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The question we are concerned with here 
is, does the three-strikes policy work? As 
a specific deterrent, the answer is clearly 
yes; offenders who are imprisoned for life 
cannot commit more crimes on the street. 
In that regard, three strikes works well. 
Some people feel, however, that laws such 
as three strikes need to include a general 
deterrent effect to be considered success-
ful, meaning that this law should deter 
everyone from engaging in multiple crimes. 
So is three strikes a general deterrent? 
Unfortunately, there are no easy answers 
to this question, because laws vary from 
state to state, the laws are used at different 
rates across counties in a given state, and 
so forth. There is at least some consensus 
in the literature, however.

One study from California suggests that three strikes reduced crime,40 but the remain-
ing studies show that three strikes either has no effect on crime or actually increases 
crime.41 How could three strikes increase crime? The authors of those studies attrib-
uted an increase in homicide, following three strikes, to the possibility that third-
strikers have more incentive to kill victims and any witnesses to avoid apprehension. 
Although this argument is tentative, it may be true.42 This is just one of the many 
policy implications that can be derived from this section. We expect that readers of 
this book will come up with many more, but it is vital that they examine the empirical 
literature in determining policies’ usefulness 
in reducing criminal activity. Other policy 
implications regarding the theories and find-
ings discussed in this chapter are discussed 
in the final section of this book.

In another strategy strongly based on the 
rational choice model, a number of judges 
have started using shaming penalties to 
deter offenders from recidivating. They have 
ordered everything from posting pictures of 
men arrested for soliciting prostitutes to 
forcing offenders to walk down their towns’ 
main streets wearing signs that announce 
their crimes. These are just two examples 
of an increasing trend that emphasizes the 
informal or community factors required to 
deter crime effectively. Unfortunately, to 
date there have been virtually no empirical 
evaluations of the effectiveness of such sham-
ing penalties, although studies of expected 
shame for committing an act consistently 
show a deterrent effect.43

Teens can increase 
the likelihood of being 
victimized by staying out 
late at night, hanging 
with the wrong crowd, or 
taking part in drinking or 
risky behavior.

During a protest against California’s “three strikes” law, Sequoia, Floyd, 
and Deonta Earl  hold photos of their father, Floyd Earl, who is in jail for 
a term of 25 years to life. California voters and lawmakers approved the 
three-strikes law amid public furor over the 1993 kidnap and murder 
of 12-year-old Polly Klaas by Richard Allen Davis, a repeat offender on 
parole at the time of the kidnapping.
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