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Scholars continue to debate the causes of the crime 
drop that began in 1992. A decade and a half ago, 
Freakonomics coauthor Steven Levitt (along with John 
Donahue) startled readers with the argument that legal-
ized abortion reduced crime. More recently, journalist 
Drum has drawn on research by Rick Nevin, Jessica 
Wolpaw Reyes, Howard Mielke, and Sammy Zahran to 
identify another external change that may have affected 
the crime rate—the removal of lead from gasoline in the 
1970s. High exposure to lead is associated with lower 
IQs for children and a whole raft of behavioral prob-
lems. By introducing leaded gasoline in the 1940s and 
’50s, the argument goes, industry unwittingly exposed 
a broad swath of children to this dangerous element, 
increasing the likelihood of criminal activity. The crime 
drop in the 1990s occurred when a generation with less 
exposure to lead grew up.
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The role of the police in the crime drop also remains 
controversial. This is particularly true of the NYPD. 
Politicians and police commissioners from Rudolph 
Giuliani and Bill Bratton to Michael Bloomberg and Ray 
Kelly have all pointed to police tactics as a primary cause 
of the crime decline (and a primary reason for the public 
to support them). Not surprisingly, skeptics have argued 

that New York City’s crime rate plummeted within weeks 
of Giuliani and Bratton’s arrival. However, the most com-
prehensive examination of New York City’s crime decline 
to date concludes that policing did play an important 
critical role. “The estimates of the independent impact 
of changes in policing in New York City exceed 30 per-
cent for robbery and burglary, 20 percent for auto theft, 
and are also substantial for homicide and rape,” Zimring 
writes. “Police make a difference.”
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Mass incarceration and racial profiling have become 
hot-button issues, thanks largely to the mounting evi-
dence that current imprisonment levels are not deterring 
crime but are instead turning entire communities against 
law enforcement. In response, academics have begun 
to explore the concept of procedural fairness. This 
paper draws on surprising research about court deci-
sions finding that people’s satisfaction with the court 
system hinged more on how they were treated than on 
the outcomes. Psychologist Tom Tyler called this “pro-
cedural fairness.” Tyler’s research has spawned a rap-
idly growing body of research into issues of fairness and 
legitimacy, one that has found that firsthand experiences 
of fairness increase civilians’ belief that police authority 
is legitimate and enhance their willingness to cooperate.
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A survey of 1,031 adult males convicted in Texas 
confounds expectations about whether ex-prisoners 
will feel stigmatized after serving their sentences. 
Although prior researchers had found that offenders 
experience the criminal justice system as degrading 
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