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why individuals engage in criminal behavior.3 These aggregate 
studies revealed a new interest in the deterrent aspects of criminal
behavior and further supported the importance of certainty and 
severity of punishment in deterring individuals from committing 
crime, particularly homicide. Specifically, evidence showed that 
increased risk or certainty of punishment was associated with 
less crime for most serious offenses. Plus, most offenders who are 
arrested once never get arrested again, which lends some basic
support for deterrence.

Many of these studies used statistical formulas to measure the 
degree of certainty and severity of punishment in given jurisdic-
tions. Specifically, the measures of certainty of punishment often 
were determined by creating a ratio of the crimes reported to 
police compared with the number of arrests in a given jurisdic-
tion. Another employed measure of certainty of punishment was 
the percentage of arrests that resulted in convictions, or findings 
of guilt, in criminal cases. Although other similar measures were 
employed, most of the studies showed the same result—namely, 
that an examination of both measures indicated that the higher 
the likelihood of arrest given reports of crime, or the higher the 
conviction rate after arrest, the lower the crime rate in a given 
jurisdiction. On the other hand, the scientific evidence regarding 
measures of severity, which such studies generally indicated by the 
length of the sentence for comparable crimes or a similar type of 
measure, did not show much impact on crime.

 studies examined the prevalence and influence of capital punish-
4 The evidence largely showed that the states that had 

murder rates than did non-death-penalty states. 

 including capital punishment, was 
Academy of Sciences of the early deterrence stud-

 was more evidence for a deterrent effect than against it overall, 
although the Academy stated this in a tone that lacked confidence—perhaps cautious of 
what future studies would show.5

However, it was not long before critics noted that studies incorporating aggregate (i.e.,
macro-level) statistics are not adequate indicators or valid measures of the deterrence 
theory framework, largely because the model emphasizes the perceptions of individuals.
After all, aggregate/group statistics are unreliable because different regions may have 
higher or lower crime rates than others, thereby creating bias in the level of ratios for 
certainty and/or severity of punishment. Further, the group measures produced by these 
studies provide virtually no information on the degree to which individuals in those 
regions perceive sanctions to be certain, severe, or swift. Therefore, the emphasis on the 
unit of analysis in deterrence research shifted from the aggregate level to a more indi-
vidual level.

CROSS-SECTIONAL STUDIES. The following phase of deterrence research focused on indi-
vidual perceptions of certainty and severity of sanctions, primarily drawn at one point 
in time—known as cross-sectional studies. A number of cross-sectional studies of indi-
vidual perceptions of deterrence showed that perceptions of the risk or certainty of pun-
ishment were strongly associated with intentions to commit future crimes, but individual 
perceptions of severity of crimes were mixed. Furthermore, it was not clear whether  
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At one point in American 
history, electrocution was 
the primary method of 
execution, but it has since 
been largely replaced 
by lethal injection. Is the 
death penalty an effective 
deterrent?
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aggregate studies: 
collections of studies, 
generally on a particular 
topic.

cross-sectional 
studies: a form of 
research design model in 
which a collection of data 
is taken at one point in time 
(often in survey format).


