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Characterizing Criminal Careers

ALFRED BLUMSTEIN AND JACQUELINE COHEN

Most knowledge about crime and criminals derives from
cross-sectional analyses that link crime rates in a commu-
nity with a community’s attributes. The criminal-career
approach focuses on individual offenders and considers
their crime-committing patterns as a longitudinal sto-
chastic process. This approach, which invokes parameters
characterizing participation rate, initiation rate, termina-
tion rate and the associated career length, and individual
offending frequency, offers some important new insights.
For example, annual offending frequency appears to be
reasonably constant with age for those offenders who stay
criminally active, termination rates are relatively low for
active offenders in their 30s, and offending frequencies
seem to be relatively insensitive to demographic attributes
for active offenders. All these observations are opposite to
those that would be derived from cross-sectional analysis.

VEN THOUGH THE SUBJECTS OF CRIME AND CRIME CON-

trol have been major issues of public debate, and despite

their regular appearance as one of the nation’s most serious
problems, significant advances in empirical research related to these
issues are relatively recent. This partly reflects the strong value
component in the policy choices. It is also due to the considerable
difficulty of observing directly individual crimes or tracking carefully
the patterns of offending by individual criminals in order to collect
reliable data.

The policy choice at the center of most public debate involves the
use of imprisonment, primarily the choice of who should go to
prison and for how long. This policy choice involves a sequence of
dichotomies (Fig. 1). The objectives of imprisonment involve some
combination of retribution—punishment for its own sake—and
crime control. Crime control is obtained in macro terms through
general deterrence, by communicating symbolically to the public at
large that they risk punishment if they commit crimes. At the micro
level—involving individual offenders—one can try to incapacitate
them, typically through imprisonment, and thereby block their
access to potential victims in the community during the period of
confinement. Alternatively, one can try to improve their behavior
subsequent to some treatment that may focus on punishment
(working through individual deterrence) or on enhancing individual
skills in legitimate activities (sometimes indicated as rehabilitation).

Information on criminal careers—the longitudinal sequence of
offenses committed by individual offenders—is potentially an im-
portant element for informing the choices made at the various
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decision points. Knowledge about criminal careers is most directly
useful for assessing the effects on crime through incapacitation. The
magnitude of the incapacitative effect of incarceration depends
fundamentally on the nature of criminal careers: the more frequently
an individual offender engages in crime, the more benefit that would
accrue by removing him from the street and thereby eliminating his
opportunity to commit crimes in the community. The dynamics of
criminal careers, especially their potential for change, are also
relevant for assessing likely rehabilitation or individual deterrent
effects. An important question when assessing general deterrence is
distinguishing between the impact of deterrent threats in curtailing
the careers of already active offenders and in inhibiting initiation of
criminal careers among nonoffenders.

Empirical knowledge about criminal careers may even be of value
in imposing prison terms for retributive purposes. It is a fundamen-
tal principle of U.S. criminal law that individuals should be pun-
ished only for crimes that they have committed. In accordance with
this principle, the candidates for punishment are limited to those
who have been convicted of a current offense. In choosing how
much punishment to impose, however, an offender’s prior criminal
career might reasonably be viewed as a legitimate element—reflect-
ing the offender’s blameworthiness—in setting the punishment for
that offense.

Although there had been some important classic statistical work
examining crime in the 19th century by Quetelet (1) and criminal
careers beginning in the 1930s by the Gluecks (2), it is only in recent
years that we have seen significant new estimates of characteristics of
criminal careers and new insights for policy relating to those careers.
These are covered in some detail in a recent report by the Panel on
Research on Criminal Careers of the National Research Council (3).

A significant factor inhibiting the growth of knowledge about
criminal careers has been that traditional research focuses on devel-
oping correlates of crime, typically derived from cross-sectional
studies of states or cities, looking for community characteristics that
tend to be associated with high crime rates. Not surprisingly, many
indicators of social deprivation are associated with crime, among
them low income, high population density, and high minority racial
composition (4). Knowing of such associations, however, is not
very helpful. The strong mutual association among these correlates
provides little guidance on their relative individual contributions to
crime, and such partitioning is crucial in order to isolate and identify
useful social investments to address these presumed causes. The
traditional approach is also deficient because crime is dealt with as a
unitary phenomenon without distinguishing the diverse ways in
which causal factors might affect individual offenders. The criminal
career paradigm partitions these effects into those that contribute to
participation in crime and others that affect frequency of offending
or that affect termination of a criminal career.

Research on criminal careers involves the characterization of the
longitudinal pattern of crime events for offenders and assessment of
the factors that affect that pattern. Use of the concept of a “career” is
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not meant to imply that crime need be the primary economic activity
from which an offender derives a substantial part of his livelihood; it
is merely a metaphor for the longitudinal process. It is also
important to distinguish the concept of criminal careers from the
policy-oriented reversal of that phrase, the “career criminal,” which
refers to offenders whose criminal careers are of such serious
dimension that they represent prime targets for the criminal justice
system.

Basic Structure of a Criminal Career

Examining the basic structure of criminal careers within any
population involves first assessing the fraction that participates in
crime and then, for that subset, developing information on the
statistical properties of the parameters that characterize their crimi-
nal careers. “Participation” represents a primary filter between the
general population and the subset who are criminally active. If crime
is defined very broadly to include many minor infractions, participa-
tion in crime is virtually universal. However, as interest is focused
more narrowly on serious offenses, participation becomes an impor-
tant filter in distinguishing active offenders from nonoffenders. The
intensity of criminal activity may vary considerably across these
participants. “Frequency” refers to these individual crime rates, or
the number of crimes per year committed by those who are active.

The basic identity linking the aggregate population crime rate, C,
to the fraction participating, P, and their individual crime frequency,
\, is C = P\ when crime types and oftender subgroups are treated
homogeneously (5). In this identity, the crimes per year per capita
(C) 1s partitioned between participation, P (in terms of active
criminals per capita), and frequency, A (in terms of crimes per year
per active criminal). This basic partition provides the opportunity to
distinguish those factors that affect participation, which in general
may be quite different from those that influence frequency by active
offenders.

Among active offenders, three fundamental parameters represent
the simplest characterization of a career structure: (i) age of
initiation, Ao; (ii) age at termination, A; and (iii) mean number of
crimes committed per year while active, \. An important parameter
of the criminal career is thus the career length represented by the
interval T = Ay — Ay. Also at any point in the career, 4,, we are
interested in the residual career length, T = Ay — A,

A simple configuration of a criminal career that invokes these
basic parameters is shown in Fig. 2. Here the career begins at age A
and the individual crime frequency rises immediately to A, stays
constant at that value for the duration of the career, and drops
instantaneously to 0 at age Ay when the career is terminated.
Obviously, variations on this basic structure are possible. There
could be a finite rise time or termination period between the
maximum crime frequency, N\, and 0. Over the course of an
individual’s career, N could fluctuate stochastically around his true
underlying rate; in addition, there could well be variation in the true
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underlying \ including the possibility of dropping to 0 for intermit-
tent periods, and many other variations. All of these involve greater
complexity and would require more elaborate assumptions.

Estimation of Criminal Career Parameters

Estimation of criminal career parameters is particularly difficult
because of the general invisibility of most crimes to any observer. An
ideal observation method would involve a random sample of the
population who would maintain a regular log of their criminal
activities. The obvious fancifulness of such an approach requires a
diversity of indirect approaches, relying on multiple data sources to
develop estimates of the parameters.

A long-standing data source, which has now been available for
over 40 years in the United States, is the Uniform Crime Reports
(UCR). Published annually by the Federal Bureau of Investigation,
the UCR is a compilation of monthly reports submitted to the FBI
by individual police departments of the numbers of crimes reported
to the police and the numbers of arrests, categorized by size of city
and by demographic attributes (age, race, and sex) of the arrestees.
The potential for bias in crime counts is clear, since fewer than half
of the crimes experienced by victims are ever reported by them to the
police (6), and this report percentage could well vary across
jurisdictions (7). In addition, there could be variations across police
departments in the criteria used to define a crime, or in efforts to
manipulate the amount of crime reported to the FBI (8).

The UCR arrest data are particularly valuable because they
provide some basic descriptive information about the offenders, and
thus serve as a basis for distinguishing among them. Arrest statistics,
however, are also subject to biases. In addition to reporting errors
like those found in crime counts, arrest counts may be distorted by
differential vulnerability to arrest (for example, more careful or more
experienced offenders may be less likely to be arrested), or from
differences in police discretion in issuing a warning as opposed to
recording an arrest. Indeed, considerable criminological research
energy has gone into a variety of efforts to demonstrate the
possibility of these various biases in arrest data (9).

Participation rates. Most cross-sectional research on the correlates
of crime reflects participation in crime. There are not many surprises
among the variables associated with participation: low measured 1Q,
parental criminality, disruptive family situation, lower social class,
low income, high unemployment, drug abuse, and others (10). One
problem with this array of factors is the difficulty of identifying
means of intervening in any of them in a significant and influential
way. Even if one could influence one of these variables with regard
to any particular individual, it is not clear how that would affect that
individual’s propensity to become a participant in crime. Since the
research relies primarily on cross-sectional data, it has not been
adequately demonstrated that a change in the associated variable will
necessarily change the consequences for an individual.

Participation rates, P, as well as rates of recidivism (rates of
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