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INTRODUCTION AND PRIOR LITERATURE 

The belief that there is a causa'! relationship between unemployment 

and crime is commonly hel d by B'oth pol itici ans and mem5ers .of the general 

public. For example, in an address to the Joint Economic Committee, 

Senator Hubert Humphrey stated th.at if "youths don't have a chance to 

earn money on the ·job, they get money on the streets" (Ni nety-Fourth Con­

gress, Second Session, (September 1976, p. 2). Additionally, The New 

York Times recently ran a front page series entitled "Cost of Black 

Joblessness Measured in Fear, Crime and Urban Decay" (12 March 1979). 

Moreover, these beliefs are evidenced by the fact that many community 

based crime prevention and nationally sponsored employment programs are 

structured on the assumption that the introduction of an employment .op­

portunity will beneficially affect a youth's delinquent behavior. How­

ever, past surveys of the literature in this general area have reported 

inconclusive evidence for this relationship (Tropp, 1978). Clearly, a 

better understanding of the nature of the relationships between employ­

ment and crime is needed. 

While it may initially appear that the theoretical research on em­

ployment and crime is contradictory, ttieconfl icts in this 1 iterature can 

be partially reconciled. For example, the Becker (1968), Ehrlich (1973) 

and Sjoquist (19731' economic models of crime do not differ greatly in 

their results from those of tlie sociol.o£j1calmodel forwarded By Cloward 

and Ohlin (1973 J'. The former group of theorists postul ate that the 

ratfonal individual will, after w~lghing the relative benefits and costs 

of licit and illicit activities, choose the activity with·the ~ighest ex­

pected returns. Therefore, By movi,ng from a state of unemployment to em-
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ployment or from a low to a high ~age JOD, the expected return from licit 

activities is increased relative to the expected return from crime result­

ing in less criminal behavior. Alternatively, Cloward and Ohlin (1973) 

state that our society closely identifies social worth wHh a social posi­

tion but that for a large segment of our population there is.a limited 

possiBility of acquiring. success. ~~Ifrus, when pressures f}~om unfulfilled 

aspirations and 5lockedopportuniUes Become sufficiently intense, many . . 

10\'ler class youths turn awaY from legi"timate channels, adopting other 

means, Beyond conventional mores, which might offer a possible route to 

succes~~goalsll (p. 105}. Based on both types of reasoning an individu­

al's cdminal behavior should be n.egat'ively correlated with variables 

which measure the extent of legitimate opportunities for the individual. 

While the afore mentioned theories represent the most cohesive lit­

erature on employment and crime, other hypotheses marginally related to 

the mainstream literqture have been forwarded relattng lIeconomic" vari­

aBles to youth crime. Tnis literature in conjunction with the tWQ,major 

competing theories is the source of cons"i"derable confusion as the peri­

pheral literature seldom discusses the relationships between youth employ­

ment, unemployment and youth crime at the leve.l-of the individual. This 

literature focuses on the relationships Between .aggregate measures of 

economic prosperity and .aggregate measures of crime and is therefore sub­

ject to the criticism of Robinson (19501 and Hannan (1971 r who crt~icize 

the practice of usi.ng aggregate rata to make inferences aBout individual 

behavior. An e~ample of the literature which does not lie in the main­

stream category and which is subject to the problems of .a.ggr.egation is the 

paper By Bogen (19441 which discusses tne relaUons·hip Between adult employ-
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ment, unemployment and youth crime. He postulates that increased employ­

ment opportunities for adults result in less time being spent in the su­

pervision of children particularly in single parent households. He there­

fore feels that ~n increase in a composite measure of economic prosperity 

would be positively correlated with the adult employmerrt rate which would 

be positively correl ated with the youth crime rate. Another exampl e of thi s 

literature is provided by Guttentag {196B} who feels that rapid industri-

alization is associated with a 'diange 'both- in prosperity and ~ocial 

structure. She proposes that the rapid rate of social change assQciated 

witfi increasing industrilaizatton in tht-rd world countries creates tensions 

which are the feeMng grounds for norml essness and crime. Whtl e neither 

of these hypotheses is inconsistent wl'th the mainstream literature on em­

ployment and crime, it is easy- to see how- these tdeas coul d confuse the 

issoe of the relationsnip o.etween employment and crime at the level of the 

individual. ,. 

While the mainstream theoretical research has Seen appropriately fo­

cllsed at the level of the individual, empirical research, for lack. of micro­

level data, has focused almost exclusively on ,aggregate measures of econom­

ic -variaoles and crime. E~.amples of ·the. correlated varia5.1es s·tud~ed 

i ncl ude the percent of males unemployed in Chicago, Cincinnati, and 

Boston with age and sex specific arrest rates in the same cities (Glaser 

and Rice, 19591~ the percent of males unemployed in Chicago, Cincinnati, 

and Boston with the arrest rates for property crimes expressed as the 

number of arrests di vi ded oy the age specific popul ation of the appropri­

ate areas (Fleisher, 1963r, and general montlily unemployment data for 

. ' 
1 

, \. 



------- ----~~- ~ ~-~ ~---- -----

if'?""'''''=''';;:'' .. .-::::=:;;;...,..= ..... ""==~=-. =l1i:::':0--:-'-:- "~""",·,==,,,o,~,,"-'·.~=~ .--.-~. '-'''-- -----.-' 

I 4. 

Detroit and total monthly contacts with the Yo~th ~ureau of the Detroit 

Police Department (Singell, 19671. 

Unfortunately, two studies which are Based on micro~leve' data 

(Robin, 1969; t~althier and '~agnasson, 19671 do not airect'Y1l1e~s:ure the 

impact of employment on juvenile delinquency, But rather measure the im­

pact of a quasi-economic variable, participation in the Ne'ignliorflOod 

Youth Corps pr,ogram. Also, these studies laCK an appropri'ate comparison 

group if the hypothesis to Be tested is that employment, not NYC, partici­

pation, affects delinquent Behaviors. Both of toe studies usi:n9 mtcro­

level data can be faulte,d methodol,ogically in that they compare police 

records for all experimental and comparison group members over different 

time periods. Finally, the effect of participation in NYC on the indivi­

dual as opposed to the effect of NYC. parti:cipation on the experimental 

and comparison groups was not calculated, and consequently these studies 

C!re subject to the same cri"ti'cisms:as those based onag9r:egate' data. 

HYP9THESES AND DATA 

The data used and, as a consequence, the fiypotneses tes·ted qual ffy 

this paper as a preliminary investlgati'on of the youth crime-employment 

relationship rather than a final and def~nltive es'say on this subject. 

As the verification process', used to insure the accuracy of the data in 

this paper took longer than anticipated, only 138 of the total of 302 

employment records of youths who enrolled tn a crime prevention pr:ogram oe­

tween January 3,- 1975 and January 24, 1978' are currently available for an­

a lys is. Of the 138, the total number of youtfi.s who enro 11 ed' in th; s pro­

gram between January 3,' 1975 and September 21, 1976, only 120 have complete 

data files which are suitable for analys·is.· Also, after hav~n9 cQm-
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pleted a fi'rst round of analysis, it ts ff,!lt that several important 

improvements should be made tn ttte cons·truction of the variables used 

for the analysi's of the youth crime-.employment relationship. Tnese 

improvements in varia51e constructions would allow the testing of 

more complex hypotheses involving recursive and simultaneous equatton 

systems which would deal wttl't the s'equenci'ng of employment intervals 

and criminal events. 

To elaborate, the way in which variables were constructed for this 

paper was to o.btai n aggreg&te measures over the peri ods that the 

youths in the sample were enrol'led in this pr,ogram. For example, 

the average monthly poli'ce contact -rate for each youth and tlie 

percent of time employed over the pertod of enrollment in the community 

based delinquency preventfon program were oBtained. Although individual 

level data are being employed when these types of variables are constl"ucted, 

the aggregation of data over time is involved. This aggregation precludes ,. 

an investigation of the sequencing of point events such as the rejection 

of a job application or a police contact and interval events such as 

employment. Certain empirical results which follow in this paper, as well 

as theoretical considerations based on the sociological and economic 

crime theses, suggest that an investigation of the sequencing of these 

events will provide further'insight into the employment-crime relationship. 

It should be noted however, that whfle the variable constructions used in 

this paper may not make the best possible use of the available data, 

tney are cased on individual level data and therefore provide an 

improvement on analyses based on .~ggregate employment or 
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unemployment data and crime data for 'la,rg~ g~ographical areas~ 

The analysis in this paper focuses on the Basic premise that there 

is an inverse relationship between the realization of legiti"mate 

opportunities such as employment and the frequency of criminal acts. 

However, the .pGint may legitimately De raised that the referral of a 

youth to a JOD oy the staff of the delinquency prevention program may 

be correlated with some other treatment'provided at the center which is 

the "true" causal agent of a youth's delinquency. In order to establish 

the fact that this is an unlikely event, it should be noted that the 

major treatment provided through this py:ogram is the assignment of a 

counselor to each youth. Every youth Emro11 ed tn tni s program was the 

recipient of this treatment. Other services were provided to clients 

on a selective oasis, according to the needs of the clients. For example, 

a 11 of the youths who were charged with crimes just pri or to intak.e 

into this program or during parti"cipati()n tn the program were recipients 
t. 

of the program's legal atd services. The youths needing to transfer 

6. 

schools received the assistance of a school liaison officer. Thus, the re­

ceipt of services oeyond the ass.1gnment of counselor is likely to be cor .. 

re1ated with a youth's delinquent behav'ior prior to and duri,ng enrollment in 

this program, e.g., the more delinquent youths are likely to need legal ser­

vices or school transfers. However, pri'or analysis: of the data on the 302 

youths comprising the population from which this sample is drawn, found 

that, aside from age, the youths who f'eceived job referrals through this 

program did not differ significantly from the youths who did not receive 

job referrals. It is therefore unlikely that the receipt of a job 

ref~rral through this program is highly correlated with another treatment 
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7. 

selectively provided to those youths ohtatn~ng job referrals and that 

this other unknown treatment is operati,.ng tfirough the employment Yari a­
lil e. 

Several additional assumptions are made throughout this paper. For 

example, it is assumed that delinquent opportunities are always avail­

able to a youth and, further that the nature of these opportunities 

do not change radically with time. Also, the extent of legitimate op­

portunities available to a youth are assumed measurable oy several vari­

ables including the total l~ngth of time employed, "successfully" emp1oyed, 

"unsuccessfully" employed, the total number of jobs for which the youth 

applied and was rejected and the total numoer of joos which the youth did 

not accept because of the type of emp"j oyment even though the JOD, was of­

fered. A period of successful employment is distinguished from a period 

of unsuccessful employment 5y the fact that tn the former case the youth 

was not fired for poor job performance, lacK of attendance, tardiness, 

fighting on the joo, theft, taki,ng drugs, or other negative oehaviors. The 
-

latter type of employment expertence is not expected to operate on a youth's 

delinquent behaviors in the same way as a succeSsful employment experience. 

The relevant data available on these youths included arrest records, de­

tailed employment records, and ae~ographic data on the youths and their 

famil ies. 

PRELIMINARY RESULTS ON EMPLOYMENT AND CRIME 

Analysis of the 120 youths with complete data files oegins with the 

calculation of Pearson correlation coefficients for four pairs of vari-
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ables. The first coefficient correlates the average monthly number of 

police contacts with the average monthly number of jobs for which the 

youths applied but were rejected or which the youths were offered but 

the youths rejected because of the nature of the employment being of­

fered. If job rejections on the part of youths and employers are re­

lated to a youth's feeling that l~gitimate avenues to success are not 

availaBle to him, then the total number of job rejecti"ons should be nega­

tively correlated with the average monthly numBer of police contacts. 

However, the correlation coefficient Between the average monthly num­

ber of police contacts and the 'number of joBs rejected By either party is 

negative, -.1357, and significant at tfie .07 level. This unforeseen result 

i~ partially explained by the fact that a job rejection presumes active job 

search which is generally a prerequisite for employment. Further, employ­

ment is negatively correlated with the average monthly number of police 

contacts. Therefore, the. total number of job rejections on the part of 

youths and employers may 5e negatively correlated with the average monthly 

number of police contacts as a Dy-product of the positive correlatlon, 

.2236, between JOD rejections and employment which is' signiftcant at the 

.006 level. 

In the second relationship considered, it is found, as antiCipated, 

tliat there is a negative and s,ignificant correlation bet\'leen the percent 

of time employed while on caseload and the monthly average numBer of po­

lice contacts while on caseload. The correlation coefficient 1S -.1959 

which is significant at the .018 level. Additionally, examinatlon of 

the third pair of variables finds that the correlation ~oefficient, -.1963, 

I.-
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between the percent of time successfully employed while on caseload 

and the average monthly number of police contacts also indicates an 

inverse relationship signtffcantat the .al8 level ~ While Both of these 

correl atfons have the expected stgnand are statfsttca lly- s~tgntftcant, 

their magnitudes indicate that the percent of ttme employed or s'Uccess-
. ,. 

fully employed while on case10ad only explains approximately four percent 

of the variance in the average monthly number of poltce contacts while on 

caseload. The magnitude of the effect of employment on crtmtnal D.ehavior 

as measured by these variables is' seen to be small. 

The last relationship examined 1s the correlation between the. percent 

of time unsuccessfully employed while on case10ad and the average month­

ly number of pol ice contacts. It was not expected that unsucces'sful em­

ployment would operate in the same way as successful employment as~ a de­

terrent to delinquent behavior. Consistent with a pri.ori expectations, 

the correlation coefficient, .0184, measuring the strength o~ the rela­

tionship bet\'/een the percent of time unsuccessfully employed whll e on 

caseload and the average monthly frequency of police contacts is not 

statistically signiffcant. It may be that the benefici'al aspects of em­

ployment either cannot be appreciated oy tne youths wlio fail in their jobs 

or that some employment experiences, througli no fault of the youths, are 

so negative that any potential benefi'ts derived from them are not realized. 

The lack of a signiffcant correlation oetween unsuccessful employment and 

frequency of police contacts,. given that there is a significant correla­

tion between successful employment and the frequency of police contacts, 

indicates that the nature of employment experiences should be investigated 

i , ; 
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when attempti.ng to determine the effectiveness of employment as a sub­

stitute for delinquent Oehavior. 

All of the zero order correlations just discussed with the exception 

of that between the job rejection rate and average monthly number of po­

lice contacts were consistent with a priori expectations. However, the 

relationships between the job rejecUon' rate and the average monthly num-
.. 

5er of police contacts could be reasonably explained by a consi'deration 

of the job search process. Nevertheless, the correlations of the great­

est interest, those between the employment and crime vari'ab1es, had 

fairly low -values even though the relationships were significant. 

Additionally, the partial correlation coefficients between the employ­

ment and crime -variables controll~ng for age, are insignificant. This is 

a result of the fact that age is a variable known to be strongly related 

both to the percent of time (successful1yl employed and the frequency of 

police contacts. When other first order correlation coefficients were 

calculated, controlling for addltional "exp1anatoryll -variables such as 

race, sex, and the number of parents with whom the client lives, the par­

tial correlations remained negative, small but statistically s.ignificant. 

However, these other lIexp1anatoryll variables did not tend to be as highly 

or significantly correlated with either the percent of time employed 

while on caseload or th.e average mo~thly number of police contacts as was 

age. To repeat, the correlations between the employment and crime vari­

ables were of the correct ~ign and significant, although thelT!agnitudes 

of the coefficients were smaller than anticipated. Also, the control 

variables were correlated with the two variaBles of interest in the ap-

propriate directions. 
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Upon reflection, it was felt that the small magnitudes of the correla­

tion coefficients of interest may be due, i'n part, to th.e problem of 

aggregating to obtain the monthly numher of police contacts and the per­

cents of time employed and successfully employed whil e enroll ed in the 

delinquency prevention p~ogram •. These ~ggregate measures do not reflect 

the sequencing of employment interya1s and crime events. Th.us, whi'-le 

there is a negative and ~igniffcantTel~tionship indicated between the per­

cent of time employed and the monthly police contact rate, it is possi b1 e 

that the fewer pol ice contacts s'osta i ned DY the people wtth -more exten­

sive employment e~perience actually tool<. place wh.ile the youths were em­

ployed. Therefore, additional ~ariaDles were calculated so as to com-

pare the frequency of pol ice contacts which occured whil e employed (suc­

cessfully employed, unsuccessfully emp10yedl to the number of police con­

tacts which occurred while not employed (successfully employed, unsuccess­

fully employed). It was found that no potiae aontaats ~hatsoever were 

sustained by any of the youtb$~hiZe they ~ere empZoyed~ regardZess of 

~hether 01' not the empZoyment litlS- teZ'J7)ed suaaess-fuZ or unsuaaess-fuZ. 

That is, none of the 139 police contacts sustained bY' the 12Q youths over 

their intake periods occurred over the nineteen percent of the time that 

they were employed. 

The results strongly suggest that the further development of Yariables 

whi ch can give insight into the s'eqtlencing of employment interval sand 

crime events may lead to strong find~ngs on the nature of t~is relation­

ship. Further, by constructing variables which reflect the time se.ri.es 

aspects of the youths' job search~ employment and de1iquent histories, 
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the economic and sociological models of crime can both he estimated and 

compared. The economic model of crime S,u,ggests a deci'sion 'makl,ng process 

in which the e~pected returns from li:cit and ill,egal opportu~i'ttes are 

simultaneouslY com~ared, and the activity with the highest expected re­

turn selected. On the other hand, the sociological model s~ggests a 

structured seque-nc-e of events in wfrtch.' a youth first attempts to succeed 

1 egiti:mately and after failure turns toward the ful fillment of success 

goals through illegal activities. F.urther research in this area wtll in ... 

vestigate the conditions -under which it 1s possible either to affect a 

h s or to reject one of them. reconciliation of the two approac e 
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