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The relationship between unemployment and crirre has been the subject o~ 

a nunber of studies. '!he majority of those reviewed here supr:ort the 

geneiral pror:os'i tion that unemployment is related to cr ime. The focus of ' 

this, research was the relationship between unempl~ent rates and prioon 

incar.ceration rates. On ,a cross-section or r:oint-in-time analysis no 

i 
\ '" significant correlation \Vas found. On a longitudinal 9r reriod-in-thne 

i THE RElATIONSHIP BE'lWEEN UNEMPLOYMENl', RATES AND . . . ',- . , 
( .. 

PRISCN IN::ARCERATION RATES analysis a significant correlation was found nationally and in twenty.,.. 

JqUr stab~s. In sunmary, at a given.PJjnt:-in-thn~ st.atef; with high 

unemployment do not necessarily have high incarceration Orates, however,' 

over an exteooed period-in-time unemployment rate~ generally correlate 

with incarceration rates. 
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There has been much said am written on the tiheory that unenployment 

and crime are sClliehow related. The general p:>sition of most corrunentators 

• is that increased Llnenployment will lea::] to increased crime. In general 

the theory could be stated as follows: 

Mild unenpl6yment will motivate a few to crime, mooerate 

. unemployment will push nore across the threshold, and 

ve'ry high Ln1enploymen~ is likely to cause large segments 

of sc::x::iety to becane invol vEri in cr ime .1 

Swisher (1975) in an atte:npt to link crime and unemployment listed 

six plausible explanations: 

1. Unemployed J,:ersons turn to crime to meet .pressing 

econanic ,needs. 

2. Crline offers greater reward for less effort with 

acceptable risks to otherwise unemployed individuals. 

3. themployed juveniles and youths turn to crime for 

"kicks" am "J.X>Cket" IIDney. 

4. Ulenploymen,t terrls to precipitate criminal behavior 

of persons ~10 have a predisposition or prior history 

of delirql.Ency or crime. 

. . 

- -- ~------ ~- -- ;---- -':C 

5. Unanployed J,:erron are st.iJjected to crlditional stress 

\\hich exacerbates other interJ,:ersonal conflicts, and 

lea:ls to an increase in the probability that arguments 

or despondency will erupt in~o violent offenses against 

fanily members or other acquain~~.es • 

6. Unemployment undennines the stability of participation in 
. . . . 

primary social and econanic institutions reduciTB the 

capacity of such institutions for instilling and rein-

forcir¥J self-esteem, am S9cial values that tend to be 

associated with Im;er crime rates. 

Becker (~968) in an econanic approach to 'crime and punishment viev;ed 

criminal behavior as one of several alternative incane generating activ-

ities. 'lb the unenployed irrlividual crime is but one of several methods 

of obtaining incate. If the risks are perceived as being lo~'l enol19'h and 

the re.Vclrds high enough, the alternative becanes more desirable. The­

oretically, at least a logical relationship is established bet~en un-

employment arrl crime. 

Criminologist have explored the relationship between unemployment 

and crllue in several ways.' 'J.hey have examined the employment status of 

arrested offerders, ard the relationship betv;een unanployment rates and 

several variables includi~ criJne rates, prison admission rates and prison 

incarceration rates. For the most part their findings have supported the 

argunent of a relationship bet~en unanployment and criIre. 
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Glaser an::1 Rice (1959) found, despite. large. de.ficiencies in available 

data, evidence which sLggested relationships bet\~en crime and unenployment. 

utilizirg age SfBcific data it was found that adult crime rates vary 

directly with unemplo~nent, particularly rates of property off~nses by 

pers:ms 20 to 45 years of age. '!he data alsp suggested, less conclusively, 

that juvenile crime rates vary inversely With unemployrrent. In short, 

Glaser and Rice's sttrly indicated as unemployment goes up adul t crime 

rates go up and juvenile crime rates go down. 

It is quite interesting to note the inverse relationship between 

unemployrnent rates and juvenile crime rates. particularly so, since so 

moch emphasis is placed on finding jobs for youth, ostensibly to prevent 

then from getting into trouble. 

The Subc~~ittee on Penitentiaries of the Senate Judiciary Oammittee 

requested the CongressionaJ.· R=search Service -(Ibbi~~n,Smith and W:,lf, 

1974) to do lorg-range projections of Federal and State prison populations 

an:] costs. '!he results of this sttrly indicated a close corresp:mdence 

between the unanployment rate and pris~m fOPulations, that is when 

unemployment rates are up priron admissions are up. Unemplo~ent rates 

were lagged one year when matched with Federal priron admissions but were 

oot lagged. when nia.tchedwith state priron admissions. '!he correlation 

between Federal and State crlmissions and unemployment respectively was 

r = .91'~and·r = .96. '!he autoors suggested "unemployrrent rates may 

inflllE!nce the prioon fOpulation in several ways. High levels of un­

anployment could lead to social unrest am a lessening of supp::>rt for 

social institutions, -possibly affecting crime rates, sentencing p::>licies, 
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parole de.cisions, and other factprs \i1ich in turn influence prison fOPU-

lat.ions." 

In the Ibbil1ro~1 et. ale sttrly I researchers used projected unemploy­

ment rates to·predict futur~. admission rates to prirons. ~1is analysis 

was made in 1974, an::1 with the wisdan of hindsight we can now note that 

their projected unemployment rates have proved to be unreliable, hence 

their projected priron crlmission rates have also proved to beunreliahle. 

The point is, anyone making future predictions of crnne or related areas 

based on pr-edicted econdnic trends is standing on weal<. ground, especially 

when one considers the recolu of economic predictions •. 

In ah attempt to refine the Ibbinson, et. ale (1974) mcx:1el for pre­

dicting future irmate p::>pulations a study by Armbrust and Deloney (1977) 

found changes in national enployment rates are strongly indicative of' 

changes in priron admissions. '!his study used n~tional_ employment rates 

am Federal BI,lreau of Prison's admissions for a seventeen ~ar period, 

1960-1976. '!he mean unemployment rates of the current and prior year 
. , 

employment rates \~re matchErl to the current year admission rates. A 

coefficient of detennination of r2 = .94 was obtained, indicating a 

saorg relationshi~ b~twee:n Federal Prison admissions, an? unemployment 

rates. 

Spector (1975) exClmined the relationship between violent crline and 

five independent variables, one of\'A)ich \\as unemployrrent. A sample of 

103 Standard Metrop:>litan Statj.stical Areas \\as .. selected. A mul tiple­

regression analysis of the violent crime rate and the independent variables 
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revealed no significant relationship between unemployment· rates and 

violent cr.ime rat:es. 
;' 

We could J;erhaps exp:ct less of a relationship between violent crimes 

arrl unemployment rates. 'It would seen ifunemp16yment \'12re to It'Otivate -, 
, . 

irrlividuals to ,canmit cr.ime it \\Cluld likely motivate them to canmit crimes 
• 

that w:>uld improve their econanic, situation, Le., crirres such as larceny, 

burglary, auto theft, etc. 

A stlrly (Turpin, Fisher and Po~rs, 1975) conducted by the IOVlCl 

Department of Corrections indicated the degree of change in unemployment 

rates in IOVla is. not sufficiently related to prison admissions. 'I'nese 

researchers concluded that the "baby boan" exacerbated the unemployment 

problems of young males, which in turn affected the prioon p:>pulation. 

'Ib put it another way., the problem was one of an increasing young adult 

PJPulation, \\ho as a \(eneral rule experienceernployment pt;()slems, than 

one of Unemployment. (Nevertheless, the authors did concltrle,"one 

objective factor probably stands, out abOJe the others as a predictor of 

criminality: failure to becOme satisfactorily and permanently est~blished 

in the w:>rking w:>rld in early 1 ife. " 

In contrast to ,Glaser and Rice's (1958) fiOOi113s of inverse relation-
,'<1," 

ship between unemploYment rates and juvenile crline the Iowa sttrly indicate.,l 

a relationship between unemployment rates and the incarceration rates in 

young adult males. '!he Iowa stLily is, however, focusing on one state and 
() 

it is very likely that the firrlin3s can differ fran state to state or 

city to city. 

-5-
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A 1975 s tlrly (Frank) of unemployment rab~s' and the Federal Pr ison 

p:>pulation fran 1951 through 1975 found similar p:ltterns in unemployment 

rates aoo the prioon wpulation allowill3 for a time lag of 15 months. 

Frank used the first quarter unemployment rates for males over twenty. 

'Ihis \VclS la:jged fifteen months behind the Bureau of Prioon's 'fiSCal year­

end PJpulation. A correlation of r = .77 \\B.S derived. As Frank noted 

\'.'hile unemployment mayor may not cause increases in the inmate PJPulation 

there is a sufficient relationship here to make it sllspect. 

(be could hyp:>thesize fran the abOJe stWy that increased unemploy­

ment leads to increased criminality about a year later. The scenario one 

envisions is this: a man ~oses his job, after about a year he exhausts 

all of his resources, and finally in desJ;eratlon he turns to crime. 

HO\\BVer, one could also hyt:Othesize, toose oocial events that cause 

increased unemployment also cause incr.eases in the crime rate but at a 

slightly later p:>int in, time. 

Using the r:eriod 1967 to 1974 Cox (1976) found Georgia unanployment 

rateS.and C~rgia prison population levels to be closely related. Oox 

found one-hr;lif of the variation in the size of the prison PJpi..1latlon can 

be explained by unenployment. 'Ihe strongest relationship was found 

betv.een unemployment and priron p:>pulations at zero lag, i.e., unemployment 

rates and prison PJpulation levels in Georgia are up or down ,at the Salle 

p:>int in time. 

This is again a sttrly l:imited to a p:lrticular state and p:>pulation 

arrl like the Iowa study ('l\lrpin, Fisher, ahd !Q\..ers, 1975) or the Federal 

Prioon stu:ly (Frank, 1975) the find~g1s mc:y be limited to their particular 

I 
I 
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JX)pulation and not generalizable to other pjpulations. 

In a canprehens:i.~ analysis, Brenner (1976) e}{arnined the relationship 
, 

of impris::mnent rates to several econanic variables. State imprisonnent 

rates for th~ United states as a whole and for nine geographical regions 

\'~re examinErl for the years 1935 thru 1973. A significant relationship 

was found between unemployment rates and imprironment rates both nationally 

an:l in the nine ge~raphical regions. Brenner estimated that a one (1) 

percent change in unemployment rates sustained over a six year period 

would, based on the 1970 population, have increased the state prison ad­

missions by 3,340 offenders. 

In Colorado researchers (Crago and Hranas, 1976) using quarterly 

statistics establisqed an inmate population projection model focused on 

unemployment rates, population at risk (males age 18-49), and court 

cc:mnitmehts. ''lhey found, with a. three mnth lag, unemployment and court 

canmitments to be highly correlated. Wlile acknowledgill3 the Congressional 

Iesearch Service (1975) sttrly, Crago and Hranas failed to rote the obvious 

weakness in this refOrtj predictill3 a der:errlent variable from a predicted 

independent variable. Strangely enough Crago and Hranas ~re quite willing 

to predict an average unemployment rate for the forthcaning years. 'Ihey 

then used their predicted average ~employrnent rate to predict the court 

canmibnents. Crago and Hranas ~re probably less qualified to predict 

unemployment rates than incarceration rates, yet they were quite' willing 

to do roo 
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When monthly court cOllmibnents to the Federal Bureau of Pr.isons 

(Waldron, 1977) were matched with ITOnthly national unemployment rates, a 

correlation of r = .44 was obtained. ~men the unemployment data was 

lagged begind court data one through six months the correlation declined. 

HO\',Bver, when court data was lagged behind unemployment data one through 

six IOC>l"iths the correlation remained essentially the same for five months. 

One could infer fran this analysis, social even.ts resul tin',J in increases 

in unemployment rates a:Uect dourt canmi trrent rates first. 

Nagle (1977) .in a stLily analyzirg several variables found a r:ositive 

correlation between the unemployment rate and crime rate (.517). In­

terestiI'Bly enol.l3h Nagle found "little or no relationship bet~~n a 

state's crime rate and its incarceration rate (.214). Additionally, no 

relationship was found between the incarceration rate and the unemployment 

rate .082. 'Ihis study would seem to sU9gest that those driven to crime 

by unempl~.ent are not caught or if ca~ht are not s~fficiently criminal 

in behavior to warrrult a prison sente~ce. Nagle's study, h~wever, uses 

{X)int-in-time data, no 10rgitu:Hnal analysis is made. Such an approach 

can be extrenely misleading. For example at a given p::>int-in-tirre un-
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employment in the &:>uth may be 1<::Mar. than unemployment in the North 

while prison p:pulation rates in the South may be higher than pdson 

f.Opulation rates in the lbrth, hence, no p::>sitive correlation \-puld be 

detected. However, over a period-of-t:iJre the low unemployment rates in 

the &:>uth m~y rise arrl fall with the S(,)uth high imprisonnent rate and a 

, F1'nd1'ngs of ot11er studies (Brenner, 1976; Frank, correlation \voulq eX1st. 

1975; Cox, 1976, and others) indicate this to be the case. 

A survey of pre-trial offenders (Walsh and Viets, 1977) revealed 46 

percent ~re memployed at the time of arrest. 'Ihe jobless rate was 

highestarrong those under 23, with the gt'eatest levels of unanp10ymen~ 

among blaclcs .;md \'.Omen. D3. ta on the enployed l;Dpulation did not reveal 

strong emp1pyment ties as less than half of those employed had vlOrked at 

. their current job for less than a year • 'lhis study slBgests that offerrlers 

are at least lIDemp10yed whether unemployment contribute:"! to their 

, th tt r.-..e \'lag has stated, IICriminals criminal ity, however, 1S yet ana er rna ' er. \,.AI 

. , t J.Jne' l'S there empJ..oyment and lately do not suffer fran lIDemp.l.oymen. I as cr 

they sean to be doing very ~11. II 

METHODS AND FINDINGS 

'!he prep:mderance of findings of the studies sUl"'Veyed herein indicate: 

unemployment rates and cr:ime rates are directly related; unauployment 

rates an:l pris::m oomission rates are directly related; and unanployment 

rates and incarceration rates are directly related. 

'lb further explore the relationship be~en prison incarceration and 

unanployment during the past several ,years a linear regression analysis 

-9-
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was conducted beh~en state unempl~nent rates and state incarceration 

rates. 

'Ihe fucus of this study is the relationship betv.Ben unemployment 

rates and prison incarceration rates f~r tile years 1971 through 1976. 

Unemployment rates ~re obtained fran reports prepared by the United 

States Deparbnent of Labor, Bureau of Labor Statistics. Incarceration 

rates \vere obtained fram reports prepared by the United states Deparbnent 

of Justice, Law Enforcement Assistance Admin~stration, National Prisonr:!r 

Statistics. 

Linear rcgression statistics \'.ere used to determine the correlation 

between unenployment rates am incarceration rates. 'lhe correlation 

coefficient was determinoo between unemployment r~tes and incarceration 

rates for, (a) all states in a given year (fOint-in-time or cross-sectional 

analysis), an:1 (b) and for each state frau 1971 through 1976 (J?2riod-in-
, ' 

time or longitudinal analysis). 

In Table 1 the point-in-time correlation between unemployment r.ates 

" 

and incarceration rates for all states are displayed for tile years 1971 

through 1976. You will note that the correlation for all years is 

extremely low. None are statistically significant. Unemployment rates 

am incarceration rates at a fOint-in-time, do not correlate as -was 

indicate:] .in Nagle's (1977) stuCly~ 

--------------------------. -----------------
TABLE 1 ________________________________ ~L ______ ~ ___ _ 

When you examine each state on a case by case basis sane J:X)ssible 

explanations becone app;irent. Fbr example, the South has extremely high 

inc~rceration rates yet low unenployment rates. ''Ibe relative lack of <) 

-10-
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labor mions in the EOuth has attracted a larger. number of industries, to 

the "sun belt". 'Ihus, high employment is possible. On the other hand, 

the cultural rrores of the South are more conservative and a criminal 

offender is Irore likely to be incarcerated in the South than in the North 

as indicated by higher incarceration rates in the South. llisc, the crime 

rates have been traditionally higher in trle South and from thi:? \,P- .,.puld 

eXP2ct higher. incarceration rates. Fran this analysis one could infer 

that incarceration rates are more a function of parochial attitudes than 

unemplO}IDent rates. 

In roughly half of the 50 states unemployment rates vary directly 

with incarceration rates at levels of significance greater than .10 during 

a period-in-time. Ebr example, in the state of Alabana \.nen the unanploy­

ment rates are up the incarceration rates are up (see Table 2) •. This 

. analysis also confirms stLrlies of TUrpin, Fisher and PoW2rs (1975) of no 

relationship in IO\~i of Cox (1976) of a relationship in Georgia; and of 

Crego and Hranas (1976) of a relationship in Colorado. 

TABLE 2 '\ 

In view of the fact that .in one half of the states a significant 

. relationsh~p \'las foun::] an.i in the other half no Significant relationship 

was found one oould have to conclude the evidence that unemployment 

rates and incarceration rates are related is inconclusive at least for 

-11-

the p=riod of time covered. fbW2ver, the fact that almost all states 

indicate a direct relationship though not statistically significant, 

offers sane evidence of a relationship, at least one ...orthy of further 

investigation. 

SJl1MARY 

The majority of the research supr:orts the general pror:osition that 

unemployment is directly correlated with crime and specifically with 

property crimes, incarceration rates, priS)I;l admissions, court canrnitments, 

prison r:opulations, robbery and even rape. 

'!his stLrly found significant r:ositive relationsh~ps between UD.­

employment rates and incarceration rates over the 1971 through 1976 tjme 

period. Ibwever, using p:>int-in-time analysis by year no significant 

correlations ~re found. 
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1. 'lhis is a paraphrase of a CCl11l1¥::mt by lbbert Gurr in Why Men Hebel. 

Gurr's ccmm:mt was in reference to the relationship of deprivation 

to rebellion. 
• 
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TABLE 1 

REU<\TIONSHI P BE'J.WJ;illN 

UFJEMPLOYt1ENr RATES AND W.cARCERNrION RATES 

YEAR r 

1971 .17 

1972 .22 

1973 .20 

1974 .17 

1975 .14-

1976 .14 
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STA'l'E 

Nat.ional 
Alabana 
Alaska 
Arizona 
Arkansas 

, California 
Colorado 
Connecticut 
Delaware 
Florida 
Georgia 
Haw:lii 
Idaho 

~ Illinois 
Indiana 

i Iowa 

j Kansas 
Kentucky 
louisiana 
Maine 
Marylarrl 
Massach use tts 
Hichigan 
Minnesota 
Mississippi 
Missouri 

• 1 

" ; 

"I 
I 

r 

.72 
.76 
.61 
.97 
.69 
.44 
.39 
.66 
.86 
.86 
.86 
.97 
.00 
.86 
.20 
.65 
.85 
.66 
.49 
.88 
.73 
.75 
.67 
.82 
.86 
.73 

TABLE 2 

REIATIONSHI P BE'llvEEN UNEr1PWYMENT RATES 

.' -, 

AND IN:ARCERATION RATES 

1971-1976 

SIGIUFICANCE 

.02 

.10 

.001 

.05 

.05 

.05 

.001 

• 05 

.05 

.02 

.10 

.10 

.05 

.05 

.10 

S'l~TE r 

Montana .00 
. Nebraska .22 
Nevada .66 
New Hampshire .10 
New Jersey .86 
New Mexico .95 
New York .85 
North Carolina .54 
N::>rth Day,ota .10 
Ohio .85 
Oklahana .00 
OcegQn .88 
pennsylvania .40 
Rhode Island .00 
South Carolina .74 
South Dakota .00 
Tennessee .81 
Texas .75 
Utah .00 
Vemont .50 
Virginia .57 
washington .00 
West Virginia .85 
Wisconsin .80 
wyoming .14 

SIGNIFICANCE 

.05 

.01 

.05 

.05, . 

.02 

.10 

.05 

.10 

.05 

.10 

J 

i 
: ' 

! 

l 
t 
1 

I 

I 
" 

. ; 

"I 
OJ 

.' 

NOTES 

1. 'Thi sis a paraphrase of a commlant by Robert Gurr in Why Men Rebel. 

Gurr l s COOlment \l/a sin reference to the rel ati onshi p of depriva ti on 

to rebellion. 

REFERENCES 

Armbrust, Earl A. and Donal d G. Deloney, Federal Pri son Construct;\:)n: 

Al ternative Approaches •. Washington, D. C.: Congressional Budget 

Offi ce, 1977. 

Becker, Gary S., "Crime & Punishment: An Economic Approach," Joul~nal 

of Political Economy" Vol. 76, No. 2 (~1arch/April 1968), p. 176 • 

Brenner, t:1. Harvey, Estimating the Social Costs of National Economic 

Policy: Implications for Mental arid Physica'l Health, and~Criminal 

Aggression. A study for the Joint Economic Committee Cqngres$ 
" 

of the United .States, Washi ngton, D.C.: Government Pri nti n9 

Office, 1976. 

Cox, George H.,' Unemployment and Prison Population: An :Indication of 

Social Dependence of the Criminal JusticeSystem./' Atlanta! 

Georgia Department of Corrections, 1975. 
;, 
I r 

F 

I 

Crago, Tom G. and C. Scott Hromas, Beyond a Straight; Line Fit Population 
( 

Projection. Denver: Colorado Division of Co.~rectional Services, 

1976. 

,-



1 
. f 

~ 

.~",'~ .. ~-,~;;;",;:~:::;!::;..-

t 

I 
• j 

. . 

, 

r 

;-:.:: 

-[ 

Frank, Colin, Correlation of Unenployment and Prison Population. 

Washington, D.C.: Bureau of Prisons, 1975. 

Glaser, Daniel and Kent Rice, "Crime, Age, and Unemployment", American 

SociQlogical Review. Vol. 24, No. 5, O~tober, 1959. 

• 
Gurr, Ted Robert, Why Men Rebel., Princeton, N •. J.: Princeton University 

Press, 1970. 

Kvalseth, Tarold 0., "A Note on the Effects of Population Density and 

Unemployment on Urban Crime", CI~iminolog~. Vol. 15, No.1, fvtay 1977. 

Nagel, William G., liOn Behal f of Moratorium of Prison Construction". 

Crime and Delinguency. Vol. 23, No.2, April 1977 

Robinson, William H., Phyllis Smith and Jean Holf. Prison Population and 

Costs: Illustrative Projections to 1980. Washington; D.C.: 

Congressional Research Service, 1974. 

Swisher, Ralph, Unemployment and CrilT'~. Washington, D.C.: Law Enforce­

ment Assistance Administration, 1975. 
:) 

Ii .. , 
\\ 

Turpin, Ira G., Daryl Fisher and Darold'Powers, Iowa's Rising Pri~bn 
Population. De~ MOines, Iowa: Bureau of Correctional Services, 1975. 

I' 

Waldron, Ronald J., Relationship Between Nat'iional Unemployment Rates 

and Court Commitments to the Bureau of Prisons. Washington, D~C.: 

Bureau of Prisons, 1977. 

'. : 

--'" .. ----~---,.-------

,,/"'] 
It 

'jl.. I . I 
, i 

1·

1 

II { I 
I 

1 
I 

,j 
J 

~ 

fl 
1 
I 
1 

J J 

"II ~ 
" 

I 
'I 

1 

.. l 

... 

Welsh, J. Daniel and Deborah Viets, The Pre-T~ial Offender in the District 

of Columbia. Washington, D.C.: Government of the' District of 

Columbia, 1977 ~ 




