
THE TROUBLE WITH CRIME STATISTICS Itâ??s surprisingly hard to say what
makes crime go up or down.
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This article is well worth reading because it deals with many measurement and analysis issues that
evaluators should be very familiar with.

Selected quotes follow:

Criminologists sometimes describe crime as a â??chaotic system,â?• and countless factors contribute
to it.

The first problem with understanding crime is that measuring it is harder than it sounds. 

Even if we had perfect measurements of crime rates, weâ??d need to sort correlation from causation. 

The passage of time makes it especially difficult to sort correlation from causation. Statisticians are
always on the lookout for a phenomenon they call â??regression toward the mean 

Mechanisms matter, too: in addition to knowing that something works, we want to know why it works.

In some cases, decades must pass before the effects of an intervention become visible

In some cases, findings reverse, then reverse again. 

Beyond measuring crime and determining its causes, a third difficulty lies in predicting the effects of
interventions. Peter Grabosky, a political scientist, wrote that â??the tendency to overgeneralizeâ?•
might be â??the most common pitfallâ?• in the study of anti-crime interventions: â??

The converse is also true: crime isnâ??t a purely local phenomenon, and interventions in one place
may affect criminal behavior in another.

Sampson thinks that criminologists should spend less time trying to figure out what causes crimeâ??in
many cases, itâ??s an impossible taskâ??and turn, instead, to investigating the effects of law-
enforcement policies

Criminologists may disagree on questions of causality, but they agree that outsiders underestimate the
complexity of criminology. â??Everyone thinks they know what causes crime,â?• Sampson told me.
Lauritsen concurred: â??Everybody has a strong view that some factor is responsible, whether itâ??s
video games, bad music, or sexist attitudes,â?• she said. Kleiman complained about the â??very
primitive models people have in their headsâ?• when it comes to crime: â??Most of those models imply
that more severity of punishment is better, which is almost certainly false.â?• He went on, â??Anyone

Tweet

Page 1
Footer Tagline

https://www.newyorker.com/contributors/matthew-hutson
https://www.newyorker.com/culture/annals-of-inquiry/the-trouble-with-crime-statistics
https://twitter.com/share


who hasnâ??t studied this professionally has more confidence than they ought to have. You have to
really look at it hard to see how confusing it is.â?•

Criminologists face a problem thatâ??s common in many fields: overdetermination. Why does someone
commit a crime? Was it peer pressure, poverty, a broken family, broken windows, bad genes, bad
parenting, under-policing, leaded gasoline, Judas Priest? â??You could just keep stepping back and
back and back and back, and you wonder when, ultimately, youâ??re going to draw a line,â?• Lauritsen
told me. â??It could be drawn at probably thousands of points.â?• Criminologists arenâ??t the only
researchers who study overdetermined subjects: biologists, who have long sought specific genes for
diseases, have come to realize that many traits and illnesses may be â??omnigenicâ?•â??determined
by countless genes. The sociologist David Matza summed up the difficulty, in 1964: â??When factors
become too numerous, we are in the hopeless position of arguing that everything matters.â?•

Still, itâ??s human nature to prefer comprehensible stories to uninterpretable complexity. 

Perhaps, whenever someone offers up an especially compelling explanation for a rise or fall in crime,
we should be wary. We might recognize that criminologyâ??a field with direct bearing on many charged
issuesâ??is also slow and confounding, with answers that may come decades late or not at all. The
moral and social complexity of crime makes simple accounts of it all the more appealing. In hearing an
explanation for its rise or fall, we might ask: What kind of story is its bearer trying to tell?
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