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Deterrence and Rational Choice Theory

Few theories in the social sciences can boast a
greater pedigree than rational choice. Its central
premise is beguilingly simple: when faced with
a set of alternatives, individuals will prefer that
which is expected to produce the most favorable
outcome. It has a long history – dating back to at
least the eighteenth century and “classical crim-
inologists” such as Cesare Beccaria (1764) and
Jeremy Bentham (1789) – yet continues to gener-
ate much research and scholarly debate. Elements
of rational choice can be seen in seminal crimino-
logical perspectives such as neutralization (Sykes
and Matza, 1957), social disorganization (Mer-
ton, 1938), control (Gottfredson and Hirschi,
1990), and routine activities (Cohen and Felson,
1979) theories. In particular, rational choice is
arguably the dominant framework for under-
standing offender decision making. According
to rational choice theory, prospective offenders
choose to commit crime in much the same way
as they choose to carry out any other behavior,
by weighing up the perceived costs and benefits
of doing so. Crime occurs when the perceived
benefits outweigh the anticipated costs. It follows
that potential offenders can be deterred from
acting on their criminal intentions by increasing
the relative costs of offending.
This entry begins with a review of the key

features of rational choice theory. Two ways in
which the deterrence principle implicit in ratio-
nal choice theory has been operationalized to
prevent crime are then examined. The first is its
application at the macro-level via the apparatus
of the criminal justice system and the imposition
of formal sanctions. The second is its application
at the micro-level via the manipulation of situa-
tional contingencies operating at the prospective
crime setting in ways that make crime more
difficult or risky to carry out.The entry concludes
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with an evaluation of rational choice theory as a
conceptual basis for deterring offenders.

Rational Choice Theory

While the roots of rational choice theory are in
the classical criminology writings of Beccaria and
Bentham, much of the subsequent theorizing in
more recent years has occurred in other social
science disciplines, notably economics and psy-
chology (Becker, 1968; Kahneman and Tversky,
1979). Rational choice theory operates with a
stripped-down model of human psychology,
focusing on the universal processes by which
decisions are made and largely ignoring the role
of individual differences. The concept of ratio-
nality is based on three central tenets, namely:
that behavior is purposive and goal-oriented; that
preferences are consistent, can be ranked and are
transitive (i.e., if A > B and B > C then invariably
A > C); and that decision makers behave hedo-
nistically to maximize utility (MacDonald, 2003).
There are two main approaches to model-

ing rational decision making: normative and
descriptive. Normative models account for the
way decisions should be made if the decision
maker is acting purely rationally. For empirical
purposes, normative models attempt to express
decisions as (often complex) mathematical for-
mula. The expected utility of a decision can be
calculated by multiplying the value of the out-
come by the probability that the outcome will
occur (von Neumann and Morgenstern, 1944).
For example, a 50% chance of winning $100
produces an expected utility of $50, while a 75%
chance of winning $80 produces an expected
utility of $60; hence, faced with a choice between
these two options, the second one represents the
most rational alternative. Of course, in real-life
situations of the sort confronting offenders when
deciding whether or not to engage in crime, the
objective outcomes and probabilities are rarely
known. A prospective burglar, for example, does
not know precisely the value of the goods in a
particular house, nor the exact likelihood that
he will be caught. In these cases the decision
maker must make personal judgments about the
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subjective utility of a decision (Savage, 1954). Our
prospective burglar, then, must decide whether,
from his perspective, the potential gains are worth
the risk.
It is universally acknowledged among rational

choice theorists that normative models do not
account for the process bywhich humanbeings go
about making decisions (Edwards, 1992). Rather,
human decision making is characterized by many
deviations from optimal rationality in the form
of perceptual errors, heuristics, and biases (see
Kahneman, 2011). Descriptive models attempt
to capture these cognitive “errors” and so to
describe more accurately actual decision-making
processes (Kahneman and Tversky, 1979; Simon,
1983). Arguably the best-known descriptive
model in criminology is Simon’s (1983) concept
of bounded rationality. Simon argued that human
decision making is neither perfectly rational nor
wholly irrational. Individuals strive to benefit
themselves to the best of their ability but are
constrained by the fundamental limits of human
information processing, emotional states, and
other individual characteristics, and the amount
of time and other environmental factors that
reduce the quality of the information that is avail-
able. Simon described human decision making as
satisficing – satisfactory and sufficient – designed
to meet the decision maker’s minimum require-
ments at that time. Returning to our prospective
burglar, he does not carefully weigh up the costs
and benefits associated with every house in a
neighborhood before deciding whether to com-
mit burglary. His decision to proceed with a
burglary is a rough and ready one, and the quality
of his decision may be compromised by many
factors including his level of intoxication or drug
intake, his cognitive capacities, and the height-
ened emotions and time pressures associated
with offending.

Deterrence and the Criminal Justice
System

Beccaria (1764) and Bentham (1789) were moti-
vated to develop their models of deterrence by
what they observed to be society’s preoccupation
with punishment over prevention. They argued
for the reverse – “better to prevent crimes than
punish them” (Beccaria 1986 [1764]: 93). They

were particularly critical of the brutality and non-
proportionality of punishments. With literally
hundreds of crimes attracting the death penalty
at the time, they argued that there was no incen-
tive for a petty offender not to progress to more
serious offences – in the words of a contemporary
saying, one might as well be hung for a sheep
as a lamb. They proposed that in order to deter
offenders, the severity of punishment should just
outweigh the benefits derived from offending. To
achieve this, punishments that could be infinitely
graduated, such as terms of imprisonment and
monetary fines, were favored since severity could
be finely tailored to suit the crime. Crucially,
in addition to the severity of sanction, they
identified two further necessary conditions for
effectively deterring criminal behavior: certainty
and the swiftness of punishment. Severity will
have little effect if the offender knows s/he will
not be caught for their crime or if there is an
inordinate delay between the crime and the
punishment.
Despite its initial influence, classical crimi-

nology and its associated deterrence doctrine
gave way to positivistic theories in the early
twentieth century, with the focus shifting onto
biological and sociological explanations for crime
and towards solutions to crime that involved
“curing” offenders or redressing the social ills
that produced them. In the latter quarter of
the twentieth century, however, interest among
criminologists in rational choice theory was
revived by the work of economists such as Gary
Becker (1968) as researchers turned their atten-
tion to policy-relevant research (e.g., Blumstein,
Cohen, and Nagin, 1978).This research was given
further impetus by the widespread adoption
of “get tough” criminal justice policies in the
United States from the 1980s (such as stiffer
prison sentences), which reflected a renewed
“common-sense” political faith in the power (and
popularity) of deterrence.
Research on the effectiveness of criminal justice

deterrence as a crime prevention mechanism
suggests that it is at best a blunt instrument. Pratt
and Cullen (2005) conducted a meta-analysis of
214 studies on macro-level predictors of crime.
Deterrence-relevant findings were derived from
three categories of study – those examining
the effects of “get tough” crime policies, those
examining the effects of deterrence-oriented
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police practices, and those examining the effects
of imprisonment. Overall, deterrence strategies
were found to be weak and inconsistent predic-
tors of crime. The strongest deterrent effect was
for incarceration (effect size −.317), although the
researchers were not able to determine the extent
to which lower crime rates were the result of an
incapacitation effect as opposed to deterrence.
Policing practices and crime policy had negligible
(though marginally significant) effects on crime.
It is tempting to conclude from Pratt and

Cullen’s meta-analysis that criminal justice deter-
rence “does not work,” either because attempts
to operationalize deterrence have been ineffec-
tive – for example, because the chance of being
caught remains low (Burrows et al., 2005) – or
because offenders simply are not rational. How-
ever, an important distinction needs to be made
between threshold deterrent effects and the
impact of increases in deterrence efforts. While
increasing criminal justice sanctions might not
result in a proportionate decrease in crime, con-
sider what would happen if these sanctions did
not exist. Some idea of the outcome of such a
scenario can be gained by examining the break-
down in law and order as a result of police strikes
(Nagin, 1978), blackouts (Muhlin et al., 1981),
and natural disasters (LeBeau, 2002). In these
cases crime rates increase sharply.Thus the crimi-
nal justice system clearly does deter crime but the
relationship between criminal justice deterrence
measures and crime reduction is not linear.

Deterrence and situational crime
prevention

As outlined earlier, deterrence is typically thought
of in terms of criminal justice sanctions.The prin-
cipal deterrence lever available to the criminal
justice system is the severity of punishment;
certainty and swiftness is difficult to deliver.
Situational crime prevention represents another
way of operationalizing the deterrence principle,
this time by focusing not on the threats of formal
punishment that may (or may not) occur in
the distant future, but on deterrent effects that
can be applied at the very time the offender is
contemplating committing a crime.
The chief architect of situational crime preven-

tion is Ron Clarke (1980) and, with his colleague

Derek Cornish, he explicitly drew on rational
choice theory for its prime theoretical under-
pinning (Clarke and Cornish, 1985). However,
Clarke and Cornish adapted the prevailing inter-
pretation of rational choice theory in a number
of important ways. First, they realized that many
of the decisions made by potential offenders
involved information available at the crime scene.
In the original version of situational crime pre-
vention (later elaborated in ways that are not
of concern here) they argued that the decision
whether or not to proceed with a crime is made
with reference to three main cost–benefit dimen-
sions – the perceived risk, effort, and potential
rewards associated with carrying out the contem-
plated crime. The offender might calculate, for
example, that a house with a burglar alarm is a
riskier burglary prospect than a house without
an alarm, and so choose not to burgle it. Second,
the decision to commit crime is situation-specific.
Where criminal justice deterrence presents a
macro-level application of rational choice theory,
Clarke and Cornish emphasized that decisions
are made on a case-by-case basis. The goal of
criminal justice deterrence is to dissuade indi-
viduals from offending in general; the goal of
situational prevention is simply to dissuade an
individual from committing a specific crime in
a specific setting. A burglar may choose not to
burgle a house with an alarm, but go on to burgle
one without an alarm or, indeed, to commit
some unrelated crime. Third, Clarke and Cornish
explicitly rejected the “pure” normative models of
rational choice – which strongly influenced crim-
inal justice deterrence – and embraced Simon’s
descriptive model of bounded rationality. Clarke
and Cornish were concerned with the practical
implications of rational choice; their primary
aim was to develop a “good enough theory” to
provide a framework for developing situational
crime prevention strategies.
Clarke and Cornish could point to various

sources of evidence which supported the notion
that criminal behavior is causally influenced
by situational contingencies, most dramatic of
which was the huge fall in the rates of suicide
in 1960s Britain which corresponded to gradual
reductions in the toxicity of domestic gas supply
in households. Self-gassing was once a common
suicide method. The gas supply to most homes
contained toxic levels of carbon monoxide which



Trim Size: 170mm x 244mm Schreck ejdj0131.tex V1 - 04/08/2017 1:31 P.M. Page 4�

� �

�

4 DETERRENCE AND RAT IONAL CHOICE THEORY

in high quantities was lethal. In the ensuing
decade suicide rates using this method plum-
meted. There was little reason to believe that
the prevalence of suicide ideation had changed
over this period. Methods to commit suicide
abounded. Yet the removal of a widespread,
painless, and easy-to-operate suicide method
appeared to initiate a reduction in suicide overall
(for an overview, see Clarke and Lester, 1989).
The agenda set out in the earlier formulations of
situational crime prevention assumed that what
held for suicide may also work for many other
types of criminal behavior. Since then, situational
crime prevention has undergone much devel-
opment, has been applied to a wide variety of
problems, and has amassed extensive evidence in
support of reducing crime by manipulating the
immediate environment (for recent reviews, see
Clarke, 2008; Tilley and Sidebottom, 2014).
Perhaps the most persistent criticism of sit-

uational crime prevention is that it is likely to
merely displace crime rather than prevent it.
It is reasoned that if an offender is thwarted
in endeavors to commit crime at one time or
location he or she will simply offend at another
time or place. Guerette and Bowers (2009) have
tested this assumption empirically, conducting a
systematic review of 102 evaluations of situation
crime prevention. They found that displacement
was reported in just 26% of cases, while in 27% of
cases diffusion of benefits occurred (i.e., crime fell
in nearby places where no interventions were put
in place). These findings can be explained within
the terms of rational choice. Crime does not
necessarily displace because crime opportunities
are not evenly distributed in time and space, and
moving to another area to offend often entails
expending greater effort and taking more risks
for less reward. In the case of diffusion of ben-
efits, it seems that offenders have assumed that
the prevention interventions were more widely
implemented than was the case. Both outcomes
are indicative of a reasoning offender, not one
slavishly driven by a disposition to offend.

Evaluation and Conclusion

Rational choice has undergone significant devel-
opment since Beccaria and Bentham articulated
the basic principle that behavior is a function of its

perceived consequences over two hundred years
ago. It has been the subject of extensive empirical
research, complex mathematical modeling, and
theoretical elaboration. At the same time, the
practical implications of rational choice – that
criminal behavior can be deterred by increasing
the relative perceived costs of offending – has had
a profound impact on the approaches taken to
prevent crime. However, an examination of the
various ways that the deterrence principle has
been applied to reduce crime tells two different
stories.
The usual way to implement deterrence, and

the concern of Beccaria and Bentham, is through
levers of the criminal justice system. There is
perhaps some irony in the fact, however, that a
principle devised by two great thinkers of the
Enlightenment to counter criminal justice excess
became the rationale for the get tough policies of
recent times. In any event, the renewed academic
interest in deterrence coincided with the shift
towards a more punitive approach to offenders.
As a consequence,much of the recent criminolog-
ical research has been directed at demonstrating
the ineffectiveness of some of the more extreme,
populist manifestations of the deterrence logic
(Pratt and Cullen, 2005). But more generally
than this, researchers often express puzzlement
and some disillusionment at why criminal jus-
tice deterrent effects are not stronger than the
evidence indicates (Paternoster, 2010).
The alternative way to apply the deterrence

principle is at a situational level. Here there
appears more evidence of success and certainly
greater levels of enthusiasm among researchers.
While there are debates about whether rational
choice provides a complete model for situational
crime prevention (Wortley, 2014) – and indeed
situational crime prevention has evolved to
include strategies beyond deterrence (Cornish
and Clarke, 2003) – few in the field would doubt
that manipulating situational contingencies to
increase the relative perceived costs of crime is an
effective crime prevention strategy.
One conclusion to be drawn from these two

experiences of deterrence is that the specificity
and immediacy of deterrence strategies matter.
Most criminal justice measures are by nature
applied in a blanket fashion and involve costs
that take place in the distant future. When deter-
rence is made more immediate and is related to
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specific behaviors then the connection between
the outcome and the behavior is made more
obvious to the decision maker. Policing research
demonstrates the point. Simply increasing police
numbers (Pratt and Cullen, 2005) or the number
of police patrols (Kelling, Pate, Dieckman, and
Brown, 1974) has been shown to have little effect
on crime rates. On the other hand, targeting
specific crime hotspots (Braga, Papachristos, and
Hureau, 2012) and chronic offenders (Kennedy,
2008) has been shown to be more effective and
give cause for greater optimism. As Beccaria and
Bentham knew, simply increasing the severity
of punishment is an incomplete and ineffective
interpretation of the deterrence principle.

SEE ALSO: LabelingTheory; Life-Course Theo-
ries; Self-Control Theory; Social Support Theory;
Strain Theories
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ABSTRACT
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prospective offenders is examined.
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