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Preface

The crime decline that is the subject of this book started quietly. The rate

of reported crimes in the United States dropped each year after 1991 for

nine years in a row, the longest decline ever recorded. This was a big drop

in two other respects. The rates of every serious offense dropped in the

United States, even though there are no close or obvious connections be-

tween violent offenses, such as homicide and rape, and common theft.

And crime dropped all over the United States—in every region, in the

country as well as the city, in poor neighborhoods as well as rich neigh-

borhoods. By the start of the twenty-first century, most serious crime rates

had dropped by more than 35%.

The great American crime decline was a surprise when it began and is

a mystery to this day. No experts were predicting declining crime for the

1990s, and few observers paid much attention to the accumulating good

news even during the first four years of the drop. Fifteen years after the de-

cline began, there is little consensus among experts about what changes in

circumstances produced the crime decline or what is likely to happen next.

Sadly, this lack of consensus has not inspired extraordinary efforts by gov-

ernment or social science to focus scientific resources and attention on

study of this remarkable chapter of American history.



This book is my attempt to understand the mysterious good news

from the 1990s. The major subjects of my study were the character, the

causes, and the consequences of the crime decline, but my research then

led to broader conclusions about the nature of crime in America. For the

long run, these broader conclusions may be of more importance to crimi-

nology and to public policy.

With respect to the causes of the crime decline, there are plenty of

plausible candidates to take some credit for the 1990s, including a decline

in the proportion of the population in its high-risk younger years, a sub-

stantial expansion of the population incarcerated, and the longest eco-

nomic boom of the past half-century. But even with this bumper crop of

likely causes, my analysis of crime cycles in Canada suggests that cyclical

forces that are not the result of crime policy changes, population trends, or

the economy could be responsible for almost half of the U.S. decline.

The consequences of sharply lower crime rates deserve much more at-

tention than they have received. The crime decline was the only public

benefit of the 1990s whereby the poor and disadvantaged received more

direct benefits than those with wealth. Because violent crime is a tax of

which the poor pay much more, general crime declines also benefit the

poor, as likely victims, most intensely. And impoverished minority males

in big cities also benefited from less risk of both victimization and offense.

The crime decline among younger persons not yet committed to criminal

careers was greater than the aggregate crime drop, because those in the

middle of active criminal careers do not alter their personal behavior as

quickly as the general rates drop.

The two most important lessons from the 1990s are the room for fur-

ther crime decline that most communities have even now, and the loose

linkage between the demographic and social structures of American ur-

ban life and any particular level of crime. Relatively small changes in ur-

ban environments can produce 75% reductions in crime. The sharpest

declines that big cities experienced in the 1990s could not have happened

if crime was an inherent byproduct of urban disadvantage. That is the

biggest story from the 1990s and an important lesson for the American

future.

The book is divided into four two-chapter installments. Part I pro-

vides the vital statistics on the national crime decline and shows how

crime trends can bias public and expert assumptions about the power

of government to control crime. Part II is a critical survey of published
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explanations of the causes of the 1990s decline. The third part of the

book presents two new perspectives on U.S. crime trends, based on

studies of Canada and New York City. The last part applies the lessons

of this study to the current and future circumstances of crime in the

United States.
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What Happened

in the 1990s?

Introduction to Part I

These introductory chapters provide a two-part profile of the national

crime decline. Chapter 1 concerns the vital statistics of changing pat-

terns of crime in the United States, placing the crime drop of the 1990s

in historical and statistical context. The statistics in chapter 1 produce

a much clearer picture of the central questions considered in the rest

of the book. Chapter 2 explores the impact of crime trends on the atti-

tudes of policy actors and experts about whether government policy

can reduce crime. I show that sustained crime increases invite ob-

servers to conclude that “nothing works,” while cascades of good news

encourage optimistic assessments about the ability of governments to

control crime and the capacity of experts to understand crime trends.

This is one reason that many observers express confidence in their

ability to understand the crime declines of the 1990s, despite the fact

that nobody had predicted that a major crime drop was on the horizon.

Part I
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The Size and Character 

of the Crime Decline

3

1

This chapter aims to be more than a statistical profile of how crime

dropped in the 1990s, although there will be plenty of statistics used in the

analysis. What I hope to describe is the character of the crime decline, and

to do this I present statistics that illustrate the size, the range of offenses,

and the length of the decline and how those features set what happened

between 1991 and 2000 apart from other eras in modern American history.

What the chapter examines is not simply the numbers but how the pecu-

liar facts of the 1990s can help us understand the nature of the crime

decline.

The chapter begins with a series of statistical accounts of the 1990s,

showing the patterns revealed by each of the vital statistics in the survey.

A second section steps back from the individual statistical analysis to suggest

three broader lessons to be drawn from the collective impact of several

different analyses. While the numbers in this first chapter are by no means

the end of the story about causes or consequences, they provide a clear pic-

ture of the phenomenon at the center of this study, and frame the much

more specific questions that the rest of the book will address. The data

show a very substantial and nationwide drop, across all categories of seri-

ous crimes, steadily progressing through the decade. It is also a decline that



came as a total surprise to all the professional observers of crime and

criminal justice in the United States.

Some Statistical Background

For most of American history, the measurement of crime and violence was

not possible with any precision at the local level, and meaningful national

statistics on crime and violence have been created only in the last genera-

tion. The two centuries without significant American crime statistics were

a product of both political and methodological problems. The only agen-

cies that receive regular reports of most criminal events are local police de-

partments, where the measurement of crime trends is a low priority, and

conflicts of interest may exist because trends in crime can be used to eval-

uate police performance; and police are not well-trained statisticians. The

local nature of crime data means that different places will often use differ-

ent criteria of crime classification, and aggregating local statistics into state

and national totals was therefore a high-risk venture even after the Federal

Bureau of Investigation (FBI) tried to impose common standards and def-

initions. The FBI Uniform Crime Reporting program started in the 1930s

but acquired credibility only much later for most offenses.

For one crime, however, good reports can be found outside the police.

Because criminal homicides also generate death statistics, the national

health statistics vital statistics program created a separate system of death

reporting and classification for them at the county level and reported them

nationally. After 1933, this information was reported for all states.

The local nature of government responsibility for crime reporting was

paralleled by a tradition that crime policy was considered a local concern.

One reason that little attention was paid to national-level crime measure-

ment until the middle of the twentieth century was the absence of concern

about crime as a national problem. Only in the 1920s and 1930s did crime

emerge as a national political issue.

Among the range of offenses for which the FBI attempts to compute

a crime rate by adding up crimes reported to the police, the two offenses

with the best reputation for accuracy are homicide (because of its im-

portance and the presence in most cases of a body) and auto theft (be-

cause of widespread insurance). At the other end of the scale are rape

(because of victim reluctance to report) and larceny (not important to
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most victims and easy to manipulate). Of course, this statistical report

card excludes the incidence of crimes without victims willing to report

them, such as drugs and prostitution. These simply cannot be measured

by police statistics.

Homicide Trends

I start this inquiry about crime in the 1990s with the best reported data set,

the vital statistics data on homicide. Figure 1.1 shows trends in homicide

for all the years after 1950, which was 17 years after the national death reg-

istry was reported to be complete.

In an abbreviated telling of the story, the half-century divides into two

trendless periods—one prior to 1964 and another between 1974 and

1993—and two clear trends: one a decade after 1964, when the homicide

rate more than doubled, and the period after 1991, when it dropped con-

sistently. Even with more than 2,800 killings from the attack on September

11, 2001, the homicide rate that year was more than 30% lower than the pe-

riodic peak rates that were the top portions of the 20-year cycle that began

in the mid-1970s.

There is in the entire post-1950s period only one other time period

that might qualify as a downward crime trend, the four years after 1980;

but that decline lasted only half as long. Further, the next upturn in the late

1980s brought homicide quickly up to almost the same peak rate area in

1991 as 1980 and 1974.

The Size and Character of the Crime Decline 5

Figure 1.1. Homicide rate (NVSS), United States, 1950–2002. Source: National

Center for Health Statistics. 2005. Health, United States, 2005. Hyattsville, Md.



How Big a Decline?

The scale of figure 1.1 provides a useful context for estimating the size of

the decline in homicide after 1991. The increase in homicides in the decade

after 1964 was just over 100%. The magnitude of the decline after 1992 was

more than 70% as large as that increase—by 2002, the homicide rate in the

United States was only 15–20% higher than in the early 1960s.

How Broad a Decline?

While homicides are the most serious crimes in the United States, they are

a tiny part of the statistical tapestry of crime in America. One obvious

question in measuring the crime trends of the 1990s is to determine how

broadly the downward trend ranged across the spectrum of well-reported

crimes. This type of investigation must leave behind the vital statistics,

which only report deaths, in favor of police statistics and a national pro-

gram of surveys of households that measures crime victimization for per-

sons over 12 years of age.

The official crime reporting system for most offenses in the United

States is the FBI’s Uniform Crime Reports (UCRs), which focus on a cate-

gory of eight “index” crimes. Not all the “index” crimes are serious (any theft

offense is included in larceny), but all of the most serious ordinary crimes

are included in the index category. Figure 1.2 launches the inquiry by

6 What Happened in the 1990s?

Figure 1.2. Everything goes down in the 1990s. Source: U.S. Department of

Justice. Federal Bureau of Investigation. 1990, 2000. Uniform Crime Report.

Washington, D.C.



comparing trends in all seven of the traditional FBI crime index offenses,

comparing the census years 1990 and 2000. An eighth offense, arson, new to

the FBI index, is excluded from the comparison.

The rate of all seven offenses reported in figure 1.3 declined signifi-

cantly over the 1990s, with the aggregate declines ranging from 23% to 44%.

For five of the seven offenses, the declines are of similar magnitudes—

homicide, rape, robbery, burglary, and auto theft all report declines quite

close to 40%. This group includes the two offenses with the best reputa-

tions for accuracy—the violent offense of homicide and the oft-reported

property offense of auto theft.

The two crimes with markedly smaller declines were aggravated as-

sault (down 24%) and larceny (down 23%). Aggravated assault is the most

frequent of the violent crimes used in the crime index. Attacks where the

use of a deadly weapon is threatened or occurs or where serious injury is

intended or inflicted are the bulk of aggravated assaults reported in the

United States. The border between simple and aggravated assault is diffi-

cult to determine, and trends in aggravated assault are frequently a puzzle

(Zimring 1998, p. 93).

Larceny is by far the most common crime reported to the police

everywhere and is also the least harmful of the crimes with definite vic-

tims. By itself, the number of larcenies reported to police in the United

States forms the bulk of all index crime, about 60% of reported index

felonies in 2000. The reason for this huge statistical impact is that larcenies

of all sizes are counted into the crime index, in contrast to the treatment of

the assault offense, which police exclude from the crime index if they clas-

sify an attack as a simple rather than “aggravated” assault.

The rationale for this inclusive approach for larceny is a cautionary

tale about reforms in crime statistical reporting. The reason even small

thefts have been counted in the index total since 1973 is that in prior years,

when the FBI only counted larceny in the serious index category if the

value of the properly taken was over $50, police departments could keep

their reported offense rates low by underestimating the values of stolen

properties (Seideman and Couzens 1974). To get around this problem,

since 1973 the FBI has included in the index of all serious crimes a mass of

thefts far more frequently petty than grand.

The smaller decline in larceny does mean that the aggregate number of

offenses known to the police has not dropped as fast as the rates of offenses

The Size and Character of the Crime Decline 7



like robbery and burglary, but most serious crimes feared by the public

(“fear” crimes) dropped by 40% during the 1990s, and in that sense, the

larger declines are clustered just where most citizens would want them to

occur (Zimring and Hawkins 1997, ch. 1).

Victim Surveys

When the focus shifts from crimes known to the police to the estimates

from household surveys, the trends are substantially confirmed. Figure 1.3

compares the trends over the period 1990–2000 for the police data re-

ported in the UCRs and the household survey data reported by the Bureau

of Justice Statistics (BJS).

The crime declines estimated from the household survey are equal to

or greater than the police statistics in all six crime categories, with the sur-

vey showing much larger declines in larceny, assault, and rape. The victim

surveys not only confirm the trends found in the police data but also move

the larceny and assault declines much closer to the average declines for

other index crimes than do the police statistics. If we regard the National

Survey data as a test of the size and breadth of the decline shown by police

reports, it is a test that the crime decline passes with flying colors. If police

statistics are to be faulted, it is that they underestimate the downtrend in

assault, rape, and larceny.

8 What Happened in the 1990s?

Figure 1.3. Official versus victim survey estimates of crime decline, United States,

1990–2000. Sources: U.S. Department of Justice. Federal Bureau of Investigation.

1990, 2000. Uniform Crime Report. Washington, D.C. U.S. Department of Justice.

Bureau of Justice Statistics. 1990, 2000. National Crime Victimization Survey.

Washington, D.C.



The Demography of Decline

There are also encouraging signs that the benefits of lower crime rates have

been spread widely across the social and demographic categories of the

American nation. My focus in reporting on these matters will be on hom-

icide, both because it is the ultimate fear crime and also because homicide

statistics include many killings of victims of other offenses, most often

robbery and assault but also sex offenses. In this sense, homicide trends

also measure variations in other violent crimes.

Figure 1.4 shows 10-year trends of homicide victimization by age of

victim.

With the exception of children under 14, where the rate decline was

19%, the relative declines in homicide victimization are extraordinarily

flat, ranging only between 36 and 41%. This does not mean that homicide

risks are spread evenly across age groups—rates of youth and young adults

are much higher at both the beginning and the end of the 1990s—but the

evenness of the decline over time of relative risk is impressive.

The pattern over time is slightly different when the declines in homicide

victimizations are disaggregated by gender, by race and by city size (fig. 1.5).

The decrease in homicide for men is 42%, one-third more than for

women. The decrease for nonwhites is 46%, again one-third more than

the decline for whites, and the decline in big cities is 49%, much more

than the drop in other cities, in suburbs, or in rural areas. The higher the rate

The Size and Character of the Crime Decline 9

Figure 1.4. Trends of homicide victimization by age of victim, United States,

1990–2000. Source: National Center for Health Statistics. 2005. Health, United

States, 2005. Hyattsville, Md.



of homicide in 1990, the bigger the drop in the rate over the next 10 years. This

is of critical importance, because it suggests that the benefits of the crime

decline are concentrated in those groups with the highest exposure to crime.

Regional and City-Level Trends

The 10-year trends for the six index crimes other than larceny are shown

by region in figure 1.6.

The pattern of decline by region is even, with one exception: the

Northeast shows higher than usual declines for homicide, auto theft, and

burglary. Only the UCRs statistics can be broken down by region, so that

there is no independent measure to test against variations produced by the

police statistics.

With respect to auto theft, the decline in the northeastern region is

twice that of other regions, while the Northeast shows a 20–30% advantage

for homicide and burglary. Except for this northeastern edge, there are no

consistent regional patterns. Because very large cities have a substantial im-

pact on the UCRs crime categories, it is prudent to defer discussion of the

Northeast until I have identified and discussed the New York City pattern.

10 What Happened in the 1990s?

Figure 1.5. Homicide declines by demographic detail, United States, 1990–2000.

Source: National Center for Health Statistics. 2005. Health, United States, 2005.

Hyattsville, Md.



Crime Trends in Big Cities

The crime trends in big cities are an important element of the national

crime picture in eras of good and bad news. When high crime rates are a

focus of public concern, media pay particular attention to which large

American city is described as the nation’s “murder capital.” When crime

rates fall, the experiences of particular cities may again play an important

The Size and Character of the Crime Decline 11

     Northeast   Midwest         South    West

Homicide

Rape

Robbery

Aggravated
Assault

Burglary

Auto Theft

Figure 1.6. Regional trends in Uniform Crime Report crime, 1990–2000. Source:

U.S. Department of Justice. Federal Bureau of Investigation. 1990, 2000. Uniform

Crime Report. Washington, D.C.



role in public discussion. In the late 1990s, the experience of the nation’s

largest city—New York—was of particular interest to those tracking crime

trends. As I will show, this special attention was appropriate, given the sin-

gular performance of New York City crime.

Table 1.1 provides data on the average ranking of each of 15 large cities

for the decline in seven crime categories. (Data were not available for both

comparison years for the fifteenth largest city, Jacksonville, Florida; so

Columbus, Ohio, the sixteenth largest city in 1990, is substituted for Jack-

sonville in table 1.1.) The ranks I use in table 1.1 test each of these cities

against the other 14 to find out how evenly distributed the drop was in big-

city crime. If all the nation’s large cities averaged a rank of between 6 and 8 in

the table, no cities stand out as either leaders or laggards in the comparison.

If we search for large cities with the best crime decline records, we find

table 1.1 to be one of several indicators that shows the city of New York to

12 What Happened in the 1990s?

Table 1.1

Average rank of crime decline for seven offenses,

15 largest U.S. cities, 1990–2000.

Average rank

New York City 1.6

San Diego 4.4

San Francisco 5.4

Dallas 5.6

Los Angeles 6.0

Houston 6.3

San Antonio 6.8

San Jose 6.9

Chicago 8.8

Indianapolis 9.9

Phoenix 9.9

Detroit 11.3

Columbus 11.6

Philadelphia 12.3

Baltimore 12.7

Source: U.S. Department of Justice. Uniform Crime Re-
port 1990 and 2000. Washington, D.C.: U.S. Govern-
ment Printing Office.

Ranks derived from index crime rate declines for seven
offenses (excludes arson).



be literally in a class by itself. Across the seven FBI index crimes, the aver-

age rank for New York City was 1.6 out of 15, showing that this city was al-

most uniform in reporting the largest or second largest decline among

the 15 biggest cities in the nation for a variety of different crimes. The next

best performance by a major city was that of San Diego, but the distance

between the average rank of New York and San Diego was almost three

full ranks. San Diego’s rank (and San Francisco’s) shows that these cities

consistently scored in the top third in crime reduction among major

American cities over the 1990s. New York is consistently at the very top,

recording the highest level of crime decline in four of the seven categories

(homicide, robbery, auto theft, and burglary), recording the second high-

est in two (rape and assault), and falling to third only once (for larceny).

While Baltimore scores the lowest of the 15 cities, we don’t observe the

same extreme values at the bottom of the distribution as there are at the

top.

Figure 1.7 shows the relative magnitude of the official records of crime

decline in New York City by comparing the percentage decline in New

York police statistics with the decline noted in the rest of the United States

over the period 1990–2000.

The Size and Character of the Crime Decline 13

Figure 1.7. Percentage declines in New York City and the rest of the reporting

areas in the United States, 1990–2000. Source: U.S. Department of Justice. Federal

Bureau of Investigation. 1990, 2000. Uniform Crime Report. Washington, D.C.


