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This was also the conclusion of French society, and although French authorities for some 
time fully embraced the idea of equal punishment for a given act against society (i.e., 
equal harm done to society, as Beccaria advised), they quickly realized that the system 
was neither fair nor effective in terms of deterrence. So they came to acknowledge that 
circumstantial factors play an important part in how malicious or guilty a defendant is. 
A number of contextual factors either alleviate or increase the level of malicious intent 
involved in engaging in criminal activity.

Thus, the French revised their laws to take into account both mitigating and aggra-
vating circumstances. This Neoclassical concept became the standard in all Western 
societies’ justice systems. Fortunately, the United States also follows this model and 
considers such contextual factors in virtually all decision-making related to charges 
and sentences. For example, if a defendant is a juvenile, he or she is processed in a 
completely different system from the criminal court. Furthermore, first-time offenders 
are generally given the option of a diversion program or probation, as long as their 
offense is not serious.

The Minneapolis Domestic Violence 
Experiment had a tremendous policy 
impact:

Within 1 year of the study’s 
first publication, almost 
two thirds of major police 
departments had heard of 
the Minneapolis experi-
ment, and three quarters 
of the departments cor-
rectly remembered its 
general conclusion that 
arrest was the preferable 
police response. Similarly, 
the number of police 
departments encouraging 
arrests for domestic vio-
lence tripled in 1 year from 
only 10% to 31%.43

It has also been suggested that the 
Minneapolis experiment was favor-
able among policy makers given 
the emerging support for deter-
rence theory. Due to the major pol-
icy impact of this experiment, the 
National Institute of Justice funded 
six experimental replications of the 
Minneapolis Domestic Violence 
Experiment; these have been collec-
tively referred to as the “Replication 

Studies.”44 Essentially, these repli-
cations failed to confirm the earlier 
findings of the Minneapolis experi-
ment. Buzawa and Buzawa contend 
that there may be a “middle ground.” 
Specifically, deterrence may result 
for some offenders but not al l 
offenders.45

To further highlight key aspects of 
deterrence theory, we apply this 
perspective to the crime of simple 
assault, specifically domestic vio-
lence. Doug and Emily have been 
living together for more than three 
years. They have a two-year-old 
son and are expecting their second 
child in a few months. Through-
out their relationship, Doug has 
become increasingly violent 
toward Emily. At first, he would 
shout at and belittle her; soon 
after, he was pushing and shov-
ing her. Now, Doug has started to 
hit, slap, and kick Emily. One eve-
ning, the violence became so over-
whelming, Emily called the police. 
Following department policy, the 
officers arrested Doug for simple 
assault. Doug was convicted and 
sentenced to probation and man-
datory counseling.

Doug’s arrest incorporates the con-
cepts associated with deterrence 
theory. For instance, the certainty 
of punishment is supported by the 
departmental policy to make an arrest 
in such instances of domestic vio-
lence. The concept of swiftness is 
also evident, with Doug being arrested 
soon after Emily called the police. 
One may ask, however, whether the 
punishment of probation and coun-
seling was too severe or not severe 
enough. Also, one might consider 
whether such punishment will deter 
Doug from assaulting Emily again.

THINK ABOUT IT:

1. How do the rates of simple
assault vary between males and
females?

2. What did the Minneapolis
Domestic Violence Experiment
show regarding different ways
to deal with cases of domestic
violence?

3. What did the replication stud-
ies of domestic violence reveal
about the original Minneapolis
study on domestic violence?
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