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trafficking, and other high-profile crimes increase pressure on 
lawmakers to respond. Legislative efforts seeking harsher pun-
ishments are common and create political common ground. 
No political party or potential candidate can be against 
tougher laws for reducing crime and violence. Social scientists 
and empirical research provide the evidence for many of the 
decisions driving our lawmakers. Joan Petersilia and James Q. 
Wilson, pioneers in crime and public policy, warn of avoiding 
two mistakes in approaching policy. First, we still are identi-
fying the problems and searching for solutions. This lack of 
knowledge creates a need for action. Second, researchers can 
inform policy, and abdicating responsibility to law enforce-
ment, judges, and politicians is a mistake. Their position 
emphasizes collaboration.35 The interaction among criminolo-
gists, practitioners, and lawmakers to solve crime problems is 
discussed throughout the following chapters.

CRIME AND THE MEDIA
The criminal justice system and media such as newspa-

pers, blogs, the Internet, television shows, movies, and books 
are engaged in a troubled relationship that almost everyone is 
exposed to. Separating the two is impossible.36 The media are 
dominated by stories of crime and victimization, and while 
there is nothing inherently wrong with the media being pre-
occupied with these things, much of what is conveyed to the 
public projects inaccuracies about crime, victimization, and 
the criminal justice system. This situation is troubling because most people gain their under-
standing about crime, victimization, and the criminal justice system from the media. From 
these stories the public identifies what it feels are important criminal justice–related issues. 
These issues come to the attention of policymakers, who in turn enact legislation that influ-
ences our lives. Unfortunately, this process means that some critical (but unsexy) criminal 
justice issues are ignored while other rare or unimportant issues gain a great deal of resources 
and attention. The implementation of memorial criminal justice policies often reflects this 
process. These policies are named for persons who were victims of crime. This book covers 
many of these memorial policies, including Megan’s Law and Amber Alerts. Other policies 
well known to the public are those in memory of Adam Walsh and Polly Klaas. While no one 
can argue that the crimes against these individuals were not tragic, whether these memorial 
policies improve the criminal justice system is debatable.

Framing
Crime is portrayed in the media through framing. Framing means that criminal jus-

tice and crime stories are packaged into tidy presentations that make sharing the informa-
tion easy. Frames simplify criminal events and make processing, labeling, and understanding 
crimes easier for the audience. Unfortunately, frames fail to allow the expression of important 
variation and nuances in the crimes. It is vital to recognize that frames are tied to the criminal 
justice policies (also oversimplified) designed to address the problem. Sasson offers five com-
mon crime-and-justice frames found widely in the media in the United States37:

•• faulty criminal justice system

•• blocked opportunities

•• social breakdown

•• racist system

•• violent media

The faulty criminal justice system frame indicates that crime occurs because of a dearth of 
law and order in the country. Presentations using this frame indicate that crimes are committed 
because criminals feel they can get away with them. This frame contends that criminal sanctions 
are a joke and that criminals are rarely held accountable. This frame depicts prisons as having 

Research indicates that stories portrayed in the media are 

associated with heightened fear. Should the media be required 

to present a more accurate view of crime? Or is it okay that the 

media tend to highlight only the most heinous of all crimes? 
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