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important of these is certainty, but as we see from Figure 1.2, showing clearance rates 
for major crimes in 2014, the probability of being arrested is very low, especially for 
property crimes—so much for certainty. Factoring out the immorality of the enterprise, 
burglary appears to be a rational career option for a capable criminal.

If a person is caught, the wheels of justice grind very slowly. Typically, many months 
pass between the act and the imposition of punishment—so much for swiftness. This 
leaves the law with severity as the only element it can realistically manipulate (it can 
increase or decrease statutory penalties almost at will), but it is unfortunately the least 
effective element (M. O. Reynolds, 1998). Studies from the United States and the United 
Kingdom find substantial negative correlations (as one factor goes up, the other goes 
down) between the likelihood of conviction (a measure of certainty) and crime rates but 
much weaker correlations in the same direction for the severity of punishment; that is, 
increased severity leads to lower offending rates (Langan & Farrington, 1998).

The effect of punishment on future behavior also depends on the contrast effect, defined 
as the contrast or comparison between the possible punishment for a given crime and the 
usual life experience of the person who may be punished. For people with little to lose, 
arrest and punishment may be perceived as merely an inconvenient occupational hazard. 
But for those who enjoy a loving family and the security of a valued career, the prospect 
of incarceration is a nightmarish contrast. Like so many other things in life, deterrence 
works least for those who need it the most (Austin & Irwin, 2001).

General deterrence refers to the preventive effect of the threat of punishment on the gen-
eral population; it is thus aimed at potential offenders. Punishing offenders serves as an 
example to the rest of us of what may happen if we violate the law, as we noted in the 
opening vignette. As Radzinowicz and King (1979) put it, “People are not sent to prison 
primarily for their own good, or even in the hope that they will be cured of crime. . . . It 
is used as a warning and deterrent to others” (p. 296). The threat of punishment for law 
violators deters a large but unknown number of individuals who might commit crimes 
if no such system existed.
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FIGURE 1.2     �Percentage of Crimes Cleared by Arrest  
or Exceptional Means* in 2014

*A crime cleared by “exceptional means” occurs when the police have a strong suspect but something 
beyond their control precludes a physical arrest (e.g., death of suspect).

Source: FBI (2015). Courtesy of U.S. Government Printing Office.
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