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This study examines the deterrent effect of formal sanctions on criminal behavior.
While most research on deterrence assumes a rational-choice model of criminal
decision-making, few studies consider all of the major elements of the model. In
particular, three critical limitations characterize the empirical literature on
deterrence: the failure to establish a causal ordering of sanctions and crime
consistent with their temporal ordering; the focus on conventional populations and
nonserious criminal acts, which are of less interest to the question of how society
controls its members; and the inattention to the return or reward component of the
decision-making process. To address these issues, we specify, estimate, and test a
rational-choice model of crime on data that were collected on individuals, gathered
within a longitudinal design, and derived from three distinct populations of persons
at high risk of formal sanction. The results support the reward component of the
rational-choice model, but fail to support the cost or deterrent component, as

measured by perceived risks of formal sanctions.

Traditionally, sociologists have identified two
mechanisms by which society elicits confor-
mity in its members: internal control, whereby
individuals are inculcated with conventional
norms, values, and attitudes; and external
control, whereby individuals are coerced,
threatened, and sanctioned into conformity.
Historically, most research has focused on
internal control, leading investigators to ex-
amine normative structures, learning pro-
cesses, subcultural influences, and the like.
Recently, however, many social scientists
have turned to issues of external control,
exploring the process by which illegal behavior
is deterred as a significant source of social con-
trol. Initially motivated by Wrong's (1961)
classic critique of normative sources of con-
trol, this work was further stimulated by sev-
eral theoretical discussions of deterrence (An-
denaes, 1974; Zimring and Hawkins, 1973;
Gibbs, 1968; 1975), Becker's (1968) seminal
paper outlining an economic model of crime
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“and punishment, and finally a subsequent spate
of empirical studies.

Unfortunately, despite numerous calls for a
general theory of deterrence, nearly all of the
empirical research on the issue takes as its
framework “a vague congery of ideas with no
unifying factor other than their being legacies
of two major figures in moral philosophy, Ces-
are Beccaria and Jeremy Bentham” (Gibbs,
1975:5). This is partly due to the practical con-
cerns of criminologists: since much of the
American criminal justice system is based di-
rectly or indirectly on ideas of Beccaria and
Bentham, the testing of those ideas has im-
mediate implications for public policy. As a
consequence, deterrence research has been
predominantly concerned with the isolated ef-
fects of the severity and certainty of sanctions
on illegal behavior. A more fruitful approach to
the issue of deterrence would examine the re-
lationship between formal sanctions and crime
from within an explicit theoretical framework.

This study examines the deterrence hypoth-
esis from within the rational-choice model,
a theoretical perspective proposed by
economists that not only provides a general
explanation of criminal behavior, but also
stipulates a specific mechanism by which for-
mal sanctions deter. Consider the following
formal statement of an actor’s expected utility
under conditions of risk:

E(U) =1 -p Uy) + pUly - F)

where E(U) = the actor’s expected utility from
a contemplated activity,
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p = the likelihood of being punished for the
activity,

y = the anticipated returns (material or psy-
chic) from the activity,

F = the anticipated penalty resulting if the
actor is punished for the activity.

According to the statement, if for a given per-
son, the expected utility of an illegal (legal) act
is greater than the expected utility of other
alternatives, the person will engage in the il-
legal (legal) act. This behavioral model, which
is detailed by Friedman and Savage (1948),
Becker (1968), and Block and Heineke (1975)
identifies three requisites of a model explaining
the decision to engage in crime: it must include
the expected rewards from alternative courses
of legal or illegal action; it must consider the
expected costs of these actions; and it must
consider those expectations as subjectively
perceived by the actor, not as objectively in-
hering in the actions.

Empirical research on the importance of de-
terrence in eliciting conformity has employed
one of two strategies. The first, favored by
economists, entails macro-level analyses of the
relationship between aggregate crime rates and
aggregate rates of criminal justice actions such
as arrest, conviction, and imprisonment. The
second, favored by sociologists and social psy-
chologists, entails micro-level analyses of the
relationship between the criminal acts of indi-
viduals and their perceptions of the risks of
those acts. Such studies, whether micro-level
or macro-level, have been hampered by at
least four conceptual and methodological
shortcomings. First, macro-level analyses have
ignored the central role of perceptions in
rational-choice models. Second, micro-level
analyses have analyzed only restricted popula-
tions of conventional persons and nonserious
crimes, ignoring more threatening acts that are
central to the question of how society controls
the behavior of its members. Third, most re-
search has relied on cross-sectional research
designs, making causal inferences question-
able. Fourth, the statistical models of most
studies have omitted important variables—not
only control variables, but also variables rep-
resenting the reward or return component of
rational-choice models.

The research reported here seeks to over-
come these problems. Based on a two-wave
panel study of three independent samples, it
examines how persons’ perceptions of the
costs and rewards of legal and illegal behavior
are related to subsequent criminal activity. It
considers the impact of perceived returns from
crime, as well as perceived opportunities to
commit crime—two crucial elements of the
rational-choice model of crime ignored in pre-
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vious research. The longitudinal design allows
us to specify a causal ordering among our vari-
ables that coincides with the temporal ordering
of their measurement. Our analytical strategy,
in addition, allows us to estimate and statisti-
cally control for measurement error in our in-
dicators of perceived threat of formal sanc-
tions. Furthermore, the three populations that
we sample consist of persons having a high
probability of engaging in serious, patterned
forms of crime, precisely those persons that
previous research concludes will be deterred
by threats of sanctions. Finally, the breadth of
the dataset allows us to include a variety of
exogenous background characteristics in our
causal models, thereby reducing the potential
bias from specification errors.

The remainder of this article is divided into
five sections. In the first, we critically review
previous individual-level research on the deter-
rence hypothesis, highlighting various meth-
odological problems.! In the second section we
describe our research design, sample, and per-
tinent variables, and present our structural
equation models. Section three presents our
analyses of measurement models of perceived
risk, while section four specifies, estimates,
and tests our model of rational choice and
crime. The final section concludes with a dis-
cussion of the theoretical implications of our
results.

PREVIOUS INDIVIDUAL-LEVEL
STUDIES OF DETERRENCE

During the past 15 years, a flood of empirical
studies has examined the effects of persons’
perceptions of the certainty and severity of
formal sanctions on their criminal behavior.
From this vast and diverse literature, we can
draw three conclusions pertinent to the present
research. First, prior research has failed to un-
earth a consistent deterrent influence of per-
ceived severity of formal sanctions (Waldo and
Chiricos, 1972; Silberman, 1976; Bailey and
Lott, 1976; Meier and Johnson, 1977). Second,
while most studies find a consistent but modest
effect of perceived certainty of formal sanc-
tions (Jensen, 1969; Waldo and Chiricos, 1972;
Grasmick and Milligan, 1976; Kraut, 1976; Sil-
berman, 1976; Erickson et al., 1977; Jensen et

! A critical review of macro-level studies of deter-
rence is beyond the scope of this article; moreover,
our research is oriented to individual-level processes
of rational choice and deterrence. We should men-
tion in passing, however, that such macro-level re-
search has recently received stinging criticisms, to
the extent that some conclude the approach is virtu-
ally bankrupt for assessing deterrence hypotheses
(Brier and Fienberg, 1980; Manski, 1978).
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al., 1978), others find that this effect is condi-
tional, holding only for persons who are un-
committed to conventional morality (Silber-
man, 1976) or highly motivated to deviate (Tit-
tle, 1977, 1980). Third, these results may be
questionable because of three methodological
shortcomings of the studies from which they
were generated. We take up these short-
comings in turn.

Inferring Causality From
Cross-Sectional Designs

Students of deterrence have long recognized
the problem of inferring causality from cross-
sectional research designs (Burkett and Jen-
sen, 1975; Logan, 1975; Jensen et al., 1978).
This is particularly problematic for indi-
vidual-level studies of deterrence for two
reasons. First, the causal ordering specified
among independent and dependent variables
contradicts their temporal ordering in the
sense that unlawful acts committed prior to an
interview are specified as a function of atti-
tudes measured during the interview. This de-
sign cannot rule out the possibility that any
observed negative relationship is due to the
impact of crime on perceived risks. Second,
because data on independent and dependent
variables are obtained from respondents in the
course of one interview, contamination effects
also cannot be ruled out. For example, individ-
uals’ reports on one set of variables may influ-
ence reports on another.

Some researchers have justified their cross-
sectional designs by assuming that perceptions
of risk remain stable over time, which would
make the timing of their measurement inconse-
quential (Silberman, 1976; Anderson et al.,
1977). Others have tried to resolve the problem
of changing the time frame to which their mea-
sures refer. For example, several have used as
their dependent variable, respondents’ esti-
mates of their future illegal behavior (Tittle,
1977, 1980; Grasmick and Green, 1980; and
Jensen and Stitt, 1982). Teevan (1976), on the
other hand, used a different independent vari-
able, asking respondents to recall their percep-
tions of risk prior to engaging in the deviant
acts they report. The approach of the first
group must be rejected since they assume away
what is in fact an empirical problem. The pro-
posed solutions of the other groups are prob-
lematic because at minimum they fail to deal
with contamination effects.

A more effective -way of attacking this
issue—but by no means a panacea for the
problem (cf. Kessler and Greenberg, 1981)—
draws on a longitudinal research design. In-
deed, investigators have recently capitalized
on such designs with good success (Paternoster
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et al., 1982, 1983; Saltzman et al., 1982; Minor
and Harry, 1982). Finding that (1) persons who
reported committing crimes between waves
had lower subsequent perceptions of risk than
those who did not report committing crimes;
(2) persons’ earlier perceptions of risk were
unrelated to these reports of crimes; and (3)
persons’ earlier and later perceptions of risk
were not stable, these researchers concluded
that perceived risk is a consequence of crime,
not a cause.”? Such results underscore the
fecundity of longitudinal data for examining
issues of deterrence.

Specification Error in the
Rational-Choice Model

Many social scientists have correctly noted
that to make causal inferences from nonex-
perimental data, one must have a correctly-
specified statistical model. This implies, in
particular, that all important nonorthogonal
explanatory variables are included in one's
model; otherwise, estimates of important pa-
rameters may be biased and inconsistent.
Viewed in this light, individual-based research
on deterrence appears wanting. Most analyses,
in fact, are based in large part on bivariate
relationships (Waldo and Chiricos, 1972;
Teevan, 1976; Kraut, 1976; Erickson et al.,
1977, Saltzman et al., 1982; Paternoster et al.,
1982; Minor and Harry, 1982). Other analyses
include in their models elements of normative
controls or informal sanctions, such as deviant
associates, moral attachment, criminal mo-
tives, and the like (Silberman, 1976; Grasmick
and Green, 1980; Meier and Johnson, 1977;
Tittle, 1977, 1980; Paternoster et al., 1983).
With the possible exception of Tittle (1977,
1980), however, none of these studies include
in their models the reward, returns, and op-
portunity component so crucial to rational-
choice models (Heineke, 1978). As we noted
earlier, this is the other side of the two-sided
rational-choice model, the first being the risks
and costs of crime. Because perceptions of risk
may be correlated with perceptions of the re-
ward, returns, and opportunity for crime,
omitting the reward side may have led to

2 These researchers argue that the within-wave
negative effect of perceived risk on reported crime
reflects what they term “‘experiential effects’. That
is, by virtue of their accumulated experience of vio-
lating the law and avoiding detection, persons who
have engaged in more previous crimes will tend to
lower their perceptions of risk in the future. This
effect, however, could be confounded with a re-
sponse effect: in the process of admitting their crimi-
nal acts, persons may come to perceive— if only
momentarily— and report low risks for these acts.



