ing inequality of incomes, the relative lack of returns to
education for many minority and disadvantaged, and the ten-
dency for powerful groups--unions, ologopolistic firms,
governmental interventions--to set the ‘overall "bargains"
under which the wages of competing groups of workers are de-
termined. The SLM perspective resembles sociological
notions in,that it explains labor market success through a
focus on specific groups in the economy and on the histori-
cal and institutional influences that shape concrete
ecdnomic arrangements.

Much of the material on cultural and social structural
concepts presented in Chapter Three can be viewed as a qual-
ification of economists' vision of the relationship between

employment and crime. Although some theorists of the eco-




nomic model have criticized sociologists for their allegedly

"ad hoc" concepts of anomie and differential association,

the sociological and anthropological work considered in
Chapter Three presents an implicit criticism of economists
for working with too abstract and too narrow a view of human
behavior, and for postulating decision~making by economic
actors who are neither interviewed nor otherwise directly
observed. Chapter Three considers various third factors
(family, maturation and subculture) not included directly in
the economic model of employment and crime relationships but
which may affect both economic and criminal behavior. The
chaptef also reviews literature on the impacts of education
on employment and on criminal behavior from a different per-
spective than that developed by human captial theorists; ed-
ucation, in this view, is something other than self-invest-
ments in future earning capacity.

The chapter also emphasizes the "aging out" phenomenon,
pointing to widely~known patterns in arrest data that relate

crime to age. On a per capita basis, arrests peak for most

crimes in the mid-teens to early twenties and rapidly dwin-
dle thereafter. The decline is so precipitous, that, for
example, a group in their early thirties has ten times fewer
arrests per capita per year than a group in its early twen-
ties. Although the age-related decline in arrest rates oc-
curs during years when labor force participation is increas-
ing, it seemz unlikely that the rapidity of the decline in
arrest rates can be totally explained by the operation of

purely economic forces.
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Chapter Three also reviews structure of opportunity
theory, a major influence on some 1960's anti-poverty
programs. As developed by Cloward and Ohlin, structure of
opportunity theory emphasizes the role of social structure
and cultural factors within concrete community settings in
determing the extent and kind of legitimate and illegitimate
opportunities made available to youth. In tts emphasis on
blocked opportunity as precipitating criminal involvement,
structure of opportunity theory is reminiscent of the
discussion of segmented labor market theory in Chapter Two.

Both views emphasize structural rather than individual char-

‘acteristics, and thus stand in marked contrast to human cap-

ital theory and the economic model of crime.

In some respects, the material in Chapter Four departs
sharply from the preceding chapters. In Chapter Four, the
results of impact evaluations are examined. In all but one
of the major impact evaluations considered, a random assign-
ment o©of participants between experimental and control
samples makes it possible to relate outcomes to program
impact. Tbe impact evaluators do not have to develop ela-
borate theoretidal models in order to cope with confounding
influénces. Expérimental control eliminates (within known
limits) the ability of unmeasured variables to obscure
aséessment of impact.

Soﬁe major evaluations have been conceptualized in ways
that 1link them directly to the positions reviewed in the

earlier chapters. The evaluation of the Job Corps, for ex-
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ample, presents program objectives in explicitly human capi-
tal terms. The role of that program in reducing crime among
Corpsmembers is in part attributed to the increase in legal
labor market opportunities that results from the training
and work experience attained by participants. Reviews of
manpower programs as a whole suggest that the human capital
model is dominant in program settings.

The review also suggests that some correlates of pro-
gram outcomes can be utilized for informed speculation con-
cerning the role of selected factors in averting crime. For
e