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Towards  a 

reduct ion  

r e s e a r c h - b a s e d  

pol icy 

cr ime 

Crime 

option 

prevention as a cost-effective policy 

Jan J .M .  van  D i j k  1 

Public  anxiety  abou t  c r ime is c o m m o n  among  urban  p o p u l a t i o n s  in Europe.  

Cr ime cont ro l  is one  of  the classic tasks of  the  state. Wes te rn  s ta tes  are not  

pe r fo rming  very well in this respect .  Relative to o ther  pol icy  sectors  such  as 

the  economy,  hea l th  and  housing,  cr ime reduct ion  pol ic ies  are r emarkab ly  

unsuccessful .  It is not  for want  of trying, because  expendi tu res  for law enforce-  

m e n t  have increased  cons iderab ly  for years on end. To some  extent  c r ime 

migh t  be  the  downs ide  of social  progress  and  therefore  difficult  to attack. 

Affluence and  d e m o c r a c y  have increased  individual  f r eedom which  offers 

a m p l e  oppo r tun i t i e s  for c r ime and  fraud. 

The cr ime p r o b l e m  is d i scussed  p r edominan t ly  in mora l  te rms,  and  solut ions  

t end  to be  found  in puni t ive  responses  wi th in  the  f r amework  of  the  rule of  law. 

The pub l i c  is used  to ra t ing government  pol icies  on cr ime in t e rms  of  thei r  

a s s u m e d  toughness  or  softness,  ra ther  than  on their  effectiveness.  The cur ren t  

po l i cy  deba te  is d e t e r m i n e d  by  slogans like 'zero to lerance '  or ' three  str ikes 

and  you ' re  out'. 

In this  p r e sen t a t i on  a p l ea  will be  m a d e  for a c r ime r educ t ion  po l i cy  which  is 

more  resea rch-based .  Such a pol icy  s tar ts  wi th  an object ive  analysis  of  c r ime 

and  its social  causes  in an  in te rna t iona l  perspect ive .  Subsequen t  pol ic ies  

ought  to be  insp i red  by  theore t ica l  insights into the  causes  of c r ime  and  u p o n  

empi r i ca l  research  into the  effectiveness and  cost -effect iveness  of  avai lable  
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Figure 1: Fear o f  s t reet  cr ime: % fee l ing unsafe wa lk ing  a f te r  dark  in the i r  own area 

(1996)  pe rcen tage  o f  inhab i tants  in the EU-countries 
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interventions. We will give some examples of how such a research-based crime 
reduction policy might develop in Europe. 

Public anxiety 

I started by telling you that public anxiety is common among urban 
populations in Europe. Does research support  this statement? For the Nether- 
lands it is undoubtedly true. For years, we have been asking representative 
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samples of Dutch citizens about their concerns in general. And for years, the 

Dutch have been listing crime as their top priority (MDI, 1993). Environmental 

protection, unemployment  and health (may) concern the Dutch public too, but 

their greatest concern is the crime problem. 

How does this attitude compare with the rest of Europe? Very recently data 

from the third wave of the International Crime Victims Survey has become 

available (Mayhew and Van Dijk, 1997). In that survey people were asked if 

they felt safe when walking in their own area at night. This indicator for safety 

or insecurity varies widely among the countries of the European Union (see 

Figure 1). 
The range of people feeling unsafe at night in their own neighbourhood varies 

from 11 per cent in Denmark to 30 per cent in Spain. The significance of these 

figures is emphasized when we realize that for the Dutch, crime is their 

greatest concern. As the Netherlands take only a modest  position in the list, it 

can be safely assumed that crime is indeed a major problem in many  coun- 

tries. 

It is interesting to compare the figures to some non-European Union countries 

(see Figure 2). What is striking here is the high level of feelings insecurity in 

the young Eastern and Central European countries, including Eastern states of 

Germany. 

Crime trends 

An objection could be, that these feelings of insecurity are totally unfounded, 

and can be attributed for example to the influence of the news media, so eager 

to report on sensational criminal incidents. Some criminologists held this view 

for quite a long time. I think this position is hard to defend if we look at the 

development of registered crime in western countries. These figures are of 

course not a very reliable base for comparisons of crime levels at a certain 

momen t  because of differences in legal definitions, police reporting and 

administrative procedures by the police. But for trends in time, these data are 

quite useful. Long-term development trends show that crime rates in European 

countries are rocketing (see Figure 3). 

People react to it by feelings of fear and it would indeed be very strange if they 

did not. If the victimization rate in your neighbourhood, your street and your 

family had risen in such a dramatic way, it would be incomprehensible if 

people had not noticed it and did not show emotional responses. 

Until recently, this picture of the long-term trend of crime has given a suffi- 

cient insight into the state of crime affairs. But recently a most  interesting 

change has taken place. The short-term development shows a change of 
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Figure 2: Fear of street crime: feeling unsafe walking after dark in their own area (1996) 
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di rect ion.  A very  encourag ing  new t rend seems  to be  emerging.  Cons ider  this  

p ic ture  (see Table 1). 

For  the  sake  o f  surveyabil i ty,  the  changes  in  c r ime  levels here  are expressed  in 

'pluses' ,  mean ing  ' increase  c o m p a r e d  to last  year" In the  countr ies ,  wh ich  have  

c o m p l e t e  a n d  re l iable  da t a  available,  the  l ong - t e rm  increase  s eems  to have  

c o m e  to an  end.  A decrease  - no  p lus  in the  p ic ture  - is m o r e  and  more  

charac te r i s t i c  for the  t r end  in recent  years  (WiUemse et al., 1997). As this 

d e v e l o p m e n t  is wor ld-wide ,  the  exp lana t ion  for such  a tu rn  a r o u n d  is in t r igu-  

ing. Explanat ions  that  I wou ld  call 'exercises in a t t r ibu t ion  theory '  have  a l ready  

b e e n  pub l i shed .  Poli t ic ians and  specia l  in teres t  g roups  are quick to in te rp re t  
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Figure 3: Police recorded crimes per 100.000 inhabitants in Sweden, England, France, 
Germany and the Netherlands (x 1000) 
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Table 1: Short term development  of registered crime, 1 9 9 0 - 1 9 9 5  

90 91 92 93 94 95 

Swi tzer land + + - 

Canada + + - - 

USA + + - - 

Scot land + + - - 

Fin land + - + = 

D e n m a r k  - + + 

England and Wales + + + - 

Aust ra l ia  + + - + - 

The Nether lands  + + + + 

Aus tda  + + + + 

France + + + + + 

New Zea land + + + + - -t- 

+ increase compared  to last year  

- decrease compared  to last year  

= no d i f fe rence compared to last year  

Source:  Wi l lemse et al., 1997 

the decline of the crime level as evidence that their own policies or ideas are 

correct. 

In the public debate in the US the following reasons can be heard: the in- 

creased long-term incapacitation of offenders, the introduction of 'zero 

tolerance' policies and the effect of more police on the streets. One police 

official declared seriously that the decrease in crime is essentially the conse- 

quence of the introduction of the pepper-gun in the police force. Other people 

mention demographic factors, economic developments or cultural changes. 

Crime prevention 

A lot of research will be needed before we can be sure about the real causes of 
crime. But I expect that the influence of crime prevention will appear to be a 

significant factor. I will explain to you why I hold this opinion. Take the offense 

of burglary. From the International Crime Victim Survey I mentioned before, 

we can learn that the readiness of individuals to take crime prevention 

measures has risen. The installation of a burglary alarm can be taken as an 

indicator of this readiness (see Figure 4). 
So it appears that in all countries studied, the population is inclined to take 

more responsibility for the security of their homes and possessions. This 
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Figure 4:  Increased acceptance of responsibility for personal crime prevention: % of 
households protected by a burglary alarm (1992 and 1995) 
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change could only relate to the decreased crime rate, if such prevention 
measures were effective. This is indeed the case, as I will show you, first for the 
Netherlands and then for Europe. 
In our Dutch victimization survey, we ask the respondents if they have been 
burgled during the last year and if they had taken any preventive measures 
before that time. The measures asked about are: having outdoor lighting at the 
house, the presence of an alarm, leaving the lights on when absent during the 
evening, extra locks on doors and windows, and owning of a dog. In this way 
people can be ranked according to the number of measures taken: from five to 
none at all (Willemse, 1996). If we calculate the risk of a attempted or com- 
pleted burglary, the result is as follows (see Figure 5). 
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Figure 5: (attempted) burglary in relation to the number of preventive measures (in 

percentage; n = 50702)  
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[] 1 measure 
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m S m e a s u r e s  

*Measures: light on when out (69°/o); extra locks on doors and windows (67%); extra outside 

lighting {51%); burglar alarm C6%); dog 08%) 
Source: Willemse {1996) 

An impressive effect: the risk of being burgled for a person taking no preven- 

tive measures at all is 16 times higher than it is for a person who has taken all 

these measures. Such a strong effect exceeds the average effect of conventional 

policy measures such as more surveillance by the police at night or increasing 

the length of imprisonment for an offense. This effect of prevention measures 

also holds on an international scale. Limited to only one precaution - the 

presence of a burglar alarm - the effect on the chance of being selected for 

burglary and, next, the chance that an attempt to burgle will succeed is as 

follows (see Table 2). 

When I combine these effects with the increased preparedness to take preven- 

tive measures by the police, it is highly probable that the drop in the crime 

rate can be explained at least partly by prevention measures. 
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Table 2: Effect of burglary alarm on selection for and completion of burglary 

Alarm present? Selected for burglary Burglary completed 

no 3,6% 50% 

yes 3,2% 34% 

Reduction -11,0% -31% 

Source: Mayhew and Van Dijk, 1997 

Typology of crime prevention 

The case of burglary prevention gives only a glimpse of the variety of types of 
prevention measures. Prevention comprises far more than hardware, bolts and 
locks. The multi-faceted character of crime prevention can be illustrated by the 
following typology (see Scheme 1). 
The effectiveness of crime prevention measures is documented for many  
offenses. Vandalism, shoplifting, graffiti-spraying, credit card fraud, bank 
robbery, hijacking of planes, violence in mass meetings and many more 
offenses can be effectively prevented as is well-documented in the research 

literature. 
Given this effectiveness, the question about the cost-effectiveness has to be 
raised. Also in this respect many well researched projects can be mentioned. 
For the Netherlands different offenses committed in shopping centres could be 
successfully reduced by using prevention measures which would cost less than 
the profits of crimes averted (Colder, 1988). In the same vein industrial parks 
could be protected in a profitable way and also unsafe neighbourhoods could 
be made safe for the price of a modest  rent-rise costing individuals far less 
than losses caused by offenses in previous years. In the well-known English 

Safer Cities programme, burglary prevention appeared to be quite cost- 
effective (TiUey and Webb, 1994). Every pound invested in burglary prevention 

is worth six pounds when compared to the costs of crime. 
As a most  interesting example of the promises of offender-oriented prevention, 
I present  the results of the Rand-study (Greenwood et al., 1996) which looked 
into the costs of three prevention programmes as compared to the costs and 
benefits of the introduction of the 'three-strikes' law in California (see Figure 

6). 
With equal funding it appears that intensive supervision of juveniles who have 

been arrested is superior to the policy of long-term incapacitation based on 
the 'three-strikes' law. Even more cost-effective is the training of parents of 
children at risk on how best to educate those children. Most cost-effective are 
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Scheme 1: A two-dimensional  typology of crime prevention 

Target groups:, offenders, situations, victims 
Developmental stage of the crime problem: primary, secondary, tertiary 

Primary offender oriented 
prevention 
Academic enrichment 
Advertising 
After-school activities0atchkey 
children) 
Deterrence 
Education in the law 
Information campaigns 
(:vandalism, tax evasion) 
Normative training 
Parent education and training 
Police talks in school 
Recreation and social activities 
School discipline code 
Family support services 
Health care access 
Literacy 
Nutrition services 
Substance abuse education 
Intervening in biological and 
psychological development 
Pharmacologically managing of 
behaviour 
Foreseeability of genetic 
markers CMAMA) 
Reduce exposure to 
environmental toxins 

Secondary offender oriented 
prevention 
Apprenticeships 
Bootcamps/wilderness camps 
Communication skills 
Education projects 
Employment skill building 
Foster parenting 
Inner city empowerment 
Out-of-home placement 
Scared straight programmes 
Social development 
Truancy patrols ~olice) 
College scholarships 
Job creation/placement 
Mental health screenings 
Parental involvement 
Summer jobs for youth 
Learning attitudes that 
discourage violence 
Peer-training in how to resist 
addiction 

Tertiary offender oriented 
prevention 
Alternative sanctions 
Child care 
Community-based corrections 
Curfew 
Diversion 
Electronic monitoring 
Intensive supervision probation 
Restitution 
Training courses for DWl 
Victim-offender mediation 
Vocational training/curriculum 
Conflict resolution 
Gang intervention 
Mentoring 
Periodic drug testing 
Anger management therapy 
Cognitive-behavioural 
techniques 
Eliminating foods with high 
tyramine 
Relapse prevention therapy 

Primary situational oriented 
prevention 
Architectural design 
Building safety and security 
Checklists for criminologically 
sound designs 
Crime impact statements 
Defensible space 
Facility site selection 
Housing design/renovation 
Housing programmes 
Improving domestic door and 
window locks 

Secondary situation oriented 
prevention 
Access control Centry phones) 
Burglar alarms 
Business watch/security 
Caretakers Cconcierges) 
Clean-ups 
Closure of access points 
Community policing 
Employee screening 
Extra ticket inspection staff 
Fencing 
Improved visibility 
Increased staffing of facilities 

Tertiary situational oriented 
prevention 
Behavioural geography and 
criminal behaviour 
Crime analysis/crime mapping 
closing cdminogenic places 
Focused or saturation policing 
Hot spots/crime locations 
Increased police patrols 
Licensing policies 
Micro-environments of 
violence 
Offender mobility 
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S c h e m e  1: Cont.  

Insurance 
Law as situational measure 
Opportunity reducing 
techniques 
Security inspections/surveys 
Steering column locks 
Target hardening 
Safe passages/corridors 
Zoning 

Primary victim oriented 
prevention 
Awareness of victimization 
risks 
Crime stoppers programmes 
Leafleting 
Mass-media campaigns/ 
publicity 
Property marking/operation 
identification 
Public education/information 
Public meetings 
Public speaking presentations 
Special information campaigns 
(~elderly, violence} 
Self defense training 
Site surveys 
Whistle STOP-projects 
School anti-drug/weapon 
policies 
Modifying routine activities 

Landscaping 
Private security guards 
Rapid repair 
Surveillance by employees 
Cformal) 
Reducing weapon lethality 

Secondary victim oriented 
prevention 
Block parent programmes 
Citizen patrols 
Door-step campaigns 
Emergency phone lines 
Escort services 
Guardian Ange]s 
Municipal bylaw changes 
Neighbourhood watch 
Safe houses for children 
Services to elderly/isolated 
VIP-protection 
Community mobilization 
Shelters 
Domestic violence hotline 

Police crackdowns 
Problem oriented police styles 
Reduce amount of cash in tills 
Target removal 
Trouble spot clustering 
Video control/CCTV 
Public/private partnerships 
Disruption tactics for illegal 
markets 

Tertiary victim oriented 
prevention 
Civil protection orders 
Crisis counselling 
Police referral schemes 
Police-victim communication 
Post-trauma counselling 
Rape crisis centres 
Repeat victimization prevention 
Self-help groups 
Victim assistance Cprojects) 
Victim impact statement 
Victim notification 
Victim/witness assistance 

the reward schemes for high-school pupils who run a high risk of dropping out 

of school. If rewards in the form of cash money or other incentives are given to 

them if they stay in school and pass their grades, they not only attain more 

academic success, but are also diverted from committing many serious crimes. 
As a last illustration I present the results of an analysis of different national 

policies in relation to the anticipated need for prison cells in the Netherlands. 
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Figure 6: Serious crimes prevented per one million US-dollars 

:~ # serious crimes prevented 
258 
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Source: GreenwoocFet al., 1996 

Four scenario's are studied: 

1 a zero-scenar io  of  unchanged  policies; 

2 a scenario of  employing more  police; 

3 a scenario of  investing in more  situational prevention; 

4 a scenario of  more  network prevention, that  is prevention by par tnerships  of  

public and  private organizations and individuals. 

From Figure 7 it is clear what  the mos t  cost-effective approach  is, in terms of  

the costs of  pr ison cells. Prevention appears to be superior. 

Conclusion 

The former  data  give a strong a rgument  for more  emphasis  on  cr ime preven-  

tion. As a mat ter  of  fact, these days the Netherlands have considerable  
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F i g u r e  7:  T o t a l  c o s t s  p o l i c e / j u s t i c e  ( in  b i l l i o n s  o f  D u t c h  g u i l d e r s )  
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experience in applying crime prevention measures. In our experience what 
components are necessary for successful projects? 
The first essential is the availability of relevant data. All too often a problem is 
reported without the support of good data about the size and development of 
the problem and about the factors determining it. A good problem analysis is 
the first and maybe most important element in the development of a good 
project. Good measures cannot be implemented without a thorough diagnosis. 
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It is amazing how often such an analysis shows that the problem is different its 

original formulation and that background factors offered by the people 

involved differ from the real determinants. 
In the second phase an analysis of possible measures has to be carried out. It 
is surprising how many  solutions can be found in the available literature. And 
what is more, some of the frequently used measures appear to be ineffective, 

while other measures which are scarcely used are very promising. 
In the next phase, experimentation and evaluation is needed. Introducing large 

scale policies without experiments and without evaluating these experiments, 
often leads to badly spent investments. Experiments give a wealth of informa- 
tion not only about the effectiveness and costs and benefits, but also on how 
to implement  new measures. 
In the last phase, large scale implementat ion is carried out. Ample information 

about the new measure must  be provided and the idea must  be sold to 
relevant decision makers and project partners. Often this task is underesti- 
mated, which is evident from the new successful measures that are hardly used 
outside the circle of the developers of these innovations. 
Taking these steps seriously describes what I would call research-based crime 
policy. Research-based crime policy is the most  effective way of getting rid of 
the emotion-based and ideology-based policies I mentioned at the beginning 
of my presentation. Whatever European policies in the field of crime preven- 
tion develop, will depend primarily on the collection and exchange of relevant 
data. That is why I end now with the following recommendations:  

- standardization of European statistics; 
- research and development  on a European level; 

- emphasis  on cost/benefit  analyses. 
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