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individual is convicted of the crime. However, some states are starting to reconsider this 
hard-line approach to locking up offenders for life for nonviolent felonies, such as in the 
case of Shane Taylor in California, who was sentenced to life under the “three-strikes” 
law after being convicted of two burglaries (a property crime, according to the FBI defini-
tion) and then possession of 0.14 grams of methamphemine.48

Also, the still-common use of the death penalty and programs such as “scared straight” 
are based heavily on the deterrence framework of the Classical/Neoclassical perspective, 
despite much evidence showing that neither tends to be effective in deterring individuals 
from committing crimes and both may have even led to more recidivism by participants 
of such programs.49 Furthermore, in terms of individuals’ decision-making when it comes 
to crime, formal deterrence elements such as law enforcement or possible severe sanctions 
for a given act tend to have little impact. This is because such a model assumes people are 
rational and think carefully before engaging in criminal behavior, whereas most research 
findings suggest that people often engage in behaviors they know to be irrational or that 
offenders tend to engage in behaviors without rational decision-making, which crimi-
nologists often refer to as “bounded rationality.” This means that individuals tend to be 
oblivious to many of the risks that may result from their behavior.50 On the macro or 
group level, the same can be said for adding more officers to random street patrol in a 
given neighborhood or area, which shows negligible effects in crime reduction.51 Rather, 
most deterrence effects and reductions of crime are more highly influenced by informal 
elements, such as families and communities having strong ties and “policing” their own 
neighborhoods, which we discuss in the next chapter.

These are just some examples of how the justice system in the United States, as well 
as most other Western systems, still relies primarily on deterrence of criminal activity 
through increased formal controls, such as law enforcement and enhanced sentencing, 
despite much evidence showing that these changes likely have little impact on individuals’ 
decisions to engage in illegal behavior. The bottom line is that modern justice systems still 
base most of their ideology on the ability of individuals to be deterred by the certainty, 
severity, and swiftness of punishment—namely, the Classical/Neoclassical School of 
thought—despite the fact that this theoretical framework fell out of favor among scien-
tists and philosophers in the mid- to late 1800s.

while the countries that reported the lowest incarceration rates 
are also the most likely to report the lowest murder rates. For 
example, the rate of incarceration is highest (of the 89 coun-
tries) in the United States, and the rate of homicide is also 
high. Regarding other countries, the Russian Federation, South 
Africa, Swaziland, Estonia, Latvia, Panama, Belarus, and Ukraine 
also have high rates of incarceration, as well as high rates of 
homicide (see Figure 3.5).

On the other hand, a number of countries have low rates of 
incarceration and low rates of murder. Such countries include 
Japan, Iceland, Indonesia, and Norway (see Figure 3.5). Again, 
countries that experience low levels of violence likely do not 
need to lock up such violent offenders; however, this analysis 
is done per capita, or by rate, so such comparisons are appli-
cable. Of course, this observed association of countries that 
have the highest rates of murder tending to have the most puni-
tive sanctions could be spurious, in the sense that sanctions in 
these countries are so punitive because they have higher rates 

of violence. But the bottom line of this analysis is that despite 
more punitive sanctions in some countries (e.g., the United 
States, Russia), there appears to be no deterrent effect among 
individuals who commit murder. Perhaps this is due to the 
offenders not actually thinking about the sentences or penalties 
likely to result from the act of homicide, which will be explored 
more in the next section of this book.

THINK ABOUT IT:

1. When comparing various countries, how do incarceration
rates correlate with homicide rates?

2. Which countries seem to incarcerate the most by rate?
How do such nations tend to rank on homicide rates?

3. Which countries tend to have the lowest incarceration
rates, and how do such countries rank on homicide rates?
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