








FREE INQUIRY IN CREATIVE SOCIOLOGY 

be taken into account. 
The work of Ezzat Fattah (1983) sum­

marizes the main arguments against the 
reliance on the economic approach to crime 
and punishment. Major points discussed by 
Fattah include the following: 1) While most 
property crime is instrumental and profit­
oriented, many "crimes against the person" 
are expressive. 2) Punishment is perceived by 
the individual to be a remote risk in com­
parison to the immediate gratification from the 
crime. 3) Because we cannot measure the 
non-tangible (subjective) rewards and costs 
of criminal behavior, the economic model of 
deterrence is difficult to implement. 

Perhaps the most promising work by econ­
omists concerned with crime rates is that of 
Phillip Cook and Gary Zarkin (1985). Accord­
ing to Cook and Zarkin, robbery and burglary 
are countercyclical with regard to business 
conditions--their rates increase during a reces­
sion. However, auto theft is procyclical and 
declines during a recession. Homicide rates, 
according to Cook and Zarkin {1985 116), are 
insensitive to business conditions. These 
findings agree with those of Dorothy Swaine 
Thomas {1927) in her study of crime rates and 
the British business cycle during 1857-1913. 
Thomas found that robbery and burglary had 
a strong negative correlation with business 
conditions and that crimes of violence had no 
relationship to business conditions. 

There are others, however, who would 
disagree about the relationship between 
homicide and business conditions. Among 
those is sociologist M. Harvey Brenner {1976), 
who compared U.S. unemployment rates 
(from 1940 to 1974) and seven indicators of 
social stress (including homicide). Brenner 
found that when the unemployment rate rose, 
these stress indicators rose, but after a time 
lag. Brenner supports the view that homicide 
rates do increase, if only slightly, due to stress 
resulting from joblessness. 

Cook and Zarkin's (1985) work examined 
the nine complete business cycles between 
1933 and 1981. They found that an increase 
in the unemployment rate from 7 percent to 
8 percent will result in a 2 percent increase 
in the robbery rate and a 2 percent increase 
in the burglary rate. They conclude that 

major movements in crime rates during the last 

half century cannot be attributed to the business 

cycle. Recessions have caused relatively small 
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increases in some types of crime (robbery, 

burglary) but have reduced auto theft and had 

negligible influence on murder rates. (Cook, 

Zarkin 1985 128) 

Exceptions to this pattern are noted by Cook 
and Zarkin, the reduced crime rates for 1982 
(a year that clearly represents the phrase 
"hard times") and the large increases in 
crime rates during the 1960s (which were the 
years of economic growth and declining 
unemployment rates). 

As early as 1974, some criminologists 
predicted that crime would drop in the 1980s 
due to the changing demographic structure of 
the population (Wolfgang 1974). A recent 
study by Darrell Steffensmeier and Miles 
Harer (1987) used "indirect method of stand­
ardization" to determine the extent to which 
changes in the crime index were a direct 
result of changes in the age of the population. 
The study implies that for the overall crime 
index a sizable part of the reduction, as high 
as 42 percent, is explained by the demo­
graphic factor. However, the rates were only 
adjusted for the demographic factor, and they 
were not adjusted nor quantified for other 
elements influencing crime. Consequently, it 
was not possible to explain the causes of the 
declines fully. 

Using a different approach the present 
research investigates and quantifies other 
causes, in addition to the demographic fac­
tor, of the recent decline in the index of crimes. 
Specifically, its aim is to investigate whether 
the 1981-84 decline can be explained by past 
trends and traditional determinants, or 
whether it should be attributed to some new 
element. A polynomial distributed lag econo­
metric model to explain the behavior of the 
rates of crime was specified and its param­
eters were estimated. It is compared with two 
other models to answer the question of why 
the rate of crime declined during the 1981-
1984 period. 

The findings confirm those of sociologists 
and suggest that this reduction in the crime 
index is explained by the traditional variables, 
mostly age of the population, and follow the 
past paths. After adjusting for the secular 
trends, factors influencing the rates of crime 
that are statistically significant are the relative 
size of the age group from 16 to 24 within the 
population, the rate of economic growth, and 
the rate of growth of real expenditure on the 












