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INTRODUCTION 

The cO?1cept of the liprofessional criminal Ii has been very 

useful for criminolo-ists, but, despite this usefulness, the 

concept contains a grpat deal of ambiguity. On the one hand, 

the concept unifies a number of recurrent themes in the study 

of crime and law enforcement, but on the othEr hand, the concept 

presents difficulties in determining the scope of its applica-

bility. Therefore, before we begin a new approac~ to the concept, 

it is in order to review the background of the idea. 

Sutherland v.!as the first scholar to use the adj ective iiprofes­

sional l1 ' to describe a criminal when he published the edited notes 

• of a long-time thief unc1.er the title, Jh~. Pr<?f~~.~_o_l1:.'?:.l. Thief. I It 

is importClnt to' note that Sutherland's account is of the ilprofes-

sion2.1 thief,;1 not of the ;lprofessional criminal. i: The concept 

• of the ';professional criminal l
" is more inclusive than that of the 

ilprofessional . thief:; cmd developed durins the years following 

Sutherland's original pUblication. The thieves that Sutherland 
• 

• talked about included such people as confidence men, sneak thieves, 

and pickpockets (cri~inals who the police tod~y sometimes refer 

to as Blights n) • The -term "prof ession2l.1 criminal,;1 as it is 

often used today,. applies also to criminals \"ho engage in such' 

• ·1 ., 
Ch~c2go: University of Chicago Press, 1937. 
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j us+.: as lone; as thc criminals engc.i.ged in these crirnes exhiJ::>i t a 

certain amount of skill, plonning, and sophistication in their 

work. (The crimL1i".lls ""ho ,:,'re enqClCic:d in crinics \ll-,ic~, involve 

violence or the threat of violence are c;ometirtt....;s called t;hec~viesi; 

by the police 0) In fZ1Ct, we oftc.n found in our interviewing that 

the police today prefer to use the tert"\1 ;;professional!. for crim-

inals who are engaged in the crime syndicates and for thcrse 

':biggies, ii ;'wise guys, t; or I'classy;; criminals who ere involved in 

other large but non~syndicat~d oper~tionso ~ome of the lesser 

professionals that Sutherland described, like the pickpocket or 

the shoRliftc:;r, would be excluded from the tiprofessional ,; ranks 

by some policemen today because their operation involves only 

\'nickel and dime s'cuff 0 \~ 

The original concept "professional thief,;; then, has evolved 

into the broader concept o:f the ;'professional criminal, t: and in 

doing so has become reified in the minds of many poopleo This may 

be unfortun0.te,· as t;12 notion of the t:profcssionc:l thief,;; when 

it was initially conceived by Sutherland, contained a heavy dose 

of ironyo Sutherland pro])ably never r2ally in'\:G;ldec1 to be. taken 

li terally when he called thieves ;;prof(;.ssio~12.1.s, ti but there were 

certain qualitics of criminal life that h~ wanted to emphasize 

and the term t:professional it highliqht<2d these 0uali ties. 1,'Jhat 

Sutherland noted was that th2 activities of thieves, which up.to 

then had been thought of as mainly opportunistic, adventitious, 

immoral, and disorganized, in fact contained properties of other, 
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more legitimate wor~ rOlltines. most particularly th~ work rcutin86 

of professionn.ls (as op'.'osec1 to, for eXJ..tnple~ th(.; ,:cJ:'lc routines 

of inc1ustrial ~.JOrkc:rs) 0 The !.)rofcssioilal t:li,-;f \]2.8 committed to 

his worle. In C'ldc1i tion, he ]:::1(.;\<.; 1.lh.-,t ~1_ t·ms ci.oi'l':} and whero he 

were engaged in simil ;.'r i.ll :jal pursu:L ts 1 il.n.d he maintained rel a-

tions It!i th tl-,,::sc L)0opl",,' 0 ~.():t import.::nt, thl~; criminal Sutherland 

It is on t~2S,. grounds t~at 3utherl~~d spoke of thieves as 

being professionals o· On oth(;r grounds, thc. thieves were: .not 

professionals and Sutherland certainly must have been aware of 

this. The most important thing that the professional thief lacked 

was a position of fiduciary trust in soci~ty. When we speak of a 

person being a professional, we usually mean, ~nong other things, 

that if \,IC trust our affairs to that perso n, then he will 1t-10rk in 

our favor even though we have no direct control over what he is 

d
. 1 

.0 1.ng 0 

While Sutherland may not hav~ intend~d his description of 

the professional thief to be t~(cn completely literally, it is 

lIt is hc:r.:; ·t~:·.t \rie C0.'1 note -t:li).t J.:he term l:professional 
thief Ii has even (). c'.oubL:: irony. '.!liilc..: it Wi'.lS ironical at one timc 
for Sutherland to liken tl-dcv(;!s to rrofessionals, who hold posi­
tions of trust in society,' once thc association was made some 
people began to wondcr just how trustworthy th~ professionals 
in our society arc. Upon closer scrutiny, soma of our trusted 
professionals camc to look somewhat like th0 criminals to whom 
they had originally bCGil comparedo Sutherland shows his aware­
ness of this double irony in a later work that he published under 
the tltle White f.Q.!..lar Cr~P:1ina18 In this \'Jork, Sutherland shows 
that ma.ny of OLlr trusted 1tlhi to collar workers arc. in fact crooks. 
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probably fair to say thc:;.t many, if not most, criminologists have 

read Sutherland liter"ally and h2.ve developed 2. (luite liter:al ster-

eotype of the ;~profession2.l crimina.lo" The term professional 

criminal has become e. reL.tively sti:.'ndD.rc~ cateqory in recent 

criminological Ii ter<J.ture, ane:; the very fact t:hi':t th.e T.=.lsk Force 

on the ~ssessment of the Crime Problem includerl a section on the 

professional criminal indicates th~t the category has currency. 

" 
1:711ile the id8Q of the \'professional criminal;; h2s devc:loped much 

beyond Sutherland's original work, and while there are many vari-

ations of this stereotype to be heard today (especially among 

law enforcemetlt officiuls), it is ii.lportant to describe the recur-

rent elements in these variations o It is important, first of all, 

because we find thQt many of t~Q al12ged characteristics of profes-

sional crimina.ls are ;1.o l 'here to be found, ~)r only infrequently 

found, among the professional criminals we tulked to in our studyo 

This means that either the professional criminal has changed con-. 

siderably in .the past twenty or thirty years or th3t the tradi-

tional view of the professional criminal was never correct. ~e 

suspect the:.. t the truth is somewhere in betv!een, but our suspicions 

could. never be suO stantL'lted with data aswe cf:cnnot go back and 

r~interview the professional criminals of twenty or thirty years 
, 

ago. All we know with any degree of assur~n~e is that there 

exists today a stereotype of the Hprofessional criminal ll that is 

in many ways incorrect. It is part of our purpose to bring the 

viev.T of the II professional criminal"; up to date. 
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The characteristic of the "professionc:\l criminal II that has 

been suggested most often is that the ,rofessional criminal de-

votes full time to his occupation. Crime is a '.Jay of lifG to 

the professional criminal, and it is criminal activity that pro­

vides him with most, if not nIl, of his incomeo ·.s Sutherland 

obs,:::rved; liTho professione.l thief is on,," who stec:'..ls profes-

sionally. This mQ(lns, first, that he mu],::':':s a regular business 

of stealing. He elevotes his entire ~!Orkin<] tim<.:: and energy to 

larceny and may steal three hundred and sixty-five days a year.l 

It has also generally been conceded that the professional 

criminal is a specialist and a craftsman. He isa craftsman in 

that he has gained, usualiy from other professional criminc-.ls, 

the many skills necessary to successfully carry out his par­

ticular criminal trade. He is a specialist in th~t he sticks 

almost exclusively to til.:: one line of work for which he; is 

trained. A "box man'" (i.e. safecracker) will altvays be a lIbox 

man, II and he: will be proud of it. j\ pickpocket, so long as he 

is on the streets, will be a pickpocket, and the chances of his 

~ngaging in other kinds of crime such uS ~urgl~ry or armed rob-

bery arc ncgligib10. 

This conception of the professional criminal as a special­

ist is reflected in the traditional police practice of paying 

special attention to a criminal's IVl.O., or modus oQcrandi. Many 

policemGn still claim that they can identify the work of many 

122. £it., p. 1. 
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particul ar criminal s just from the way in which the crime was 

committed. One is led to wonder if. in fact th' h' 
, I 1S emp aSlS on 

learning a criminal's M.O. has not been responsible in part for 

the organization of police departments into special details that 

deal exclusively with particular kinds of crime. 

Another common conception of the Ilprofessional criminal" 

is that he works within a rather well defined criminal sub-

culture. This sub-culture is not as strongly organized or as 

cohesive as that which governs the I1rackets
j

" but it is thought 

to be quite pervasive bnd deviations from its norms rare. As 

Sutherland describes it7 " •• u professional thieves have many 

things in common. They have acquaintances 1 congeniality~ sympathy~ 

understandings 1 agreements 1 rules, codes of behavior, and language 

in cornmon."l 

Professional criminal s, it is tl ht ' ~oug 1 Wlll never knowingly 

invade the territory where someone else is working. They also 

will not endanger another gang that they know to be operating. 

In times of danger they will warn fellow professionals, and in 

time of need they do whatever they can to' "spring" a comrade. 

But most important, they will never inform on a'fellow criminal. 

As Sutherland comments! 

1 

I~ is understood that no thief must squawk 
(l.nform) on another. The instances where 
professional thieves have squawked are so 
rare t~at no serious consideration of' this 
angle lS necessary. P.cisoners squawk for 
one,purpose only - to relieve themselves of 
punlshmento Professional thieves have no 
thought of receiving punishment while in the 
hands of th

2
e fix, and they have no incentive 

to squawk. 

.2£ • .£.ll., p. 4. 
2 2£. £!io, pp. 10-11. 
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This account points out another common aspect of the 

stereotype of the professional criminal; he is a master of the 

"fix." The idea of the "fix ll includes a number of components 

that begin with the professional criminal's relationship with 

his victims. First of all, he tries to choose victims who have 

"larceny in their hearts," and to maneuver these people into 

compromising positions that will less"~n the cha~1ce of their 

ever reporting the professional criminal's crime. , (This is 

especially true with the con man and the extortionist). Where 

this fails, the professional criminal will try to either frighten 

the victim into not testifying or will try to buy him off. When 

these techniques fail, the professional criminal will attempt to 

bribe the police. This failing, he will try to bribe the prose­

cuting attorney or the judge. Somewhere along the line, the 

professional criminal is almost certain to get off. 

There are a few other characteristics that are somewhat 

less well agreed upon, but which are included in some stereo-

types of the "professional criminal." The pro.fessional criminal 

·is often thought ~ to come from the slums and more likely to 

1 come from a more or less middle class background. It is also 

thought that he is likely to be white, of either Jewish or 

Italian background~ 

Irrespective of whether or not this common conception of 

1££. Eli., pp. 21-240 
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the "professional criminal" is correct (and in many cases it 

is not correct today) it is worth noting some peculiar charac-

teristics of the stereotypea First of all~ the stereotype is 

of the professional criminal not of professional crimeQ This 

is an important distinction because it focuses attention on the 

criminal rather than on the crim~, or on the society which sup­

ports the crimea Such a focus is not peculiar to professional 

crime but is probably the general conception of crime in our 

society a As Donald Cressey obs8rves~ 

At prl2sent~ by far the most papular notion 
a a a is' that del inquency and criminality 
·are personal traits, "owned l1 by the indi­
vidual devianta The traits are usually 
viewed as "symptoms, II to be sure, but as 
symptoms of something belonging to the 
actor's person, not to his group.l 

This emphasis on the criminal rather. than on the crime may 

have had important consequences. First of all, it has probably 

l~d the police to be mor0 interested in catching criminals than 

in such things as h~lping potential ~ictims protect themselves 

or in remGving sItuations that are likely to be conduciV@ to 

crime. (It also has probably led to the heavy emphasis o~ the 

M.O. mentioned earlier). This emphasis can also be seen in 

current theories of crime, as invariably thes(;; theories are 

addressed to the question, what causes people t'o become crimi­

nals (or occasionally, what causes people to commit criminal 

acts)? These theories never address themselves to such other 

1 
Donald Cressey, The Prison, New York: HoI t ~ Rinehart and 

Winston, 1961~ ppo 9-10:-

'. 

• 
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equally, importC1nt questions as: why are some people or corpora-

tions the victims of crimes? Under what conditions will a society 

be tolerant of crime and under what conditions will it not be 

tolerant of crime? O~ what kinds of social conditions foster 

certain kinds 0::- crimillal actlvi ty'?' 

ProfessionaJ Crime and Pl:ofessional Criminals _._---------,_ ...... ...-_ .. - "'.--.-'-~ ,.-~--.-... ----
Early L'1 o"Jr c.iscussions about this pro ject we came to the 

realization th2t if we accepted the conventional definition of 

"professional criminal," we would place ourselves under severe 

limitations. First of all? there existed the distinct possi-

bility that there are no criminals in existence today who pos-

sess all the characteristics inherent in the conventional def-

inition. Secondly? we knew that we were likely to find that 

this definition was not always accepted by law enforcement 

agencies? and WG. l,van J.::ed to use these agenci.es as our initial 

entree to the world of professional crime~ Finally, we realized 

that the definition of the professibnal criminal that was cur-

rently to be 'found in the literatur:-8 made numerous empirical 

assumptions; asst:mptions that we would just as soon not make at 

the beginning of a studyo 

It was also advisable for us to exclude s¥~dicated crime 

and white collar crime from our studY1 as these two areas of 

crime were being investigated by other study groups for the 

Task Force on the Assessment of the Crime Problem. Therefore 1 

after considerable discussion, we agreed upon the following 
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definitions of "professional crime" and "professional criminal:" 

For purposes of this study, professional crime 
will be defined as crimes committed for personal 
economic gain by individuals whose major source 
of income is from criminal pursuits and who spend 
a majority of their working time in illegal enter­
prises (at least at the time the crime ~as com­
mitted). In addition? since other stud1es ar7 
exploring organized crime and white c~llar cr1me, 
it seems advisable to exclude from th1S study 
crimes committed by regular members of crime 
syndicates or by people who eng~ge in illegal 
act;tvities as part of an otherw1se legal profes­
sion (e.g. physicians who perform illegal 
abortions lawyers who serve as go-betweens for 
bribes? o~ accountants who aid clients in tax 
evasion) 0 

This definition left a big field to cover, so we further 

agreed that within this definition we would concent.rate on the 

following categories: first, we would spend most of our time 

investigating those kinds of crimes that were presenting the 

greatest difficulty to law enforcement agencies in the particu­

lar city being studied. We broke this down in two ways: first, 

we would consider those crimes that had been perennial problems, 

and then we would examine those problems that were relatively 

new to law enforcement aQencieso l In addition; we agreed that 

each field consultant would examine one kind of professional 

criminal activity that was common to all four citi~s being 

studied (the common crime turn~d out to be auto theft and related 

lIt turned out that there was a considerable amount of 
disagreement among different law enforcement official~ about 
what kinds of crimes posed the greatest problems as d1fferent 
agencies and different policemen in cUfferent details, tended 
to see the problem from their own particular point of view. 
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crimes, such as stripping automobiles of spare parts). To 

round out the picture? we all agreed to try to include inter­

views with at least one female professional thief? one Negro 

professional thief, and one professional thief who had left 

the profession. 

Our subsequent experience fhow~d that the decision to use 

a rather broad definition of "professional crime" was wise. 

Many law enforcement officials in fact would not have been able 

to lead us to criminals who met the classical definitions, and 

in fact there is some doubt whether such people still exist 

(certainly not very many do). Using the broader definition? 

police and district attorneys were able to fj.t their own def­

initions into ours and were thus able to provide us with a rich 

description of a rather broad spectrum of American criminal acti­

vity. In addition, the police were able to lead us to many 

criminals? some in jailor prison and some not? who are in fact 

engaged in a full-time career of crime. Some of the people we 

interviewed wer~ not very skillful or succ~ssful in their pro­

fessions? but others whom we talked to WGr0 amazingly successful. 

The one thin~",they all had in common is that they all (with the 

possible exception of a few who claimed to have gotten out of 

crime) spent the bulk of their free time either engaged in or 

in between criminal acts. Crime was their major source of 

income -- it was thair way of life. 
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THE STUDY 

On June 1 of this Y2iJ.r our study group met for the first 

t ' 1 
1mGo This m~ans thiJ.t this r0port~ Qnd the mo.ny hours of inter-

viewing upon which it is b<J.s~d~ hClV2 b2en completed in a little 

over three months tim~o2 This is a very short time in which to 

conduct research, dig~st the findings~ und write a reporto 

In iJ.ddition to th~ short p~riod of tim~ in which we had to 

work, W0 were faced with the probl~m of exploring a field that 

has been esscnt1'iJ.lly unchar't'3d_ E t f d' ~" xccp or E W1n Sutherland's 

ThQ Professional Thief? which is now very much out of date,3 very 

littl~ has b08n written about professional crimeo 4 This meant 

thiJ.t we had few guides for our res8iJ.rch and thus we had to pro­

cede v0ry much by hunch cmd by qU.2SS 0 

In some cases we guessed correctly; in other cases we might 

lEgon ~ittner,join~d the group after this date to help 
Sh~l~on Mess1nger w1th h1S study of professional crime and 
Cr1m1niJ.ls in Sun Franciscoo 

2 
Some months b0forc this dat8 the Task Force on the Assess-

ment,of the Crime Problem first conceived the idea of the study 
and 1n the subsequ~nt months bGfore Jun~ roughed out the major 
outlines of the study, secur~d staff, and iJ.rrang0d for finnncial 
supporto 

3.2.E,o cito Sutherland's book was published in 1937 and is 
basGd,on the experiences of one professional thi~f who worked 
at cr1mc between 1905 and 1925. 

~ 4~nvid Maurer,,~ Big £2£, New York: Bobbs-Merrill, 1940 
un~ Dnv1d Maur7r, ~,~Ob, N7w Haven: ~ollege and University 
Press? 196~ (flrst pub~lshed 1n 1955) also describe some aspects 
of profesS10nal crimeo 

•• 
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have procc2ded differently knowing what we now knowo In general, 

however, we all agree that our approach was basico.lly sot.md, and 

that what we have found out is important 0 Our problem has not 

been so much with what we were able to find out, but with what 

we have not had time or resources to find out and explore 

thoroughlyo 

Had we h~d more time and resources) we would certainly have 

been able to delve more deeply into our subject mattero We would 

have liked especially to have been able to follow out the mul ti-

tude of leads that came up during the course of our researcho 

But even if we had had more time and resources, it is unlikely 

that we would have proceeded~ basically, any differently than we 

dido We might have gone into some subjects more thoroughly, 

but our appronch would have been essentially the samco If we 

were to begin the study right now we might do some things dif-

ferently, but we know things now that we did not know three or 

four months agoo 

Where We Did the Stud~ 

We chose 'four cities for our study: ~~ew York 1 Chicago, 

San Francisco and Atlantao InitiallY1 we had hoped to study 

eight or ten cities of various sizes, from various geographical 

regions, but we soon found that these plans were too ambitiouso 

Consequently, we restricted ourselves to four cities which 

promised to give us a varied picture of professional crime and 

professional criminalso 

It turns out that our'choice of cities was good, as there 
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are differencds between thu four cities as well as factors that 

are common to all. Of the four cities, New York and Chicago ilre 

much more alike (although there are some differunces betweun them) 

than either one is like San Francisco or Atlanta. Atlanta and 

San Francisco, on the other ha.nd 7 ~1ppcar to heW,,: more in common 

with each other thilD with the two larger citiusa ThcS2 two 

groupings are especially apparent with r~spect to the milgnitude 

of criminal operutions; the magnitud0 is much greater in the 

larger cities. In addition, prof~ssionill criminals (at least 

the more successful ones) seem to be better organized in Chicago 

and New York than in Atlanta and San Francisco, they also seem 

to be somewhat mor0 immune to legal actions being brought against 

them successfully, and they report that they make more money 

from thei! profession 

Thcre ar8 some otherr characteristics of professional crim-

inals that seem to be different in each city. There are differ-

ences, for example, in the degree to which Negroes, Puerto Ricans; 

and other minority groups have been able to work. their way into 

professional criminal careers. We find differences in the 

patterns of recruitment into professional crime thnt seem to be 

somewhat regional. We also find that themanner in which profes­

sional criminals relate to agencies of law enforcement is somewhat 

different in the different cities and reflects the differences in 

law enforcement practices. 

In the remainder of the report we concentrate more on those 

characteristics of professional crime and professional criminals 
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thilt are similnr, in the four cities we studied, than on those 

churacteristics thilt are different. We do this for two reGsons: 

First 1 since we Clddress our recommendD.tions to the NationCll Crime 

Commission, it is importilnt th~t these recommendCltions reflect 

those aspects of the problem thilt are nation~~, r~ther than regional, 

in scope. l Secondly, however, we Clr~ not sure, in illl cilses, 

whether the differences w~ found between the cities are true 

differences or refl~ct differences between the points of ~iew 

of our field consultilnts or differ~nc0s in the purticulilr sumplc 

of law enforcement officials and criminals thilt eilch field con-

aultilnt interviewed. While the study group has discussed these 

problems at considerilble length and feels filirly confident that 

those differences we report aru probably true differences? it is 

only fair to say that we are somewhat less sure about this body 

of material than we iJ.re ilbout those asp0cts of the problem that 

appear to be common to iJ.ll four citiesa 

How We Did the S~udy 

A single field consultant (in the case of San Francisco, 

two) wasffisigned to eiJ.ch city. Sol Chilneles did the work in New 

York, Kriss Novak intQrvicw2d in Chicago, Fr~d PowledgG covered 

Atlanta? and Sh-:;ldon Messinger and Egon Bittner teiJ.med up to 

investigilte praf<=ssi.oniJ.l crimE:! 0.nd professional ·criminals in San 

lWhile we caB in no Wily gun.rilntee that whnt we found to be 
true in four cities is true of the nation, it seems to us that 
we must proceed on the assumption that what is true offour geo­
graphically separated cities is likely, althoughouh not neces­
sarily, true nationally • 
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• 
Fr~nciscou Each consultant began his field work (which lasted 

between twenty und thirty days) by contacting the police and the 

• district attorneys in thei~ city. The consultants talked extens-

ively with these law enforcement offici2ls about professional 

criminals, concentrating on those 2spects of the professional 

• crime problem that the law enforcement officials said were of 

greatest concern in their cities. In addition~ some of the 

field consultants went out with the police as they did their 

• daily work; they observed interrogations y entries and searches 

of private dwellings? conversations with complainants, and 

arrestsQ They talked with police informants, observed the work 

of those in the crime labs, and, in some cases, examined the 

materials of intelligence units. Throughout their talks, they 

solicit~d leads that would put them in touch with professional 

• criminalsQ Some of these leads led the consultants to profes-

sional criminals who were in jailor prison; some to professional 

criminals who are still fr~eQ The criminals in turn led the con-

• sultants to other criminals, both in prison and free, and the 

process continued until th~ consultants had talked to a total of 

128 pol icemen~' 7 dist.r.ict uttorn~ys y and 23 members of district 

• attorneys' offices y one fire marahall~ two criminal lawyers, two 

police informants, and 50 professional criminals. Table I sum-

marizes the types of people interviewed in each cityQ 

In each interview, the respondents were treated as much as 

informants as subjects or individual casesQ While the field con-

sUltants asked qUclstions about the interviewees' own activities, 
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TABLE~: Puopl~ Intcrvicw0d in the study 

NI...':w York Chicago --- Atlanta 

Police; 
Commissioners 2 0 0 
Chiefs 1 0 1 
Heads of Departml2'nts 3 6 8 
Deb:?cti ves 37 9 14 
Uniformt2d Officors 4 2 8 

Total 47 17 31 

District Attorneys~ 
District Attorneys 5 0 1 
Staff 15 1 3 

Total 20 1 4 

Professional Criminal s ~ 

In Jail or Prison 9 5 7 
Fr212 4 3 3 

Total 13 8 10 

Other:· 
Fire Marshals 1 0 0 
Criminal Lawyers 0 1 0 
Police Informants 0 0 1 

Total I 1 I 

• In addition, our field consultants talked with 
officials from Federal law ~nforcement agencies, 
not to identify the sources of these interviews. 

a 
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they also nskwd thu inturvi~w~es to discuss what they knew about 

the broader picture of professional crimea The police were queried 

about how other policemen or other units operated and about the 

activi ties of othi::~r 1 aw enforcement agencies a In addi tion ~ they 

were asked to describe, as hest they could. how professional crim­

inals operated and~ if they would, v"hy they thought people became 

professional criminalsa The profGssional criminals, in turn, 

were asked to describe the activities of other professional 

criminals whom they might know, and they were asked to discuss 

the operations of law enforcement agencieso In total, then, we 

have information about th(~ particular behaviors of 159 law enforce­

ment officials, and 50 professional criminalso In addition, how­

ever, we have these people's descriptions of countless oth8r 

criminal and law Gnforcement personnelo 

How Trustworthy Are Our Data? 

The problems are sevoral in inquiring about professional 

crime: and profe.s sional criminal so This is an area of inquiry 

which, like many others, .calls for first-hand' observation, but 

it is not obvious how one g08s about observing the commission 

of crimuso A second-best procedure (itself too little followed) 

would be detailed interviews. with persons engaged in criminal 

activities during tho;;: course of their "on-streetll careers, rather 

than in jailor prison. Although wu ~~turvi~w~d some criminals 

under these circumstances, the numbers. who w~ru free at the time 

of our interviews were very f8w. We found that such an enterprise 
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is not impossiblu 1 but it takus consid~rable time and, moreover, 

raises thorny legal ~ustions about the status of the information 

gatheredo For some researchers othical quustions may also be 

raisedo 

Nor ar8 thu prob10ms of aCC0SS and trust confined to the 

study of criminals. Accurat~ and insightful study of the police 

also requires first-hand observation 0 Th,.:! police 0ngage in many 

practices that ar~ qunsi-12gal, and som~ policemen, some of the 

time, in illegal practiceso ThG informer syst..::m, the: common 

basis of polic0 work as we haVe seen it (and as the literature 

on th0 police suggests), leads to many 2xtra-legal and som2times 

illegal practiceso It requires much closer study than it has 

r~ceived to date but this in turn requires access and~ above all, 

trust. 

In general, however, we feel that our data, as far as they 

go, are reasonably reliable. Even so, we have been aware of the 

fact that most of our data consist of the impressions of other 

p:!ople about the nature of professional crime and prOfE'i!Ssional 

criminalso Our data can only be as accurate as the impressions 

of these people. But ~ the people we ttllked. to? 1 aw (:nforcement 

offic~als and professional criminals themselves, should know 

more about thE~ subject than anyone else, and save f':)r direct 

observations by ourselves, these people probably provided us 

with the best available source of information about professional 

criminalso 

To be sure, we talked with some people, both criminals and 
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l,aw ()nforccment offici;:'..ls, who probClbly gave us distorted or 

~ncomplete accounts 0 If we hQd Clny evidence to sugge~t thQt an 

~nformant was delib~rat0ly trying to "con" us y "'Ie appropriately 

~iscounted mat~rinl we got" from himo Our biggest probl~m, how-

ever, was not with del iberate uttempts t:o distort mClb.::.r:-ial (most 

informants who wanted to hid2 something from us slmply did not 

tell us about it)? but with honestly stated differences in how 

~ifferent people saw the situation. This was especially true when 

we compared the statements of law ~nforcement officials and profes­

~ional criminalso While m08t of th2 people in both of these groups 

~aw somo aspects of professional crime in common terms? they dif-

:e'ered considerably in how they saw other aspects of the problem. 

These differences seemed to come not so much from inaccurate 

~eporting as from the different perspectives from which these two 

groups view professional crime. We have not in any w~y tried to 

qecide which is the "true ll account; in a cL;rtain sen:;;e they are 

l:joth tru~o They are both true accounts of how law enforcement 

officials, on the one hand, and professional c~iminals? on the 

other hand, view professi6nal crime and professional criminalso 
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PROFESSIONAL CRIME AND PROFESSIONAL CRIMINALS TODAY 

The Size and Nature of the Problem 

The proportion of crime, whether in terms of number of crimes 

committed or value of stolen goods? that is "profL:!ssional?" is 

quite impossible to estimate given our data or any data available 

today. Much depends, of course? on what is intended by the term 

"professional." But whatever definition is selected, there is no 

information that will supply an answero There are many reasons 

for this. 

The most important reason is the fact that there are no 

really good estimates of the total amount of crime: only a small 

and unknown proportion of criminals are ever apprehended, not all 

crimes are reported to official agencies (in fact victims of 

crimes are not always awar~ that a crime has been committed 

against them), and estimates of property losses from crimes that 

are reported are quite variable? being subject to such factors 

as the tendency of some complainants to overestimate the value 

of stolen goods and of criminals, insurance companies, and at 

times even the police to underestimate their value • 

Discounting the "dark" areas of unknown crime, difficulties 

still remain in gathering accurate data about th~ known crimes. 

We found the record-keeping functions of most law enforcement 

agencies to be quite poor. In one city we studied, for example, 

reports to the Intelligence Unit are as much as a year late in 

being filed. In some cities, crime statistics are still kept by 
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hand and it would have takcn the statisti ,cal divisions months 

to compile 8V02n the crudest breakdown of criminal activity for 

purposes of our studyo Although all of our field consultants 

tried to get information from law enforcement a.gencies about the 

extent of the professional crim2 problem? not one consultant 

could gath~r anything definitiveo 

Many law enforcement agents gave us thC!ir "impressions" of 

the problem, however 0 These impressions covered a wide rangeo 

At one cxtr~me~ we heard that the professional crime problem is 

"overwhelming?" or "the problem is greater than at any time in 

my twenty years in the departmento" Other law enforcement offi-

cials offered more precise estimates: "Five per cent of the 

annual homicides are professional 'hit' jobso" "Ten per cent of 

all our burglaries are perpetrated by the 'pros' 0" "Maybe five 

per cent of all our fireR are the work of professional arsonistso" 

"The really professional criminals account for ten per cent of all 

crimes such as burglary, robbery? and cartage theft but fifty per 

cent of the dollar loss through these crimeso" 

All of th~se~timates' are guesses; they can, be little else 

in'light of current record-keeping procedureso And, not aIr of 

the guesses agree 0 Nor should we expect them to, as each law 

enforcement agency, and detail within the police.department, 

tends to see the problem from its own perspectiveo The particular 

problems of each of' these agencies no doubt loom very large to 

the people in that agencyo They are of less concern to other 

ageacies and may be even completely unknown'o Just what kind of 
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an overall pictur~ thes~ problems add up to is hard to say with 

any~degree of accuracya 

Our g~neral imprcssion~ howevcr~ is that professional crim-

inals a:count for a fairly large percentage of the crimes against 

1 property, and probably i1 significant amount of the crimes against 

persons, (esp(;:cially if one considers lay abortionists as profes-

sional criminals and 2bortion 2 as ~ crim~ against persons) 0 

would expect this to be true, if for no other reason than the 

fact that professional criminals spend full time at criminal 

pursuits and some professional criminals report very large annual 

incomes (exceeding $100,000 in some cases)o Only a few criminals 

working full time can account for as many crimes annually, and 

as much monetary loss, as a very large number of "occasional" 

criminalso 

It is also our impression that the size of the professional 

crime problem is great~r in New York =md Chicago than in San 

Francisco or Atlanta (although there is no indication that the 

problem is proportionately any larger in thes~ two cities than 

their relativB sizes would indicate) 0 We come to this conclusion 

on a number of groundso First? the individual burglaries reported 

lIt is thG opinion of some of the district ~ttorneys to 
whom we spoke, however, that the prof,-ssional criminals on whom 
the police focus most att(;:ntion -- thos~ who commit such crimes 
as burglary, robbery, and auto theft -- do not account for the 
largest percentage of monetary losso This distinction, they 
say, goes to business-related criminals involved in such things 
as consumer fraud, invostment fraud, and price fixingo 

"«" 

2New York police estimate that about 50,000 lay abortion 
rings of two or three persons each are operating in New York 
Cit Yo 
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J.'n k d rh' go run to much larger amounts than in San New Yor an ~ .~ca 

Francisco or Atl~n~a. (Single hijacking jobs or war2house thefts 

involving hundreds of thousands of dollars ar~ not uncommon in 

New York or Chicngo but ~r~ very rnr~ in San Francisco or Atlanta~) 

f ' J "'11 J.' nformc.~nts from New Secondly, some of our pro 0SSJ.onu. crJ.mln, 

York and Chicago report ann~~l incom~s that are much higher than 

those reported by the informants from S~n Francisco and Atlanta~ 

But finally, the 18.\l-J enforcem~nt officiills in New York and Chicago 

reported much gr~ater problems with~ and conc~rn about, profes­

sional crime than did thi:!:: law enforcement personnel we tCllked 

with in the other two cities. The probl~m has been of such con­

cern in Chicago, for example, that the police depClrtment has set 

up a separate intelligence unit to deal exclusiv~ly with big-time 

professional criminals. 

Our only conclusion about the size of the problem is that 

it is extE:!nsive? although probably not the largest or most pres­

sing problem facing law enforcement agencies today. The magnitude 

of the problem 'is greater in the larger cities (and possibly 

greater in the Midwest and E2St them in the South (lnd Far West). 

And, the problem is one that is relatively difficult for law 

enforcement agencius to =Op0 with since prof~ssional criminals 

are sophisticated in the arts of thwartin~ the enforcement 

efforts of the polic~ and other law enforcement agencies. 

"Hustling" as a Way of Life 

The professional criminal of thirty or forty years ago 
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was describ~d as a craftsman who was woll trained in his line 

of work, who generally specialized in only one kind of criminal 

activity, and who plann0d his IIcap~rsl1 well.. TodClY, we find a 

different portrait of the professional crj~inalo Over and over, 

when we asked profcssional criminals whnt they did, they would 

answer~ "I hustle."l 

To "hustle" is to bl? p,--,rsistc.::ntly on the lookout for an 

opportunity to make an illl.!gal buck. A criminal "on the hustle" 

will do pretty much whatever is required; he will consider what-

ever comes up. This is especially true of th2 less succ2ssful 

professional criminals; the more succ~ssful professionals can 

afford to be more choosy and may in fact turn down opportunities 

that are exceptionally risky~ distasteful, or promise little 

reward 0 But, in a sense, they "hustle ll too, in that they will 

at least consider all opportunitieso And~ when the successful 

criminal's fortunes begin to wane) or when his legal costs go up, 

he will also begin to uccept almost anything 0 

"Hustling" is not a pClssive Clctivity; it is an active oneD 

For the small-time profession~l c~iminal, for example, it means 

moving around the bars and being seen; it means finding out 

what's up. It mean1.'l IIconnectingl1 in the morning with other 

individuals who have a burglary set up for the e.rening, calling 

lThe term, "to hustle," is not universal. We heard it only 
in San Francisco and Atlanta and there ~t seems to be a term that 
is more likely to be used to describe the activities of the run 
of the mill professional criminal than the really successful 
ones. Since the term captures a quality of activity that 
applies to almost all professional criminals we will use the 
term in a more general sense thClt we actually heard it usedo 
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u man to see if ~e wants to buy ten stolen Qlp~cu sweuters at 

five bucks euch~ scouting the street for a "mark ll who Ciln be 

npaddy hustled~t; und muybe 0.11 of these things in a single duy. 

Tomorrow it means more of the sume. It me2ns b2ing versutile: 

passing checks~ rolling 2 drunk, driving for a stick-up~ boost-

ing C:'. car, "hitting" .1 store window. It is r.l plunless kind of 

existence, but .with :2 purpose -- to muke uS m~ch money uS cun 

be made each day, whr.ltever way c~n be found~ no holds burred. 

"You can't pc.ss up money; it just isn't right." We heard this 

phrase or one like it many times. Professionul criminals, we 

were ussured, rarely pass up a good "touch." 

Even the more successful professionul criminals hustle to 

some extent, ulthough the cycle of their hustling is likely to 

be in terms of weeks or months ruther than days. The more 

successful u criminal is, the longer he can afford to layoff 

between jobs, and the more planning he can ufford to give to 

his next job. But even the successful crimina.l is on the look-

out for opportunities most of the time ~ and wh.en he is not 

engaging actively in .'1. crime he is likely to be o.t work setting 

up a new opportunity or plo.nning ~ new job. Occa.sionally, 'he 

may even hire himself out to n.nother group for something they 

have going.. Seldom will he pass up u good buck. 

Only among the really big-time operators in New York city 

did we find the t h ' erm " ustl1.ng" somewhat inadequate .. Some of 

these professional criminals ure so suc'cessful that they can 

well afford to be much more purposeful and choosy in their 
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cr ir.1inal activities thun the average professional criminul. In 

addition, the "wise guys," uS the big-time operators in N<=w York 

are sometimes called, are much better organized than most pro­

fessional criminals and thus all the big-time professional 

criminal s do not h ::Wt:': to be or~ th0 lookout for criminul oppor­

tunities; there ,"}re speci<.llist::.; )DO~~g them who take C0re of this 

task. But the preda.tory char<.lctl::"!r of i1hustling" is not· lost even 
among New York's "wise guys." It is just better orgunized 
a,id more" selective. 

"Hustling" for most professiono.l crimin2.ls necessitates 

versatility. If one specializes too nur~owly: fie is likely 

t 't' Wh1.'le we talked with a few to miss too many oppor un1. 1.es. 

professional criminals who would limit the scope of their 

activities (for example, some said that they wO\Ald not do any-­

thing that involved violence), we found none who \.-Jere special­

ists in the sense described by sutherland. One professional 

stick-up man is typical. In addition to armed robbery, he indi­

cated that he had been party to con games, both long cmd short, 

f 'h 1 He had pasped checks, and he and he had "tried" sa e llJurg aryo 

hud acted as· armed guurd (for 0. fee -- $150) for others engaged 

in burglaryo He implied
1 

but did not recount? numerous other 

"sc.ams" in which he had particip:: b::d, saying: IiYOll get up at 

eight in the mor.ning~ Clnd you start hustling.!! 

This is not to suggest that the professional criminal 

never specializes, or at least does not wish to, for most crim­

inals we talked to had prGfer~nces for the kinds of crimes they 

would commit or the kinds of roles they would play in a group 
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operation. But the professional criminal apparently is not 

always free to follow his preferences for his preferred line of 

work at times does not present sufficient opportunity. When it 

is necessary, most professional criminals will do things that 

they do not particularly like to do or for which they are not 

specially skilled. 

ChaEging Criminal Careers 

Again and again! especially in Atlanta and San Francisco, 

we heard law enforcement officials say that the really "classy" 

professional criminal who is an expert in one line of work is a 

thing of the past. This suggests that either the career pat-

terns of professional criminals have been changing or that the 

old stereotypes were inaccurate. 

The demise of the "box man," or safecracker, is often used 

as an example of these changing times. When asked why good safe-

crackers are dying out, the police will often point to such 

factors as increased law enforcement surveillance and mobility, 

and to the work 'of safe manufacturers which has made modern 

safes harder to "beat." While these factors are doubtless 

important, good "box men" still claim that there is no safe 

made that they can't beat. But it is probably harder to beat 

them than it used to be, and it is also probably more risky 

to try. 

But perhaps more important than ei'ther of these factors, 

people do not keep as much money in saf€s these days as they. 

used to; modern economic transactions involve the transfer of 
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credits much more than the transfer of cash. Thus, while it 

has become harder and riskier to rob safes, at the same time it 

has become less profitable. In addition, other less risky oppor-

tuni ties for crime have arisen? such as chE:~ck passing. 

The passing of the prof(:::ssional Ifbox man" illustrates an 

important point: as conditions in society change, the nature 

of professional crime changes to me2t them. Histor~cally, for 

example, when aspirin was a llwonder drug~11 professional crim­

inal s heisted loads of aspirin 1 vlhereas today the merchandise 

is more likely to be the newer lIwonder druqs," cosmetics, or 

television sets. As certain criminal occupations become rela-

The crimes tively unprofitable, other opportunities develop. 

committed by professional criminals reflect these changes. 

ThUS, it is said frequently that every burglar nowadays 

is also in the check business. Formerly burglars might not 

even have looked for checks to steal. If they did steal 

checks (and other check-cashing materials such as check pro­

tectors or identification papers)~ they would pass them on to 

others who specialized in check passing. Now,'it is said, a 

professional criminal \vill move back and forth between burglary 

an 9 check passing. One profe::::.sioncll burglar said that in one 

several week pariod between burglaries, he passed over $20,000 

of stolen checks~ 

While the "box man" has been disappearing (and along with 

him such other specialists as profess'ional bank robbers and, 

probably, pickpockets and con men)y other professional criminals 



-

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

_ .... ' \..J" 

have found new opportunities. One of the most important of 

these opportunities is auto theft and other crimes related to 

the automobile? such as auto stripping and auto "boosting" 

(stealing goods such as cameras or furs from pa.rked cars). 

Although the vast majority of stolen automobiles are recovered 

unharmed l (90 per cent are recovel."ed in San Francisco)? a vast 

number of automobiles are stolen each year (ar. estimated 

, 'ne) Thrs means that the $6,000,000 worth in San Fran''::.LSCO a.LO • 

small percentage of cars that are stolen for resale, or for 

stripping of the parts for resale, represents a sizeable busi­

ness. This business involves many professional criminals and 

requires a fairly high degree of specialization. 

t ' descrl'bed by the police in New An auto theft opera lon was 

York which involved not only professional criminals, but used 

car dealers IrJho would !lorder" specific makes and models of cars 

for their clients. Professional criminals would then steal the 

cars to fill these 110rders, II and they would provide the neces-

to romplete the transacti9n with the often, sary forged papers _ 

but not necessarily always, naive customer. Stripping cars of 

'their parts (often right down to the frame) is also a big' busi­

ness in New York and a drive through back streets and deserted 

construc lon areas t ' wl'll almost always reveal the hulks of a 

number of stripped automobiles. 

INot all of the recovered cars hElVe been used simply for 
"joy riding." In many cases professional criminals steal the 
cars they need to use for other crimes, such as robbery. 
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Auto stripping is also a thriving business in San Francisco 

where it is said that strippers have a ready market for their 

wares among stock car racers and hot-rodders. In fact, much of 

this business is said to be lImade to order. i1 An informa;l con-

tact is made between the customer and the stripper. The deal 

is negotiated, the proper car is stolen and stripped, and the 

merchandise is delivered. The market for auto parts is so 

lucrative in San Francisco that even the junk yards are not 

safe from theft and the only used parts dealer who claimed to 

have never been robbed was one who slept on his premises with 

a loaded 

would-be 

gun (which he reported that he had used to drive off 

1 burglars) • 

The auto business is reported to be equally good in Atlanta 

and Chicago. The police claim that many former bootleggers have 

now gone into the stolen car racket. Chicago professional 

criminals report a thriving business in auto str~pping and in 

stolen cars which are shipped and resold as far away as the 

Deep South. 

One could go on for a long time describing the changing 

nature of criminal opportunities. We heard a greal deal, for 

example, about the increased incidence of horne improvement and 

related frauds. (Some law enforcement officials' say that these 

may now account for the largest professional criminal profits 

in many cities.) To continue this li~t is not important, 

IThe San Francisco police noted that auto junk yards are, 
because of their location and layout, notoriously difficult to 
keep under surveillcmce. 
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however j as we! probably have not heard of nearly all the new 

angles, and if we havG? the angles will probably soon change 

anyway. What is to be 18arned from tht.::se exarnpl(~s j howt7;ver ~ 

is how exploitativ~ tht.:: professional criminal is. 

The Professional Cri'minal is RC.:lations wi th Other Professional 

Criminals 

While "hustlingl! means thck: 1:he professional criminal has 

to be versatil~j both in terms of the kinds of crimes he engages 

in and in terms of whom he works withj it is not true to say 

that the professional criminal's activities are completely 

without pattern or that his associations with other criminals 

are completely without structure. It is true to say? however, 

that the kinds of relationships that most professional crim-

inals have with other criminals are somewhat different than the 

relationships that one encounters in most professions. 

Sutherlillld j in describing the professional thief of forty 

years ago j stre~sed the idea that professional thieves enjoy a 

sense of identity and sol~darity and work within a set of 

relatively well defined professional norms. l This concept~on 

does not describe accurately the social relationships of most 

professional criminals today.2 The most striking thing about 

l~ Professional Thief s op 0 cit. ' It should be noted that 
Sutherland may have overdrawn his description of the sub-culture 
of professional thieves in order to emphasize the professional 
character of their activities. 

2It is a somewhat more accurate description of very suc­
cessful professional criminals? especially in New York city, 
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present day relationships between professional criminals is 

that these relationships are not structured by strong ongoing 

1 .1..' l' b t ar'e -=::tructured primarily by the crimes group re aLlonSl1pSj u ~ 

that professional criminal s commit 0 Since different c.d.mes ~ 

or the same ki.nd of crim.,::: commi.tted Ullder different circum-

stances, require different kinds and numbers of personnel, the 

groupings of professional criminals tend to change from crime 

to crime. In addition~ since different crimes require different 

amounts of financial backing and different kinds of fencing 

operations, the professional criminal's relations with loan 

sharks and fences are likely to change from operation to operation. 

This is not to suggest that friendship ties and professional 

obligations play no part in the organization of professional 

criminals. It is also not to suggest that a group of profes­

sional cr~minals will not operate over a relatively long period 

of time with fairly stable arrangements being worked out with 

one fence. It is to suggest, however, that these kinds of stable 

relationships are the exception rather than the rule and are 

more likely to be found among the more successf~l professional 

criminal s ~ Ev~n t,l)~.'rew reI ativel y stable groups we heard about 

bring in other professional criminals for certain jobs and some 

members of the group may hire out from time to time on other 

jobso 

but these very successful criminals make up only a small part 
of all the kinds of professional criminals we interviewed 0 The 
discussion following is most typical of middle and low rar:g-e 
professionals, but it also describes the. big-time professlonal 
criminals in Chicago, ,to some extent 0 • 

J 
I 
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The important point to be made is that the structure of 

opportunities open for most professional criminals limits the 

kinds of professional relationships into which they can enter. 

The professional criminal~ for example~ cannot plan to work from 

day to day wi~~ the same people, but must be prepared to work 

with many different people as the occasion calls for it. To be 

sure, ther~ are limits to the number of people with whom he will 

work, and his choice of~complices is somewhat structured by the 

circle of criminals he knows. but the t' I , par lCU ar people with whom 

he works pn anyone job are likely to be different than those 

with whom he works on any other jobo 

It is also' not true today that the adage llhonor among 

thieves" holds universally. In talking about the "criminal 

code" hardl y anyone mentioned ·the "no ratting" rule (except 

insofar as we heard that it was more often ho~ored in prison ----
than elsewhere). Indeed, most of the criminals with whom we 

spoke appeared to take it for granted that other criminals would 

do whatever necessary to protect themselves· (i.e. to avoid 

imprisonment or reduce a seritence)~ and that ~~7 therefore, 

should do likewise. As 'One professional criminal commented: 

"The one who gets his st.ory told first gets the lightest 

sentence." 

We heard little resentment e~pressed about ratting. It 
, 

was treated like the weather -- a fact of life. F t'h ur . er, 

criminals expected to be cheated by their colleagues, or by 

most colleagues. (SomE: appeared to know clnd work with a few 

;'. U • 
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persons whom they trusted completely.) Tales of being "burnt," 

by fences particularly, were frequently heard, as well as tales 

of other thieves IIskimmingfl a part of a joint "take." Hijack­

ing the "take" of other thieves is apparently also fairly common, 

limited only by fear of reprisal. 

The notable exception to this generalization is to be found 

among the really successful professional criminals in New York 

and Chicagoo In Chicago, for example, it is reported that there 

is a group of between fifty and two hundred "heavy" professional 

thieves who concentrate on such criminal activities as burglary, 

robbery, and cartage theft. It is said that this group, or at 

least the core members of the group, are quite stable and quite 

highly organized, and apparently they exert a considerable amount 

of control over their own members and over the more peripheral 

m~mbers who work with them on occasional jobs. Their ability 

to control errant members results 7 

iar characteristics of this groupo 

evidently, from three pecu1-

First, this group is reputed 

to coml~ primarily from one neighborhood and thus to have many 

familial and friendship'ties that go back to ·the criminal's 

. childhood. Secon?ly, however, this group does not seem to be 

afraid to "execute" someone who gets really out of line. While 

this is done for only the most serious violation~, possibly for 

"ratting" or "skimming" the fear of being so dealt with evidently 

keeps 'most of the members of the group in line. And, finally, 

this group of professional criminals seems to have the services 

of organized crime backing them up in serious cases. An 
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arbitrator from the syndicate! known locally as the "mustache" 

may be called in, so the criminals say~ to settle serious dis­

putes between professional criminals, and the word of the 

"mustache" is final" 

The overall picture is that of a profound di~trust of one 

another. This is especiall.)." the case £lor the less successful 

and small time operatorsu (As one of our informants in San 

I th IHt Francisco said about his crime partner of severa mon s, • 

is not so much that I am not sure whether I can trust him or not; 

I know that I can't trust him~") This picture of distrust fades 

as one looks at the more successful professional criminals, but 

even among this group we suspect that honor is more a product 

of the fear of retaliation than a matter of personal loyalty or 

a commitment to a strong sub-cultural value system. 

The Professional Criminal's Relationship with Syndicated Crime 

This situationm Chicago leads to a consideration of the 

professional criminal's relationship with another category of 

criminals: the syndicates. The nature and extent of this kind 

of relationship has been hard to discover with any degree of 

confidence. Aside from calling in someone from the syndicate 

to ,arbitrate disputes! there seem to be few other direct con­

tacts with syndicated crime in Chicago. It is said that big-

time "juice men," or loan sharks, ;J.n Chicago are members of 

crime syndicates, and the professional criminal. certainly has 

need to do business with "juice men" from time to time " either 

to finance an expensive job or to get money for bail bond 

! 
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or legal fees" There was also some indication that the big-time 

fences in Chicago are either members of the "outfit" or work 

under its authorization. One professional criminal burglary in 

particular shows that there must have been syndicate connections. 

This burglary from a drug company netted $240>000 worth of 

narcotics and there would seem little chance of disposing 

of this kind of merchandise except through the syndicate. 

The police in Atlanta and San Francisco claim that syndi­

cated crime does not operate in their cities, and we gained no 

information from the professional criminals in these two cities 

to contradict this information. (The police in both of these 

cities expressed fears, however, that syndicates are moving into 

their cities and cited recent syndicate purchases of legitimate 

businesses as grounds to support their fears.) There are organ­

ized criminal activities in New York and there is evj,dence to 

suggest that the more successful professional criminals may 

have relations with organized crime. The n,ature of these rela­

tionships is 'not altogether clear, however~, but there is some 

evidence that the syndicate will hire profe~sionai criminals 

from time to time to do particular jobs~ One of these activi­

ties seems to be homicide" R athe.t:' than have a syndicate member 

get rid of someone, the syndicate evidently hires professional 

criminals to do the dirty work u 

~he Professional Criminal's Relationship with Receivers of 

stolen Goods 

The fence is a necessary. element in much professional crime, 
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and'it is felt ?y many to be the most important factor con­

tributing to the existence of professional crime. Without 

outlets for his goods, the criminal would be severely~ if not 

totally, restricted in the volume and type of crime he could 

carry out. Granted, one would be able to locate 'enough buyers 

for a truckload of television sets or electrical appliances, 

given enough time and nerve, but the risk is high and the net 

profit would likely be low. The professional criminal can dis-

pose of a load of television sets almost overnight, and in fact, 

in cases where he has stolen perishable goods he does dispose 

of them overnight. 

As one policeman described it, in New York within one month 

after the tax was raised on cigarettes, professional criminals 

were bootlegging whole truckloads of cigarettes into the. city. 

"This obviously involved a tremendous organization including 

suppliers, truckers, distribution centers, and eventually 

retailers. This whole operation wasset up within a month's 

time. For the average person to bring in on~ trunk load of 

Cigarettes illegally and dispose of them in a month's time 

'would be difficult, if not impossible. 

We have plenty of evidence that fences operate in all four 

of the cities that we studied, but the extebt of ~hese fencing 

operations varies considerably. In New York and Chicago there 

are evidently some really big-time fences who can handle rather 

large quantities of sometimes rather specialized goods. This 

is indicated by the types of thefts recorded in these cities. 
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In addition to ,the $240 ~ 000 worth of narcotics stolen in Chicago 

that was described earlier, ~or example, Chicago has also recent-

ly witnessed a cartage theft of $250,000 worth of merchandise 

and Green stamps from a Sperry and Hutchinson warehouse~ and a 

cartage theft of copper metal valued at over $400,000. To dis-

pose of these quantities of specialized goods obviously demands 

complicated connections with buyers, and it is highly unlikely 

that the professional criminals themselves had these connections • 

Most likely a highly accomplished fence served as middleman 

between the professional criminals and the eventual buyers. 

Atlanta and San Francisco have not witnessed burglari"es 

or robberies of the magnitude described above. (In San Francisco, 

for example, the field consultants heard about one hijacking of 

$30,000 worth of clothing from so many policemen that they con­

cluded that this was probably one of the biggest jobs pulled 

off all year.) Consequently,they probably do not have fences 

who would handle these volumes of specialized merchandise. But 

they do have fences who operate on a lesser ~cale. Typically, 

these fences, are of two kinds: those who are clearly criminal, 

"and those who hide thei'r fencing operations behind legitimate 

bu~inesses and who, in fact, may engage in fencing only spor­

adically as a supplement to their normal business ... 
..; 

Those fences who deal in nothing but stolen goods are by 

our definition professional criminal s themselves, and 'they have 

a rather interesting relationship to the other professional 

criminals who provide the goods. In a real sense these fences 
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are entrepreneurs. They work as hard trying to find bargains 

from burglars or car boosters as they do in trying to get a 

good price for the goods that they '.handle u This' means that 

the fences "hustle" the other profe,ssiorial criminals; they 

bargain, they dicker, they offer a better price than another 

fence. But their business is an active one and they do not 

hesitate to seek out the criminals who provide them with goods. 

Some fences may work out quasi-stable relationships with a whole 

group of burglars who deal only with him, but if ever the bur­

glar or auto booster thinks that his fence is not giving him a 

good price for his goods he is always free to bargain with 

someone else. There are plenty of other fences to deal with. 

Some fences will also deal in narcotics, or maybe tlie should 

say that some narcotics pushers will take stolen goods, instead 

of cash, for narcotics 0 While deal ing with .addicts is generally 

thought to be 'more dangerous than dealing wi~h non-addicts (and 

in fact it probably is as addicts are often used as police 

. informers) it is also more profitableu The addict in need of 

a "fix" does not bargain well and he will often take much less 

for merchandise that he has stolen than he could get if· he bar­

gained with other fences, or even if he sold the goods himself. 

But the addict seldom is in a position to wait and he will 

often take whatever heroin he can get at the moment, for what 

he has. 

But some "legitimate" businessmen will also act as fences 

on a more or less regular basis. We have reports of clothing 
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and appliance .dealers who regular1y augment their inventories 

with stolen goods. The major outlet for stolen jewels in one 

of the cities studied is said to be legitimate jewelry mer­

chants.We also have heard of incidents where tllegitimater; 

businessmen use stolen goods as lIextras l1 for those who buy 

their regular line of goods. (For example) an automobile mer­

chant will offer a new television set, which has been stolen
t 

to everyone who buys a new car from him.) 

But fences, either clearly criminal or quasi-legitimate 

businessmen, do not account for the disposal of all stolen 

goods. Many professional criminals, especially the less suc­

cessful ones who deal with small quantities of merchandise, 

will sell directly to the public. They make their contacts in 

various ways and usually they sell to those in the poorer areas 

of town. While most professional criminals claim that everyone 

has "some larceny in his heart," and that practically no one, 

rich or poor, will turn down a really good bargain, there still 

seem to be some good reasons for making cont.acts primarily among 

the poor. First of all, the poor are less likely to have luxury 

items and thus they are more likely to be in the market for them. 

But since they do not have the means to buy such goods on the 

legitimate market, they are more willing to b~y from the illegal 

market, especially when they can get such luxuries for half 

what they would have to pay in the store. But there is one 

additional reason: the poor? and especially the Negro poor, 

are more likely to be alienated from the agencies of law 
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enforcement? and thus they will be less likely to ask questions, 

or even if they do suspect illegality~ to report the activities 

t th 1 · 1 o e po 1ceo 

The Professional Crimi?al's Relationships with Loan Sharks 

The loan shark, sometimes referred to as a "juice man," 

has already been mentioned~ and to some extent he too might be 

thought of as a special type 9f professional criminal. Loan 

sharking is not always a professional criminal activity~ however. 

We have already mentioned that. there is some evidence that 

organized crime is involved in this kind of activity (which is 

understandable, as it is a lucrative business), and there are 

lWhile we do not have really strong evidence on the follow­
ing, and thus are excluding it from the body of the report, we 
would like to make one further speculation on the nature of one 
of the markets for stolen goods. The fact that a large volume 
of stolen goods can be sold easily in areas inhabited by the 
poor may well be taken as an indication of a transitional state 
in this sector of the consumer market. The resources of ~his 
population have now risen above the subsistence level, or so 
one may assume, but have not reached a level. that would allow 
the acquisition of all desired goods through legal channels of 
distribution. But goods are accessible to puyers from this 
population if they are drastically discounted through the 
mechanism of theft. Thus~ theft may be seen as a mechanism 

'of price discounting. When viewed in this light; theft has the 
economic significance of meeting -the consumer aspirations and 
capabilities of a sUbstantial segment of the community. Con­
sider, for example, that one half of what is now estimated to 
be "normal" inventory shrinkage of retail merchandising may be 
disposed of in this way. The denial of this method of disposal 
would undoubtedly make price reductions possible, but those 
who buy the stolen merchandise wo~ld still probably not meet 
the reduced price. This could thus easily result in inventory 

.. surplus and increases in real poverty (e.go those who now buy 
stolen clothes at .half price would have to get along on fewer 
clothes). 
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"1egitimate H businessmen who will engage in the activity 

occasionally. 

The professional criminal's dealings with loan sharks 

come about for two major reasons. The first is to finance 

crimes for vJhich the professional criminal does not have the 

ready capital to buy the tools, rent the trucks or warehouses? 

or whatever may be needed for his operations. The professional 

criminal often is willing to pay usurious interest rates (some-

times reported to be as high as 100% per week for highly risky 

loans) if he expects to make a particularly good haulo But 

probably the biggest demand for "juice" comes from the profes­

sional criminal's bail and legal costs which at times may be 

large indeed. 

Some professional criminals described the process as fol­

lows; it all begins with a first arrest (or first arrest after 

getting out of prison). In order to stay out of jail ( the 

paramount task if he is going to keep on working), the profes­

sional criminal has to post bond. Since he usually cannot post 

bond himself~ he turns to a bailbondsman. While on the first 

offense the professional will likely be able to pay the bonds­

ma~'s fees, at times he will not and will have to turn to the 

I1juice l1'\an" for help. In addition, the profe~sional criminal 

will have to retain a lawyer who also demands fees. In order 

to pay for these expensive legal costs, the criminal will have 

to work all the harder at his profession. This in turn means 

that he will have to engage in more frequent criminal activity 
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and in activit-ies which are more risky. More often than not he 

will receive an additional arrest which will require new y and 

often larger) bpnd. In addition~ his lawyer will now have more 

work to do and will thus charge more moneYa The criminal works 

all the harder and may get caught again. By this time he almost 

certainly has legal fees that are beyond his means and he will 

have had to turn to the Ii juice man H for help 0 But the process 

goes on. Now the professional criminal receives a conviction 

on the first offense for which he was arrestedo This neces­

sitates an appeal y which leads to a new bond and to even further 

fees for his lawyer. By the time the criminal is finally con­

victed on one of his pending offenses years have elapsed. The 

loan shark, during all this time, along with the bailbondsman 

and the lawyer, has extracted a tremendous amount of money 

from the work that the criminal has been able to continue while 

his cases were pending in court. 

There is much more to be learned about· the operation of 

loan sharking, much of which, of course, is. involved with people 

completely outside professional crime. But even to the extent 

that we came into contact with it, we can see that it is a big 

business. Some professional criminals, especially the more 

successful ones, engage in it when they can •. We heard, for 

exampfe, that one of the typical.career routes for a profes­

sional criminal in New York is to begin with burglary or robbery 

and work until some capital is accumulated, buy a quantity of 

narcotics with this capital and push the narcotics for a few 
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months (it is tJ:lought to be too risky to push fo:c much longer 

than six months) and then take the now much inflated capital and 

move into loan sharking, one of the safest of all criminal 

activities, but one requirir.g large amounts of ready capital Q 

The Professional Criminal's Relationship with the Aqents of 

Criminal Justice 

The most characteristic aspect of our traditional concept 

of the professional criminal's relationship with agencies of 

law enforcement and the administration of criminal justice is 

the "fix." Just as the professional criminal was reputed to 

assume that there is "some larceny in everyone's heart,l! (and 

many of the professional criminals we talked with still expres­

sed this belief) so they supposedly used to feel that the agents 

of criminal justice were all corruptible. It is not altogether 

evident that this assumption was ever completely true, as pro-

fessional criminals have always done a certain amount of time 

in jailor prison, but the assumption certainly is not completely 

true today~ VIe talked t,o no professional cri~inal who had not 

~one at least some time in ja~l or in prison, although it was 

characteristic that they did less and less time as they became 

older and, presumably, more sophisticated. l 

But this description over-simplifies the ·case. While we 

------
lIt should be noted that we may not have found any profes­

sional criminals who had never been in jailor prison simply 
because such criminals would not be known to the police who 
were our major source of contacts with criminals. 
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heard very little about outright bribes being accepted or out-

and-out protection being granted, which was the waye-he "fix" 

supposedly used to operate? there are still many things that 

the professicmal cr.-lm.inal s can do to intercede in the 1 aw 

enforcement ?rocess short of offering a bribe, and there are 

ways in which bribes Crul be paid that are more subtle and in-

direct than they used to bee Also, we find that such inter-

cessions are not directed only-toward preventing arrests, or 

even toward preventing convictions; they also are directed at 

getting light sentences or getting out of jailor prison as 

soon as possibleo 

Typically, what the professional criminal does today, if 

he gets arrested, is to contact his lawyer and find out what it 

will take to get out of the .J am. GC!'C:ting vut: of the j am may 

include anything from getting charges reduced or dropped to being 

placed on ~robation, but the criminal's lawyer will supposedly 

do whatever he can to keep the criminal freee What the lawyer 

does, however, often is a mystery to the professional criminalQ 

All he knows, for example. is ti:'\at his 1 awyer said it would 

cost, say, $800 co take care of his problem. He pays the $800 

and finds th.at when he appears in court his case is dismissed • • 
The professional criminal will not alway1;i work through a 

lawyer (some of the less successf~l ones cannot afford it) and 

occasionally a professional criminal will work directly with 

the law enforcement officerso Professional criminals seem to 

have a fairly good idea of the alternative penalties for the 
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crimes i:hey commit, and they speak of attempting to lighten 

their sentences almost from the moment of arrest by suggesting 

that thE!y swap the detective some l1information" in return for 

the policeman's unenergetic testimony at trialo I\, policeman, 

too, described this technique: "I r:an ':Jet on the stand and 

really lay the facts down, with all the colorful language you 

need, and the judge needs, and the jury needs, to put 'this man 

away for a long timeo Or I can just recite the facts. If the 

suspect helps me, I help him 0 Ii 

Characteristically, then, the professional criminal's 

primary objective in his dealings with the "law" is to stay 

free, "on t.he streets," and working as much as he can 0 He 

will do this in almost any way he can, but evidently he finds 

it easier or more feasible to accomplish tnis goal .by manipu­

lating the processes of justice rather than by trying to buy 

off law enforcement officials directlyo But part of most pro­

fessional criminals' lives are spent in jailor prisono This 

the professional criminal seems to take for grantedo It is 

part of his way of life; it is a part of his profession 0 As 

·one professional criminal put it; IIEveryone has to take a 

vacation now and then. Why not take a free vacation?" 

Jo~nin9 the ,Profession 

What kinds of people become criminals and how they get 

recruited into a life of crime are questions that have engaged 

criminologists for some time. Sutherland commented on this 
I' 

point when he wrote: 

---- ~--.~-------
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ThG members of the profession generally started 
their occupational life in legitimate employment, 
a1 though some of them enter_"ed other illegal occu­
pations before becoming professional thieves 0 

Few ::If these came fr':Jm the amateur thieves who 
are rEared in the slums? fOT these youngsters 
seldom he.ve the social abilities or :front required 
of profess~onal thieves. 1 

Sutherland' C) qe!'lerc:lization cannot DI2 confirmed by our evi-

dence for todayr s p1:ofessional cr:i.li'l::'nal~ 0 ~L'hose professional 

criminals wi th whom \t1e talkE,tj ',Jere as likely to hnve come from 

very poor beginnings as not, and maybe even a little more likelyo 

In fact, the most striking thing to be gathered from our inter-

view material is the complete lack of a single background pat­

terno Never did we hear that the criminal's parents had been a 

party to their career choice and most indicated that their 

criminal lives had been a disgrac~ to their familieso Neither 

is it likely 'that the professional criminal came from a family 

where all the children llwent bad." We made a point of asking 

our informants about the present status of their brothers and 

sisters, and much more often than not they indicated that 

their ,brothers and sisters al.~e now leading respectable, 1 a\.l 

'abiding lives ~ 

We found only one recruiting si tuat,ion that had any 

degree of patternu This was the situation that we referred to 

earlier that seems to exist in chicago. 2 Here, it is said, 

1 Q£. ~o, p. 210 

2There is so~e evidence, as we indicated earlier, that 
there may still be a few neighborhoods in New York which con­
tribute heavily to the ranks of professional crime. 
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probably sixty or seventy per cent of the "really good" pro-

fessional criminals come from one twenty or thirty block area 

of the city" But even here there was no indication that siblings 

or parents had any particular role to play in the recruitment 

process and the parents evidently tried to keep their children 

out of crime. The first contact with professional crime usually 

came through friends who were in the professionu Many of the 

boys from this area began their careers working for trucking or 

warehouse firms, and some of them found that they could make 

extra money by selling lItipsll to professional criminalso Having 

made initial contacts, some of these boys evidently decided 

that there was more to be made in crime than in the trucking 

or warehouse business (which was probably true). Just what 

leads some of these people to get involved in crime and not 

others, however~ was never disclosed, if in fact anyone knew or 

had even thought about it. 
\ 

We found evidence that ethnic factors operate in the sel-

ection and recruitment of professional crimin,als, especially in 

New York and Chicago. These factors are quite complex, however, 

and it has been beyond the scope of this study to examine them 

in any detailo We can offer only two general observations 0 

First of all, we noted~ as has been pointed out by other 

authors,l that there seems to be an ethnic succession in pro-

fessional crime. (This is most evident in Chicago and New York; 

lSee Daniel Bell, "Crime as an American Way of Life," ~ 
Antiosh Review, vol. 13 (June, 1953), pp. 131-154. 
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it may be completely absent in Atlanta.) We found, for example, 

that professional criminals today are sometimes defended by law": 

yers who are the sons or gr~ldsons of professional criminals of 

a former generation, of different ethnic origin. Today's pro-

fessional criminal s in tilrn 9 as W8 rJave already noted, are 

generally \Tery strong in their dete.l:'Tllinat5 on to keep their own 

chil dren from becoming crim:i.na:' s. 

Minority racial groups, up to the present time, have been 

generally excluded from the ranks of professional crime in New 

York and Chicago; there is no evidence that they have been ex­

cluded in Atla:lta and little that they have been excluded in 

San Francisco. This may be due in part to the fact that pro-

fessional crime is not as big time in Atlanta or San Francisco. 

Minority racial group members 'r'.ake \.'p ~ome !"lrtrt of the lower 

ranks of professional criminals even in Chicago and New York. 

There is also some indication that Negroes, especially, are 

beginning to move into the higher echelons o~ professional crim­

inals in New York and Chicago and some polic~men in Chicago 

predict that they will dominate professional crime in another 

~eneration. The po~ice predict that the Negro's first inroads 

will come through his connections in the narcotics field. 

Through these ;::onntct:~ons ~ Negroes '\Iill begin to have contacts 

with downwardly mobile professional -.::rimi.llals, they suggest, 

who have become narcotics users. Through these, contacts, 

Negroes will begin to acquire the skills and contacts that are 

• 

• 

• 

necessary for successful careers in professional crime. In 

addition, as the educational and economic position of Negroes 

improves generally, more Negroes will acquire the kinds of 

technological special tieci that will makE: them adaptable to 

professional crime l and the Neg=o c0mmunity will provide a 

more stable and lucrative market fo'" their stolen goods. 

Life Styles 

Being devoted to crime as a full-time occupation makes 

certain demands on one's life. (One can get a flavor of these 

demands from our description of "hustling, ~' which we considered 

earlier in this reporto) First of all, profes~~onal crime 
'" 

demands a fair amount of work. While the really successful 

professional criminals speak of having a lot of leisure time, 

and in fact indicate that a desire for this leisure is an 

important reason for engaging in a criminal career, the less 

successful professional criminals have to devote a lot of time 

to their criminal activities in order to make a livingo Even 

the really successful criminals spend much time between job~ 

setting up new jobs; and all professional criminals probabl~T 

spend more time at their jobs than most people would suspecto 

In addition to bein~ demanding work (one burglar said 

that he got so tense during a robhe-'ry that he always broke 

out in a "terrible sweat"), professional crime is uncertain 

and unstructured worko While a few professional criminals work 
I 

for extended periods of time with the same accomplices, most 
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work from day to day, or week to week ~ with vJhomever they can 

put together for a particular jobu Each job requires different 

personnel~ different plans, (ifferent resources~ and even a dif­

fe~ent working schedule. As the professional moves from job to 

job 7 all of these aspects of nis life change. 

This kind of l::"fe does ~o t E'tO~1 some profe:ssional s from 

havin~ a home and familY7 but the family :ife of the professional 

must usually be less than ideal. Not only does he have to try 

to hide his business activities from his children and his 

neighbors, but his pattern of activities is likely to keep him 

away from home for extended periods of time 0 ('vJe talked with 

one professional criminal who had just bought a $40~OOO home 

in the suburbs for his family even though he faced an almo,st 

certain prison sentence of a number of yearso) One profes­

sional criminal, who was at the time in jails said that his 

profession had led to his divorce from a wife whom he really 

lovedo His wife presented him with the ultimatum of quitting 

crime or leaving her. He left heru 

In some ways, though, professional crime may not be too 

different from some legitimate professions in terms of the life 

style it demands or: in terms of the hardships it places on a 

stable family lifeo The travelling' salesman c.omes immediately 

to mind as a legitimate businessmarr with problems similar to 

those of the professional c~iminal. While the more successful 

salesmen may have a stable clientele, well routinized travel­

ling schedules, and regular amounts of time to spend home with 

" 
1 
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his family~ the, less successful travelling salesman has to fol-

low his opportunities wherever they are and when opportunities 

are not immediately present, he has to Ilhustle" up new ones .. 

There are probably not a f:=w tr;w811ing salesmen who have re-

ceived ultimatums from their wives to either get a stable job 

or a divorceu 

The one thing that ~ld not seem to be part of the profes-

sional criminals' wives' objections to their work was the fact 

that they were doing things that were illegal or immoral. Evi­

dently, wives of professional criminals are able to rationalize 

their husbands' behavior, or professional criminals marrY,people 

who don't care about the illegality of what they do. (We found 

no evidence that professional criminals are able to hide com­

pletely the criminal nature of their work from their wives.) 

The professionals themselves, however~ often did express 

their misgiving about what they did. These misgivings never 

took the form of outright expressions of guilt which the pro­

fessional criminal seems easily to rational~ze away, but 

rather took the form of "if I had it to do over again I would 

probably do something else." flew that we talked to expressed 

pride in being "criminals ll which they all recognized they were, 

and some, perhaps manY7 betrayed a certain amount of shame 

about,what they wereo At the same time our informants betrayed 

feelings of shame in being criminals~ they often expressed 

pride in being successful criminals 0 They accepted, it appeared, 

the old American~age that it doesn't matter so much what one 
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does just so long as he does it welle 

may ave misgivings Even though the professional cr1.'m1.'nal h 

about his li7"'e of work~ this is seldom sufficient to make him 

leave his profession. We talked with very few professionals 

who had given up crime or who indicated they would do so c 

There seem to be three main reaSOl1S for thiso :first, as many 

criminals noted, there are probably no occupations that they 

could enter (for a number of reasons, including lack of train­

ing, lack of contacts, and the possession of a criminal record) 

that would offer either the amount of income or, for some, the 

amount of leisure time that they are used too _ Secondly, almost 

all of the professional criminals we talked to expressed the 

notion that society would not let them leave their professiono 

L. an. ag ain , i1 and "No one will hire an ex-con, 7l \t>.'e hea""'d aga1.' 11. d 

if you lie about your record to get a job, your parole officer 

comes around checking up on how good a worker you are and there 

goes that J'obo lll F' 11 1.na y, as we have noted elsewhere, the legal 

costs of some professional criminals become 1 s? arge that these 

costs themselves tend to" lock th'S; cr 4 m1.' nal . ~. into an ever intensi-

fying pattern of criminal activit Yo 

1 
ca. nnotW~. e~hj~~~, n~;~ i~a~ t i ~h!s cnaoset tthheatCaSe that all ex-convicts 

th professional criminals 
Wl. pr1.son re70rds ca~not get jobs. We do sug est however 
;~ ~he ~r~feSS1.0nal ~r~minals told us, that the~ ca~not get the 

1.n s 0 .Jobs that w1.11 allow them 'to live in a style commen­
surate w1.th what they w~re used.to as professional criminals. In 
manidcases, the profess1.onal crl.minal's training and education 
wo~ probably exclu?e him from such jobs, with or without a 

~~~~~~fr~~~r~f ~~et~~~f!~;~~~~i ~~i~f~~l~:y~i!~Sa~fm~~~i!tde!~~iP-
abjU~lt~tce ~s la de

i
s 7rip tion of the professional criminal's em~loy-

1. 1. Y 1.n e9 t1.mate occupations. . 

'. 
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CONTROLLING THE ACTIVITIES OF PROFESSIONAL CRIMINALS 
1 

~;. In"our study of professional criminals we obtained information 

on some of the social control activities of law enforcement agencies 

(especially police and ~istrt~t atto~neys) that are designed to 

. 't' . f . 1 " 1 2 restrict the actlvl ~e~ 0f 9ro ~SSlon2 crlmlna s. We"wish to 

offer some observatiune in thif spctic~ of our report about these 

agencies and the ways in which they are organized and function in 

order to combat pro::es:=:ionCll crime. Before we do this, however, 

we must mention some aspects of our discussion that should be kept 

in mi~d in order to give our observations proper weight: 

1) The picture of law enforcement agencies that we sketch is 

not comprehensive; we merely draw attention to certain features of 

the organization and activities of these agencies that are particu­

larly relevant to professional crime. Controlling professional 

crime is but on~ of a number of duties that law enforcement agencies 

must performo Many of the proced~res used in this area are affected 

by need::> arising from other elements of the mandate that society 

gives law enforcement agenc~es. In addltion 7 
no one law enforcement 

1S01 Ch~"neles takes exception to this section, feeling that it 
does rtot adequately describe the nature of law enforcement activi-
ties in New York City 

2we should note that we taL'_ed much more with policemen than 
with district attorneys, or people from the offices of district 
attorneys, and that we talked directly with very few other types 
of law enforcement personne1o Therefore, our discussion of police 
practices is much more complete than our discussion of the prac­
tices of district attorneys, and we have very little to say about 
the practices of other law enforcement agents. 
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agency is fully free to organize its activities as it might 

wish, for each agency is but one of a related set of agencies 

composing the admini;:,trab.on of criminal jl1sticeu Furthermore, 

the organization and activitie~ ni law enforcement agencies are 

influenced ~y limiL~tions cn r~sour~es and by rules of law. 

2) We l'ave 10'.llid the. t law er:fo:cr.c:::me:1·t ag8ncies do some things 

that appear to P.LOCIUC2 Ci.dVClntegE::,s for pt'ofesl'lionCiI criminals. We 

shall discuss these activi"tiel;;, but we mL!st note that it is not 

at all certain -that doing things differently might not produce 

other advantages ~ perha!)s even grea ter pdvantages, for professional 

criminals. The adaptability of the modern professional criminal, 

which this report has repeatedly emphasized, makes one hesitant 

to suggest reformu Only careful scrutiny and testing of alter­

natives can eventually re~olve these issues. 

3) We also trust that our criticisms of law enforcement prac-. 

tices will net be taken to imply that we hold either that law 

enforcement agencies are extremely ineffective in controlling the 

activities of r:rofessional criminals, or that t;hey are ineffective 
.. 

in pursu.i.ng theil' many other recponsibi1.i ties 0 As long as one 

does not take l1e:ff~cti veil t:') meun the total eradication of crime, 

then ~n general we may conclude thet law enforcement agencies are 

functioning reasonably well in controlling professional crime; 

at least they seem to be holding the~r own. 

The Police 

The Complaint Orientation: In general, the police first 

move into action on receipt of a compl,aint from a victim that 

i·· 
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an offense has t~ken place (e.gu a robbery has been committed, 

a store burglarized, o~ a pocket Dicked)~ This would seem, at 

first glance, to be entirely reason2ble,for tb~ police do exist, 

after al1 7 primarily becaus2 offpnses ta~e place. On closer exam-

ination 7 however 7 the :oncentration cn complaints 7 one by one, is 

unrealistic given some of t!1e I'J'4yS in wh::_ch professional crim-

inals operate" 

Typically, the complaint mechanism operates as follows: first, 

a reported offense is inv:estigated hy a uniformed patrolman who 

classifies the offense by type and who records a minimum descrip­

tion of the offense including time, place, and losso The uniformed 

policeman's report then makes i~way to one of the several special-

ized detective details (engu, the burglary detail, the robbery 

detail, the fraud detail)o There the report is rout~d to an 

individual detective or to a detective teamo Detectives within 

details are assigned "cases" through such reports, each report 

constituting a 1;'caseo l1 Some detectives or detective teams get 

all cases of a particular .,kind occurring in a specific geographic 

locale; some get all cases of a particular kind wherever they 

occur within the department's jurisdiction. In any event, the 

detective or detective team, upon receipt of the report, becomes re-

sponsib~e for "clearing" that caseoTh2-s may mean' -- and in a very 

large number of instances does mean _.' Ii ttle more than checking 

the facts with the complainant, usually the citizen-victim him-

self, and 'noting this fact for th.e record, plus the estimate 

that the case is likely to remain unsolved unless new facts develop. 



-

• 

•• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

-58-

The process of responding to reports of particular offenses, one 

by one, and of treating each as a case-to-be-solved, is what we 

mean by the "complaint orientation" of police departments. 

To be sure, the complaint orientation, when effectively 

institutionalized,l has the merit of tending to assure individual 

citizen-victims, and perhaps the community at large, that the 

police are at work and are giving serious attention to law viola­

tions. A number of detectives we interviewed explicitly made 

this pOint; they understand that what some of them call "public 

relations" is an important aspect of police work. But another 

view was also heard, namely, that by using a limited detective 

force to listen to individual complaints, time and attention are 

taken from what might be more efficient ways of putting profes­

sional criminals out of businesso In this view, the organiza­

tional constraints on the police, particularly detectives, to act 

as if they were principally engaged in solving individual cases 

impedes rational crime control effortso 

In practice., the police sometimes give expression to the fact 

that a focus on individual complaints is not a particularly effi­

ci.ent means of controlling crime, especially professional crime, 

'1 Our observations suggest that there is considerable varia-
tion between police departments in the regularity with which they 
attend to individual complaints. In some depart'ments policy appears 
to be that every complaint should be, answered, usually in person, 
and if not promptly then accompanied by excuses for delay. In other 
departments only some complaints are answered, and some of these 
over the telephone and neither promptly nor with excuses. It 
should be emphasized, however, that not answering individual com­
plaints was not necessarily related to the employment of more 
rational means of control of crime, professional or otherwise. 
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and we have observed detectives concentrating on persons rather 

than cases 1 seeking, as is said, to IIget something on them.;; But 

such acti~ities generally lack structural support. By this we mean 

that police departments. by and large, have not developed systematic 

tactics and long-ranqe strategies which take into account the 

fact that pro'fessL:n31 crimi:I'llS ;:;J.re continuously~ rather than 

episodically) engaled When we inquired 

about this, we were told by some police officials that recent 

Supreme Court decisions on search 2n~ seizure and the elimination 

of offenses related to vagrancy have reduced their powers to attack 

the problem. Earlier, it was said, it was possible to maintain 

close scrutiny over the professional criminal and, througD harass­

ment, to throw his designs into disarray. The new rules of police 

lWe found one exception to this pattern of police organization. 
In 1963 the Chicago police Dep~r~ment established an intelligence 
unit locally referred to as the CIU, which has the responsibility 
of g~thering) and disseminating to other detectives, as much infor­
mation as possible about criminals in the Chicago area who are 
known to be, or are highly suspected of being, regularly engaged 
in what we would call big-time professional crime (e.g. cartage 
theft, hijackingl jewelry theft, robbery)c There is a different 
intelligence unit assigned to syndicated crime.o 

Up to the time the CIU was organized, the Detective Division 
operated in classical police fashion by following up on an offense 
after it was committed and attempting to solve the particular crime. 
The CIU follows a different approach: the members of this unit 
(now. numbering seventeen men) concentrate not on crimes I but on 
criminals. They gather as much information as possible on these 
criminals and when a crime is committed that appea~s likely to 
have been committed by someone on whom they have a file, the CIU 
tries tO,link their suspects to the ,crime. Gathering intelligence 
from informants is an important way of making this link. 

When the CIU was founded? members of the unit did not make 
arrests but channeled information to other detectives in the 
police force who m~de the final arrests~ Th~s practice has changed 
now, and the CIU will make its own arrests, but evidently th8re is 
still fairly close cooperation and communication between this unit 
and other divi~ions in thA polj~e dupartment. 
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procedure make this more difficulto The perceived impasse is 

undoubtedly due, in part, to the fact that police forces have not 

had time to absorb the impact of changing laws and rules, and the 

situation is aggravated by widespread feelings of resentment against 

the newer laws and ruleso (Many police officials interpret the 

new restraints as questioning their personal integrity and faith­

fulness and as having the sole consequence of protecting obvious 

enemies of society from deserved prosecutiono) 

Regardless of the cogency of the v~ew of the I" d .... po l.ce-, an· _ ... 

• 

---. regardless of the fact that such feelings might be considered 

understandable, such a view and such feelings mitigate against 

the development of a dispassionate and purely technical attack 

upon the problem of controlling professional crime and criminalso 

The search for new approaches, we feel, has not received the atten­

tion it deserves -- although some departments seem to be more 

advanced than others on this scoreo Obviously it will not be 

easy to resolve the problem of conflict between the tasks of 

responding to the complaints of aggrieved citizen-victims and 

mounting some more effective means of controlling professional 
.. 

criminals, means that may be quite impersonalo 'Citizen complaints 

are best attended to promptly for a variety of reasons; and th~y 

must be assigned to personnel in a fashion that E:!quitably dis­

tributes the department's work load. As a resul~ of current 

procedure~, however, much of the time of detectives is used up 

in activities that, according to detecti·ves themselves, are 

essentially irrelevant to the control of crime. Further, several 

detectives may find 'themselves in pursuit of the same offender, 

1. 
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unbeknownst to one anothcro Indeed, given the information fro~ 

which they nrc obliged to work, this is probably unavoidablea 

As we have mentjoneLi, some detectives from time to time do 

develop an :i-l-:''l:eJ:e:;t j.n c1..ll:'tailing the activities of some particu­

larly notorious O~ ~roublG~ome offender, but they do this on 

personal initia t1\;e ~ "L.i.(:h 112:'d11' :';c::ems good policy in any bureau­

cra tically or'::!ill!3.Zc:d stJ:l'.C b.tl:-·;:::, ::ven if f lcu-JJ.essly staffed 0 

Occasionally, in~ercst ~n s~me prOM~n~nt offender is determined 

from higher up in the po:ice d~partmellt, but even such campaigns 

tend to b~ conti.ngently formuJ.ateG., more in response to situa­

tional pressures than a matter of stable policy. 

We might mention that tht·~ "C6.SG approach" to crime has an 

illustrious, if largely fictitious pasta Its heroic prototypes, 

however, were n?t policemen but private sleuthsa still, the myth 

has found its 1tJay intn public ana pr:ufeSS.l.OLlC:l.i. c..:uncept:ions of 

good law enfor'::::8il1ento We all tend to think of a detective as 

someone who ~ '::1 ::Cvl:'~jll r,!., sj.o'...:o'.lS anc1 ingeni ous methods 7 solves 

indi vidual cj:ime.:;, 1 ~ '. s··.. - J q 1 d -d _I. J\. e nF~J:-.'-O-:-; <: LO mes :1.. 

The real wm':': ::.i-(,70.L '.i<::d ir') con-f-_1-011'1.".ng c'~"Lme ~ J... • ~ especially pro-

fessional c:~iint2. ,~s rnI1\'I,' -_;,'~_-.'.~. c:;. 'pertaC:"ll "" '" _ .l. a.'. n It involves the tedium 

that is geneY-'aLLy a51'::ocia b:d w5. th pe-:·ty wat-:::3rs and this fact is 

given scant r(~cogni ::ion .in the:) overalJ. organiza-:::iun' of law enforce-

ment activities.. But -!:he matte;:s rJ..'L"e pGtty o~"'lly when viewed as 

isolated caseso That someone's camera has heen stolen from an 

automobile in which he has left it negligently, or that someone 

was swindled in a confidence game in which he became involved 

out of questionable motives, can readily deteriorate into a 
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tedious routine in the eyes of one who is supposed to solve such 

crimes. But the fact that these two offenses might be committed 

by the same person, who also committed many other such offenses, 

is a considerably more serious matteru Policemen know this and, 

within limits, orient themselves to this fact. In a more general 

sense, however, the oressures of case work make this an optional 

interest. 

Specialization of Function: The organization of police 

departments pretends high specialization. Undoubtedly, such a 

segregation of duties is based on realistic considerations, but 

in some ways it constitutes a handicap. This is particularly so 

for those detective details that have occasion to be concerned 

with professional criminals. 

An important difficulty with specialization (police work is 

by no means the sole offender) is that it usually follows insights 

that were gained and were applicable decades ago. Thus the pres-

ent organization of detective bureaus in large police departments 

could be considered a delayed response to the type of offender 

that Sutherland described;' this offender was a master of a par-

ticular kind of criminal offense. But following available evi-

dence, these people no longer exist. Instead, the various detec­

tive details, robbery, burglary, auto theft, bunco, ,vice, etc., 

are often after the same persons. Policemen are not completely 

unaware of this fact and try to attune their activities to it as 

best they can, but they work against organizational structure. 

Thus, for example, i,t happens that the investigation of a 

•• ! 
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burglary report leads nowhere because the offender has shifted 

to auto-boosting, ,and the detective in charge of the case is not 

familiar with that domain of illegal activity. A grasp of the 

larger picture generally is left to informal working arrange-

ments between members of various details. To be sure, there is 

exchange of information but these exchanges are often attenuated 

for reasons that we will discuss in the next section. 

Specialization of function in current police organization 

is closely related to the complaint orientation of law enforcement. 

Since ro much of the time of detectives is devoted to listening to 

citizen-victims, there is an obvious advantage, especially in 

large cities, in some geographical specialization; otherwise detec­

tives might spend an inordinate amount of time travelling from 

complainant to complainant. A not unimportant problem, however, 

is that professional criminals feel no need to stay in one locale, 

and, indeed, knowing police practice, they become quite mobileo 

Similarly, since offenses are of different kinds, (e.gu, 

burglaries, robberies, or con games) it would seem only natural 
• 

that they be assigned to law enforcement agents, who are knowledge-

able in these respective fields. But the persons who commit these 

offenses are not, as far as we can tell, specialists in burglary, 

robbe~y, or con games; rather, they are all this and more. Thus 

it appears that for all the immense gains brought about by advances 

in criminalistics and by gains in po~ice communication and mobility, 

developments have not fully taken account of changing conditions 

(although, as in other matters, some departments appear to have 

adapted to changing conditions more readily than others)~ 
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We are well aware that large police departments must have 

some internal di~ferentiation, and specialization by geographic 

area and by offense appears to be a sensible way of satisfying 

this requirement, eSDecially insofar as the complaint orienta­

tion holds swayo We propose? however? that these bases of dif-

ferentiation, eS')ecially where they provide the sole or principal 

bases for assigning detective work, offer an advantage to the 

professional criminal" He knows, for example, that when he 

burgles in one place he will be in the hands of one detective 

team; when he burgles in another place, a different team will be 

after him; and when he swindles, yet another team will be called 

into playo Further, he knows that the teams may never coordinate 

their activitieso As one detective said to us at the conclusion 

of a story intended to illustrate the vagaries of interdepartmental 

communication, III swear I'm sometimes startled that we ever put 

any criminals away,," 

If matters are not as serious as this remark implies __ 

and, as we have said, we do not believe they are -- there is still 

little reason for inattention to the problem of finding the proper 

bases for police specialization under modern conditions" We feel 

th~t present concepts should be re-examined in the light of what 

the t?olice already know about the nature of the activities of pro­

fessional criminalso This may suggest the abandonment of some 

forms of specialization or the addition of new ones; only careful 

consideration and some experimentation can tello 

The State of Law Enforcement Intelligence: Although police 
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departments differ on this score,l our observations suggest that 

in most cases the following generalization would hold: if all 

personnel, from Chief to the last rookie, were to disappear, most 

of the department's information would disappear with themo In 

other words, most of the things worth knolf.Jing about crime and 

criminals in any jurisdiction are in the heads of its law enforce­

ment officials, not in written records o Moreover, to the extent 

that such information is in written records) these are likely to 

be the private notes of individual detectives or detective teams" 

If such records are decipherable by others, they are not generally 

accessible" 

What l'S troubling is NOIf! this has probably always been true" 

that it remains true even though most large police departments 

. 1 unl'ts ostensl'bly devoted to the centralized have developed specla 

. . eval-uatl'on, t:~nd dissemination of "intelli-, gatherlng, processlng, 

genceo ll Such units are, to be sure, a late development on the 

municipal police scene,2 and few if any have the facilities that 

would allow them to collect, assess, retrieve, and distribute 

lWhat we say in this"section does not hold" completely in 
Chicago and our discussion does not apply to that cit Yo 

2We have not attempted to conduct an hist~rical inquiryo 
The intelligence units in the depar~ments ~t~dled were all of 
relatively recent vintageo One pollee offlclal suggested that 
such units have been a response to an increased need for. "':lnder­
cover work " a need which he related to recent court dec~s~ons 
limiting p~lice powers to get information through. harassment and 
interrogationo We would suggest another hypothes~s: that ~nte~­
ligence units are in part, a response to increased special1zat~on 
within police dep~rtrnents; such units ideally compensate for 
specialization by creating positions from which "the big picture" 
may be surveyedo 



• 

• 

• 

-66-

information in a manner now generally taken for granted in indus­

try, banks, and universitieso It is generally recognized in police 

departments that this is a problem of high priority, and it is 

quite clear to responsible officials that solving it will call for 

a great deal of money, hardware, software, and technically skilled 

staff that are not now availableo 

While it is well known that police intell~gence units are 

undermanned and underequipped, our interest is only indirectly 

I~ith the shortage of men, skills, and e4uipment~ Instead we 

wish to consider briefly the relation between the character of 

intelligence work; as it is currently carried on in police depart­

ments, and the conditions under which police work is ordinarily 

doneo More specifically, we will comment on some aspects of detec­

tive work as a career and the facts that police intelligence units 

generally appear, 1) to receive little information from personnel 

outside the unit, 2) to be organizationally isolated and unable 

to gear intelligence activities with the current concerns of 

detective details, and 3) to move in the direction of becoming 

specialized law enforcement squads rather than maintaining their 

character as general infoimation collection, stbrage, and retrieval 

fa'cili ties 0 

'Denial of Information: A first-rate detective is one who 

solves many cases through arrestso To accomplish this, he must 

develop information on who "did it" and, particularly for crimes 
1 

of stealth, must learn when, where, and how the culprit can be 

connected with the criminal act itself or, more likely, the 

stolen propertyo To accomplish this, the detective develops a 
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network of communications, and he developg this network, under 

current conditions, largely on his ownu The network is composed 

of informers and informants, and it typically requires the culti-

vation of personal ties with persons active in, or around the 

fringes of, professional crimea Most such ties are precarious 

and are based on rsciprocal favors and personal trusto (It should 

be noted here that we are talking about ~oo~ detective work, that 

is, performance that passes in police departments as being of high 

caliber and that would probably be S0 perceived by outsiderso) 

Detectives tend to be protective of the information sources 

t~ey develop; indeed, they tend to jealously guard these sourceso 

This is due, in part, to the detectives' wariness of the possi­

bility that sharing information may result in Ilburning" an inform-

ant (i.eo revealing his identity) with the consequence that the 

informant in the future will b~ unable or ullw':":i.l:;'ng to supply 

further informationo It also appears to be due, however, to a 

reluctance to let others on the force get credit, through making 

an arrest, for the considerable amount of legwork that has gone 

into cultivating the original contactso Indeed, we would suggest, 

although we were unable t~"explore the matter fully enough to be 

certain of our ground, ,that information 1Ilill most likely be shared 

in those departments which give full credit for such information, 

especially when promotions are being consideredo It is our experi­

ence that police departments generally give much less credit for 

gathering important intelligence information than they do for 

making "important" arrests, and as long as these conditions pre­

vail, we suggest, there is likely to be little sharing of informa-

tion. 
1, ___ _ 
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We have heard it said that this situation should not be 

so -- that it should not matter who makes the arrest so long as 

the arrest is made, the community protectedo This strikes us as, 

at best, wishful thinking and, at worst, as pious cant that 

interferes with the analysis of the facts and with the proposing 

of changes that might remedy a serious problemo Detectives, like 

others, want to "get aheado l1 As matters now stand, an important 

way to get ahead in police departments is by making good arrests, 

which requires the development af reliable sources of informationo 

One consequence of this fact, as matters now stand, is that 

intelligence units live on arid informational ground 0 It is rare 

for any policeman, from the uniformed patrolman to the commanding 

officer of a detail, to report more than he is absolutely required 

to reporto Official information, in general, is so impoverished . 

that it bears scarcely any resemblance to what is actually known 

to policemeno Even when it does not consist of case records, 

as it mostly does, official information is typically inadequateo 

It.is quite. a startling experience to hear a seasoned detective 

read and interpret the "rap sheet" (official arrest record) of 
.. 

an offender he knows well; most of what is worth knowing is not 

'contained in the rracord 0 

. It seems to us, then, that ways must be found to make the " 

supplying of information to a centralized intel~igence unit . 

relevant to the career concerns of police personnel. That pol­

icemen, inc~udin9 detectives, are involved in "bettering them"': 

selves" is not as1tuation to be deplored, and we doubt it I;,:an 

be eradicated; nor do we believe that policemen should be called, 
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upon to sacrif~c8 their careers for the benefit of the department 

as a wholev Instead, means should be developed for motivating 

policemen to contribute information to a general pool, and these 

means should take account of the value to individual policemen of 

having their contributions made visible when and IIJhere it countso 1 

Orqanizat~onal Isolati~; We have noted that personnel tend 

to withhold information f.!:':)m th2 intelligence unit, and we have 

interpreted this as a consequence of a need felt by many police-

men to keep their own sources of information prIvate -- a need 

engendered, in part, by the relation between information~ arrests, 

and promotiono 2 The other side of this coin is worth considering, 

too: intelligence unit personnel do not, by and large, seek 

information from policemen, uniformed or in plain clotheso Instead, 

our observations suggest that intelligence unit personnel, like 

members of detective details, attempt to develop their own infor-

mation networks and are in some degree reluctant to make informa-

tion gathered from this network available to line detectives. 

The development of their own sources of information is 

illustrated by some of the activities of the Chicago Central 

Inte~ligence Unite As part of their duties, the members of this 

,lThe problem is not entirely one of motivation, of course; 
means must be found to make possible contributions by personnel 
outside the intelligence unitso This may require reconceiving 
how personnel use their time -- much more of the' time of both 
uniformed and detective personnel may need to be spent "in 
conference," for example 0 ' 

2we have noted also that the present state of information 
technology in most police departments would not permit intel­
ligence units to ha.ndle such volumes of information even if 
they did receive .it. 



• 

• 

• 

-'10-

unit try to get to know the professional criminals under their 

surveillance lIsociallyll as well as professionallyu While the rela­

tionship is probably far from what most people would call "social" 

the police do Hfratern:i_ze ll with the criminals under conditions 

that are described as being of mutual respect~ As the police put 

it, "you canvt learn about criminals? you can't learn how they 

think, without talking to them .. Ii 

There are several reasons why intelligenc~ units have to 

develop their own sources of information.. One is the tendency of 

intelligence units to become specialized law enforcement squads. 

Another reason involves the fact that intelligence unit personnel 

are apparently largely drawn from police ranks, and few have any 

special training for their work. The police tradition places a 

high value on the development of a private network of information; 

many intelligence unit personnel app~rentlv f~llow tradition in 

this matter, without seriously considering its appropriateness to 

their newly developed specialty. Further, and more important, if 

other policemen ~ake promotion-points, so to speak, through 

arrests, intelligence personnel tend to make th~m through the 

deyelopment of information for which they can take credit. In 

to other word~, the career pressures which move some policemen 

withhold information from the intelligence unit, may move police­

men within the intelligenCe unit to develop their own sources of 

information and to keep the information privateo 

Another way of putting this is to say that for a variety of 

reasons, only some of which have been mentioned here, police 

intelligence units tend to be isolated from the rest of the 
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department. Detectives do not actively seek the help of the 

intelligence unit and do not contribute in any important way to 

its work. Intelligence unit staffs, often enwrapped in a self­

cultivated cloak of secrecy and mystery,l do not maintain close 

contact with the day-to-day work of the detective detailso Most 

exchanges between intelligence units and workinq details are 

occasional, adventitious 1 and the result of personal, rather than 

official, contacts between particular officerso 2 Among the results 

of this situation appear to be a low estimate of the work of intel­
~ 

ligence unit personnel among other police personnel. tind some sense 

of futility and irrelevance among intelligence unit staffs; paucity 

of information in intelligence unit files; and a general inability 

to gear the generation and distribution of collected information, 

however impoverished or rich, into the current activities of 

those personnel responsible for' arrests. 

One further comment should be made. Individual policemen, 

uniformed and plain clothed, are, as we have repeatedly noted, 

IThis topic deserves extended treatment which we cannot 
give it here. It should be said, however, that the cloak of 
secrecy apparently prized by some intelligence unit personnel 
serv7s. to alienate many detectives who feel that they are under 
SUsp~c1on. It appeared to us that some part of the suspicion 
was deserved, namely, suspicion that line detectives might not 
give the intelligence unit full, visible credit £or its role in 
"breaking" cases. As we note below, structural arrangements 
for making credit visible are not well developed and this 
exacerbates the problemo 

2 As we have implied, much the same might be said about 
information exchanges between detectives on the same or dif­
ferent detailso 
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privy to potentially important informationu Often the infor­

mati~n cannot be ,evaluated by the individual policeman: it is a 

piece of a puzzle -- this he knows -- but his duties prevent him 

from seeking out the other pieces~ Other policemen may have other 

pieces, but neither theY1 nor anyone else under current circum­

stances, are in a position to act upon it" This state of affairs 

is, we think, one of the reasons why intelligence units have been 

created, and a part of their proper function would seem to be to 

collect and put together the pieces of puzzles now distributed 

here and thereamong personnelo This implies that the first 

information resource for intelligence units might well be golice-

~; rather than cultivating private informants, intelligence 

officers might better deyelop the resources in their midst. We 

have not heard, for example, of any departments that routinely 

(or for that matter, on occasion) provide for "de-briefing," a 

procedure apparently used to good advantage by other agencies. 

In suggesting this kind of reorientation -- and it would be 

nothing less than this in many cases -- we are not oblivious to 

the intractability of professional jealousies ,among detectives, 

insofar as they existu B'ut we propose that under present condi­

tions there are no structural arrangements or facilities for 

detective~ to share information even if they want to. If a detec­

tive wants to know something, and if he has reason to believe that 

someone in the department could help him, he has to make special 

arrangements for a face-to-face contact with the source. By the 

saml=' bokgn, gnl.y whon he llC!S reason t.u t-h'ink that someone is 

particularly interes'ted in something he knows. will he tell him 
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about it, and to do this, he must make special arrangementso 

Needless to say, 'under these circumstances a vaSt amount of 

potentially important intelligence moves straight into oblivion. 

Organizati0l1:~:ll Ch.~: It must be understood that the members 

of police intelL.gence un5..ts are not passive in the face of adver­

si tyo Those poL.cemen atb~mpt ~ wi th varying sucr:;ess, to overcome 

the conditions which hamper their work. Indeed, the development 

of sources of information outside of the department and outside 

the networks available to other department personnel, should be 

understood, in pa'rt, as such an attempt D On occaSion, sometimes 

on important occasions, intelligence units appear to be able to 

supply' information to detective details that can be used to good 

effect in the control of crime, including professional crime. 

But there is another possible development, and it is one 

that we h~ve observed even in departments that are most advanced 

in m~nning and equipping their intelligence units: the intelli­

gence unit may tend to develop into a special law enforcement 

squad, the men assigned to it putting together their own cases 

from investigation through arrest, rather than'remairii~a faCility 

for general information storage and retrieval, and the furnishing 

of leads to others. 

There appears to be a variety of pressures that contribute 

to this development, some of which ~e have already discussed. 

Additionally, however, intelligence units are often e'xpected 

(or come to expect themselves) to develop information about 

spe~ial areas (like political subversion, s~dicated crime, or, 

'for that matter, professional crime and criminals) for which no 
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line detective detail bears particular responsibilityu This 

initiates a move from a staff to a line function on the part of 

intelligence units~ Under these conditions, intelligence person­

nel may ask, to whom is information to be given, to which detec­

tive detail? Further, they may wonder why such information should 

be passed on. Why should unit personnel not receive all the credit 

they deserve by completing the circuit, by putting together whole 

cases from investigation to arrest? 

When this kind of change occurs two important consequences 

would appear to fo.1lowu First, what might be called the "reac­

tive reluctance" of intelligence unit personnel to share infor­

mation with line detectives will be reinforced; indeed, it may 

turn into a definite unwillingness to make hard-won information 

available. Second, the unit will probably neglect to collect, 

process, and disseminate information on areas outside of its 

new specialty. When, and to the extent that. these changes take 

place, the intelligence unit will be unfitted to perform its 

potentially important role of centralizing information in a 

specialized system -- of putting together bits ~nd pieces of 

data, now distributed haphazardlY1 into meaningful' patterns 

that can be brought to bear on the understanding of the diverse 

control problems confronted by modern police departments, includ­

ing the control of professional crime and criminalso 

It is not clear to us that this kind of change ~ take 

place in police intelligence units, although those we have ob­

served seem subject to the kinds of pressures we have outlined 

and have changed in the directions indicated, to greater or lesser 
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degree. On the other hand, it is clear to us that police depart-

ments must take such pressures seriously, and they must consider 

more carefully than has apparently been done to date how they are 

going to deal with them. It may be, for example~ that intelligence 

units are partly moved to become specialized enforcement squads 

because such additional squads are needed (eug. to deal with 

subversion 1 syndicates? anJ f,rofessionJ.l c.cime and criminals). 

If such specialized details are created, then, perhaps, one of 

the pressures inviting intelligence unit personnel to redefine 

their missions might be removed and the unit might be better able 

to develop its original mandateu It may be 1 too, that reconceiv­

ing the role of primary and secondary sources of information for 

the intelligence unit, putting more stress on the latter, will 

permit better integration of such units with departmental opera­

tions. Clearly these matters, like so much else, need study. 

District Attorneys 

District attorneys, and staff members in district attorneys' 

offices, l~ke the police, engage in some practices that seem to 
., 

work to the advantage of professional criminals. While it is not 

altogether clear that these practices could ~asily be changed, or 

that, they should be changed in all cases, we feel tha't they should 

be mentioned as they play a part in the overall picture of profes­

sional crime. The professional criminals we talked to generally 

seemed quite aware of the practices and attempt to take full 

advantage of them~ 

One of the most striking features of district attorneys' 

offices is that they do not press charges in all cases that come 



• 

e. 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

-'/6-

to their attention; in fact, they press charges in only a small 

percentage of such c~sesu This fact has led some observers to 

charge that district attorneys are politically expedient (i.eo 

they try only those cases which will get headlines) or even down­

right corrupt (~.e. they take bribes). We even heard policemen 

make these accul;idtions t t:specially when a district attorney had 

not pressed cha~ges jn a case of th2irs that was particularly 

important to th~m. 

These charges against district attorneys and their staffs, 

while no doubt oqcasionally true, do not, it seems to us from 

what we have been able to find out, fully or primarily account 

for the judgment that district attorneys exe.r.cise in which cases 

they try.. First of all, many cases do not meet the technical 

reqUirements that are necessary for them to be brought to court 

or that make ~convictions reasoaai,..ly ::ertain c::ough to bother with 

the case. District attorneys, it should be noted, do not have 

unlimited resources and if they were to, press charges in all cases 

brought to their attention, their limited resources would be 

exhausted very rapidly. 

But even if district attorneys had unlimited resources, 

there are reasons quite beyond the district attorney's control 

that'mitigate against trying all cases. A large proportion of 

offenses involving property loss, for example, cannot be prose~ 

cuted because the victims prefer to accept compensation rather 

than pursue prosecution (which, as district attorneys pOint out, 

often makes compensation harder to get). While district attorneys 

sometimes complain about this and the more general unwillingness 
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of victims to press charges, they seem to treat it as a fact of 

life. To make the best of what can be done, prosecutors usually 

make their offices available to secure as favorable a settlement 

as possible for victims, even though t~ey know the criminals, often 

professional criminals, are going to go free~ 

In one city the district attorney's office formalized this 

general procedure by holding what are called "citation hearingsl1 

in which an attorney arbitrates cases between the offenders and 

the victims. Specifically, the "citation hearing" works as fol-

lowso First, a notice is sent to, for example, a person who has 

passed a bad check, "ordering" him to appear and show cause why 

a warrant should not be issued for his arrest. If the culprit 

appears, he is seen with the complainant and if some form of 

restitution is worked out no prosecution ensues. (Complainants, 

by the way, are usually informed that if they sign a complaint, 

i.e., if they encourage criminal action, chances for recovery are 

reduced.) The victims of bad checks and fraud especial:y are 

reputed primar~ly to be interested in recovery. Professional 

criminals engaged in forgery and fraud are aware of these cir­

cumstances and, if they know they have been "found out" attempt 

to "cool out" particular victims by restoring their lost funds. 

It is worth noting that the "citation hearing," although 

extensively used in one city, (and there are informal counter­

parts in all the cities we studied), has no legal force and could 

even be considered as an intrfguing type of the archaic form of 

adjudication of trial by wi t·s. Those ci ted for a "citation he ar­

ing" can refuse to appear and suffer no legal consequences. Those 
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who do appear can refuse to compose a matter with no legal con-

sequences. That is, it is not a violation of law to fail to 

appear at a citation hearing or to fail to comply with whatever 

solution is reached in such a hearing. On the other hand, the 

district attorney's office can? and sometimes does, threaten to 

bring criminal action. 

The Ilcitation hearing," and similar practices employed by 

the other district attorneys' offices in our study, highlights 

another consideration that often seems to go into choosing which 

cases to prosecute. Choices, it seems, often have to do with 

fundamental estimates of the gravity of the case Q Generally, it 

seems that offenses that violate a victim's safety, freedom, or 

dignity are perceived to have precedence over violations involv­

ing only financial losses. To be sure, a relatively large finan­

cial loss will be treated as considerably more important than a 

relatively minor loss of dignity. In general, however, the 

entire administration of justice seems to be permeated by a strong 

primacy of concern for violence. Professional criminals, at 

least those we talked to~ know this and procede accordingly.. Of 

€ourse, violence deserves all the attentio~ it. receives, but we 

find it remarkable that professional criminals can plead "non-

violence" to indicate that they are not as bad as they might be 

and receive consideration on this account. 

Professional criminals, as we have noted earlier, take ad­

vantage of the limited resources of district attorneys in another 

way. By employing every legal means at their disposal (primarily 

continuances and appeals ,>" professional criminals render 
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convictions against them very costly in terms of the time and 

energy that district attorneys must deploy. Rather than tie up 

their limited resources on such cases (cases, by the way, which 

involve only property losses) district attorneys are sometimes 

willing to I1make deals l1 for a plea of guilty.. These lldeals" 

involve, typically, the reduction of charges or an agreement to 

drop some of a number of charges that are pending at the same 

time. 

Before leaving the discussion of district attorneys, we 

should mention one important area of professional crime that 

comes more often to the attention of district attorneys than 

police. This is the area of professional crime involved with 

industrial and commercial fraud and which has lacked an amount 

of attention that is commensurate ""ith its volume and importance. 

District attorneys are well aware of this~ but point out that 

the main difficulty lies in the fact that the public suffers such 

offenses, one might almost say, willingly. Whatever little indig­

nation there is' seems to subside quickly at the prospect of 

restitution. We heard it said that this is probably the result 

of widespread beliefs that certain legal business practices are 

morally. no less questionable than their illegal counterparts. 

While it is somewhat difficult for us to summarize this ~ 

pOint, brought up by district attorneys, it leads us to the 

conclusion that proprieties in business are probably ambiguous 

and poorly defined and thus invite illegal exploitation. This 

suggests that one way to control some of the activities of pro­

fessional criminals would be to provide less ambiguous limits 
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to what are ftlegi:timate tl business activities. This could be 

done, we are told, without additional legislation and probably 

without greater surveillance on the part of the police" Instead, 

district attorneys told us, these control functions could be 

assigned to regulatory agencies whose powers could be strength­

ened and whose jurisdictions could be broadenedu ' 

other Law Enforcement Agencies 

There are a number of law enforcement agencies, which share 

the responsibility of controlling the activities of professional 

criminals, with which we had little direct or systematic contact 

during our interviewing~ the courts, federal law enforcement 

agencies, regulatory agencies, and correction institutionsu There 

is, therefore, very little that we can say with great confidence 

about these agencies, but we will relate the few things we were 

able to learn from the few persons from these agencies we did 

talk to an.d from our more extensive contacts with policemen '0 dis­

trict attorneys, and professional criminals. 

The Courts: We have, in other contexts, already alluded to 

ways in which some court procedures add to the problem of control­

ling the activities of professional criminalsa One of the simplest 

of these is allowing IIplea bargaining ll or granting concurrent sen-

tences in return for pleas of guilty. . While such procedures are 

no doubt motivated by desires to unclog choked court dockets, 

professional criminals, as we have noted, are quick to take 

advantage of these procedures in order to reduce the amount of 

time they have to spend in jailor prison. 
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Three other aspects of the operations of many courts serve 

both to help the professional criminal remain free and to increase 

the pressures for him to engage in crime while free. As we noted 

earlier, it is fairly easy for professional criminals to obtain 

releases on bond while their cases are pending court action. 

(This is true even when a professional criminal has a whole 

series of indictments pending.) Add to this the ease with which 

a professional criminal can get continuances of his case, the 

ease with which he can get convictions appealed to higher courts, 

and the long waiting periods necessitated by overloaded court 

calendars, and the professional criminal can often maintain his 

freedom for several years after an initial arrest~ 

The typical professional criminal is not idle during these 

years: in addition to maintaining his normal level of criminal 

activity he now has to pay for his legal costs, which may far 

exceed his normal living expenses (which for free-spending pro­

fessional criminals may run very high). -These legal costs, like 
o 1 

his normal living expenses, are met through cr1me. 

There are many ways. in which this cycle 'could conceivably 

be broken, such as reducing the ease with which one can be freed 

on bond (especially for repeated indictments), reducing the amount 

'k" t" s and appeals harder to secure, of bail required, rna, 1ng con 1nuance 

and unclogging court calendars~ Each of these' alternatives has 

limitations, however, and may ove~emphasize the role of the 

courts in controlling the activities of professional criminalS. 

1 "t in wh 4 ch professional criminals We even heard of 1ns ances ~ 
pay their lawyer's fees directly with stolen goods. 
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We are not suggesting that these changes necessarily all be 

considered y to change some of these court procedures would have 

consequences that might be undesirableu All we are suggesting 

is that present court practices are both susceptible to manipula-

tion by the sophisticated professional criminal and tend to 

increase~ rather than decrease~ the overall amount of crime that 

pro~essional criminals commit. l 

Federal Law Enforcement Agencies: While Federal law enforce-

ment agencies are less directly concerned with the activities of 

professional criminals than local authorities) they do occasionally 

become involved. The Federal Bureau of Investigation, for example, 

is concerned with such professional criminal activities as bank 

robbery (although bank robbery is much less likely to be the work 

of professional criminals today than it once was) and the trans-

portation of stolen goods across a state line. The Narcotics 

Bureau 9 through its contacts with narcotics users, gains valuable 

information about the activities of th1s class of professional 

criminals. 

Local law enforcement officials fairly uniformly agree that 

cooperation from the F.B.I. is poor. The F.B.I., according to 

many policemen~ takes (some policemen would say, demands) informa­

tion from local authorities, but seldom gives information in 

return. In addition, some policemen told us! the F.B.I. is noted 

. lHerman Goldste,in, f£.~ceedin9s .ill:l9.. Interim Report 2!. ~ 
Nat~onal Conference on Bail and Criminal Justice, Washington, 
DoC~: UoS. Departmen~or-JUstICe and the Vera Foundation, 1965, 
pp. 151-160, discusses these problems in some detail, especially 
those concerned with high costs of bailo 
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for waiting until. local authorities build up a case against the 

criminal and then stepping in to make the final arrest themselves. 

This practice is especially galling to local policemen who depend 

on making "good arrestsll for promotion and for enhancing their 

own prestige. Local policemen are generally powerless in these 

situations and usua.lly can do little except "grumble" when the 

F.B.I. steps in and "steals their case." Local policemen can, 

however, refrain from offering information willingly to the F.B.I. 

and from what we heard this is the general posture of most local 

law enforcement agencies toward this Federal law enforcement agency. 

Relations with the Narcotics Bureau are evidently much better 

than with the F.B.I. Many policemen told us that they much prefer 

'working wl th this ag.ency to working with the F. B. I., and we heard 

of many close relationships between local law enforcement officers 

and personnel from the Narcotics Bureauo This agency, so police­

men told us, is very willing to send along tips to local policemen 

and does not seem to be overly eager to make its own arrests. 

RegUlatory Agencies: .. We had no direct co~tact with these 

agencies, either local or Federal, but their role in controlling 

professional crime intrigues uSo Unlike other law enforcement 

agencies who concentrate on catching and convicting criminals, 

regulatory agencies are concerned with controllin.g such things. 

as the transportation of goods, the flow of capital, and the 

stabilization of employment. Each of these activities and many 

others that fall under the jurisdiction of regulatory agencies 

have implications for controlling the activities of 
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professional cri~inals. We will discuss some of these impli­

cations in the next section c£ our reporto 

Corrections: The last category of people charged with the 

administration of criminal justice with whom professional crim­

inals are likely to come in . contact are those who work in cor­

rectional institutionso Interestingly~ the professional criminals 

we talked to had little to say about their jailor prison experi­

ences except that they had no "rehabilitative" impact.. (This is 

obvious from the records of the professional criminals with whom 

we talked.) There were occasional mentions of certain prisons 

which the professional would try to avoid, but in general a prison 

experience is evidently viewed as an unfortunate, but probably 

inevitable, part of the criminal's professiono The professional 

will try to do "good time ll when he has to do time, and evidently 

professional criminals do all they can to maximize their chances 

of early parole 0 'I'he records of professional criminals which we 

reviewed indicate that they probably did do "good time," as few 

of our informants ever stJent more than a few years in prison at 

anyone time. 
, '\ 

Coop~ation Between Law Enforcement Agencies 

The .cooperation between various law enforcement agencies, 

like th~ cooperation between different branches of police depart­

ments, has been describ~d to us as being less than' ideal. As one 

law enforcement offi,cial commented to us: "If law enforcement 

agencies were as well organized as the criminals, we might 

have a chance. As it stands, however, we are losing the battle." 
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While we do not agree that professional criminals are neces­

sarily as well organized as this official suggests or that law 

enforcement agencies are losing the battle against professional 

criminals, this comment does illustrate what seems to us to be 

a rather general lack of coordination between different law 

enforcement ag~ncieso While we heard of instances where close 

relations were maintained between agencies, these instances usu­

ally involved only personal relations between certain members of 

two agencies and were thus only as strong as the personal friend­

ship bonds between these individualso We found very few formal 

working arrangements between agencies except for those necessi­

tated by the total process of justice, such as policemen turning 

prisoners over to the courts and information over to the district 

attorneys' offices. Beyond these routine relationships between 

agencies, we found no coordinated attack on professional criminals 

or professional crime (or on any category of crime, for that matter) 0 

There are evidently many reasons for this and these reasons 

are probably much the same as those that mitigate against close 

cooperation between different units in police forceso This state 

of' affairs, as in the case of police departments, suggests to us 

that there may have developed an overspecialization of functions 

between different agencies of crime control without the concurrent 

development of an agency, like the i~telligence unit in police 

departments, which is ,charged with the task of providing an over­

view of the total crime pictureo Just as there have been pres­

sures within police d~partments to create units with these kin.ds 

of functions, we suspect that pressures will also .at:ise at the 
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commu~ity level to establish similar agencies that serve to 

establish priorities? reduce duplication of effort~ and enhance 

cooperation between various local~ state~ and Federal law enforce-

ment agencies. At least one City in our study moved in this 

direction by establishing a local crime commission,and the 

establishment of the National Crime Commission might be viewed, 

it seems to us~ as resulting from similar concerns~ 

Whether or not we are correct in predicting the emergence 

of such coordinating agencies in the face of specialization by 

different law enforcement agencies~we do -contend that this kind 

of specializat~on leads to the necessity for such agencies. We 

do not find fault with specialization: and in fact we have argued 

in favor of it in suggesting special police units to deal with 

professional criminals, but we do argue that specialization of 

law enforcement agencies leads ~0 a situatior i~ which an overall 

coordinating agency is needed. At present there appear to be 

no permanent agencies of this kind" 
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CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMI'1ENDATIONS 

Our study of professional criminals has not been as 

extensive as we would have liked. We have lacked the time and 

resources to cover the subject matter with ~he thoroughness that 

it deserves and we have been unable to pursue all of the observa­

tions, hunches, and hypotheses that have come to us during the 

course of our activitieso In addition, we have found that the 

problem varies somewhat from city to city, both in detail and in 

seriousness. Our ~onclusions and recommendations, therefore, are 

somewhat general in nature and are not as complete or detailed as 

we might wish" Whil~ we feel reasonably sure that we have gathered 

enough information to make some recommendations that would have an 

impact in reducing professional crime, if implemented, we are not 

sure that these recommendations in all cases would be worth the 

cost, both in terms of the allocation of resources that would be 

required and in terms of the restrictions that would have to be 

placed on the activities of the law-abiding publico It seems to 

us that professional crime "is a serious problem.'. It a,lso seems 

to us however that the problem is not getting out of hand. We , , , 
share the feelings of many others in that we would like to see the 

activ1ties of professional criminals reduced, if not eliminated, 

but we do not think that the latter can be done at the present 

time; there is neither the knowledge nor the resources for the 

task .. 

We do not, therefore, address ourselves to the task of 

eliminating professional crime, nor do we suggest radical revision 

of the present mechanisms of law enforcementa Instead, we address 
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ourselves to the task of exercising greater control over the 

activities of professional criminals and of strengthening those 

aspects of the conventional agencies of law enforcement that 

could lead to this end. Thissection will divide our conclusions 

and recommendations into two major parts, th0 prevention of pro­

fessional crime and the control of p~c~2ssional crime. Since we 

see more possibi.1.ity of control than of prevention, the bulk of 

our recommendations will come in the second section. 

Prevention 

In past decades scholars of various backgrounds have 

attempted to account for crime in general and for professional 

crime in particularo We shall not recite their theories, for 

they are readily accessible in the literature? nor do we have 

anything really new to add to themo But there are two aspects 

of the picture that have not received all of the emphasis that 

they deserve, and we should like to mention them briefly as they 

must be taken into account if we are to understand the present 

condition of professional criminalsD 

The first observation 1 which we made earlier in this report, 

is that conventional criminological theory places a very heavy 

emphasis on the criminal and little emphasis on the social situ­

ations that surround criminal activity. That is, these theories 

have generally been more person-orie'nb'::d than condi tion-oriented. 

We, too, have been somewhat person-oriented in that ~e spent a 

g'ood deal of time ta~king to professional. criminals, but in 

doing so, we have reached the general conclusion that a knowledge 

of the personal characteristics of professional criminals does 
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not give us any part~cularly useful leads as to how to prevent 

people from becoming professional criminalso Therefore? it seems 

to us that the most fruitful approach to prevention will come 

through exploring some of the conditions of our society that 

allow professional crime to occur? rather than through exploring 

the personal characteristics of professional criminals. 

One of the conditional factors that has received inadequate 

emphasis is that we are an immensely wealthy society. Where most 

people have nothing or very little, there is little stealing, 

robbing, or swindling'; as wealth increases, there is more of 

these activities. Moreover, the rapid and general increase in 

wealth in this country has occurred without a concomitant develop­

ment in the mechanisms of ownership. That is, under present con­

ditions people cannot avoid leaving many things unguarded, while 

at the same time most people do not even attempt to understand 

the subtleties involved in buying, owning, or selling many of 

the things that they call their own. The movement of money, goods, 

and services is organized along paths of such low visibility that 

description and analysis defy any but the most careful scrutiny. 

Therefore, opportunities for criminal exploitation are numerous. 

Under such condi tions l,t must be expected that many people will 

often find it difficultm be honest, and that some people will 

make a career out of dishonesty. 

These two points should ,not be construed to mean that we 

think individual motivations play no part in criminal activity 

and that all professional crime is due to social situational 

factors. On. the contrary, we feel that individual motivations 
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are important and trat a radical solution to the crime problem 

will eventually have to go to this root of the problem. It is 

no secret, however, that no one has yet approached this kind of 

solution, and it is because we are aware that we have not reached 

this level of knowledge either that we have turned our attention 

to more immediate, and we think more attainable, go~lsQ It is 

with this view in mind that we make our first two recommendations. 

The Role of Regulatory Agencies~ One way to prevent some 

professional crime" it seems to us, would be to revise the mandate 

to regulatory agencies, both federal and local, so that these 

agencies would assume a greater role in removing situations that 

are now exploited by professional criminalso This would seem 

especially appropriate with respect to those types of criminal 

offenses that are so deeply embedded in ordinary business practice 

that they go almost unnoticed both by law enforcement agencies and 

by victims, either because the crimes have involved the manipu­

lation of credit ~esources in ways that make the violation of 

trust appear to be ordinary .. losses or because the crimes have 

mis~epresented the nature of contractual obligations in such a 

way that the blame is shifted to naive victims. While robbery 

and theft are distinctly at variance with the normal and socially 

sanctioned ways of acquiring what one wishes to have, the prac­

tices to which we now direct attention are perpetrated i. a manner 

~hat makes them appear as if what has happened might 'have happened 

for reasons other than· criminal intent. That is, they are very 

much like ordinary business practice. 
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Two examples might clarify what we are talking aboutu 

(I)A used-car deal~acquires an inventory. He obtains loans on 

his purchases from a lending institutionu The amount of the 

lent money is based on an estimated standard value of used auto-

mobiles" The assumption is that the actual purchase prices will 

cluster around the standard es~imateso Now, the purveyor buys 

only cars that are far below the estimate without mU2h concern 

for whether they are marketableo His indebtedness to the lender 

grows to be far in excess of the vnlue of his inventory and after 

some time he settles with the lender, after realizing a sizeable 

profit himself, and the whole thing has the appearance of merely 

bad business. (2) A contractor offers to do some work on a homeo 

The price for the services will be paid off on an installment 

plano The buyer is generally not aware that the indebtedness 

will be transferred to a lending institution and that it involves 

a deed of trust on the property~ The contractor, after he obtains 

the money from the lender, does a job that is by far inferior to 

what was promised and the borrower is stuck with the mortgage. 

Again, it may appear tO'be merely a matter of poor craftsmanship 

on the part of the contractor and i mprovidenre on tIle par-c nf 

the victim. l 

Clearly such schemes admit the possibility of endless vari-

ations and they present a virtually intractable problem for the 

police. Even the district attorney~ when such practices come to 

IWe must make it clear that in these cases we are not talk­
ing about "sharp" business practices but about deliberately 
conspired fraud that eludes control. As we have noted, however, 
the two often blend almost imperceptibly into each othero 



• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

-92-

his attention, is more often than not powerless and can usually 

do little more than use informal pressures in arbitrating between 

the exploiter and the victim in the interest of affording the lat­

ter some hope for reduction of his losso We have been told by 

police officials and prosecutors~ some of whom we have found to 

be very knowledgeable in the area, that a much greater measure 

of control could be exercised in thesG areas by regulatory agen­

cies and boardsu We concur with this jUdgment· and suggest that 

the role of regulatory agencies in preventing this kind of pro­

fessional crime be explored in much greater depth with a view 

toward extending the mandate of these agenciesu 

There are other areas in the relationship of professional 

criminals to commerce that also deserve scrutiny and could be 

managed by regulatory agencies so as to reduce the sphere of 

criminal opportunitiesQ One of ~he~e ib lh8 use of legitimate 

business to dispose of stolen goods or to serve as fronts for 

"legitimizing" illegally gained capitaL The role of legiti­

mate businesses as outlets for stolen goods is fairly obvious 

and, it seems to us, might b~ curtailed through more car~fully 

desighed and stringently enforced regulatoiy practices. The 

second practice is not so obvious but might be illustrated by 

the following account that we heard; A successful professional 

criminal desires to "legitimate" his illegal earnings by funnel­

ling them into a legitimate business. Since the booksaf anyone 

business might be subjected to close scrutiny and his practice 

discovered, the criminal buys up a number of businesses that 

have different reporting procedures and times of the year when 
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reports must be filedo By complex transfers of funds from one 

business to anot~er, the infusion of illegally acquired capital 

is successfully disguised. 

We would also like to see, with a view to how regulatory 

agencies might be of service, a closer examination of the rela-

tionship between modern merchandising practices and such often 

professional offenses as shopJifting and till-tapping. Another 

obvious area of interest is check-passing and the illegal use of 

credit cards. Our view is not that self-service, the cash regis-

ter, checks, and credit cards should be eliminated because they 

lend themselves to criminal exploitation, but that we should 

learn something from the ways they are exploited to make them 

less vulnerable. (The precedent for this approach ~s given in 

the lessons manufacturers of safes have learned from the opera-

tions of safecrackers.) At present, business seems to have 

settled pretty much for absorbing losses and employs only the 

most conventional policing methods? with very little interest 

being paid to how to' make illegal exploitation difficult. 

Professional criminals always remind everyone who talks to 

them of the great ease of stealing and swi.ndling. In this they 

point in part to the gullibility of individuals and to the fact 

that many of their victims have larceny in their own hearts. We 

are not addressing our present comments to the ability of indi­

viduals to protect their interests from criminal exploitation, 

but we direct attention to the possibi.li ty that rationa,lly 
~ , , . 

organized systems of activities are unwittingly structuredin 

favor of criminal exploitation. While we recognize that a 
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sear.'ch :for inc:ox.'x:upti hJ 0 bus i. ness method s is c3. va i.n undertaking 1 

we do propose that banks, credit card firms~ and retail estab-

lishments have certain duties to perform in preventing crimea 

.~ They should make it more difficult for fraud to impersonate the 
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appearances of real service, they should avoid being victimized 

themselves, and they should not serve as cutlets for stolen goods. 

The weaknesses in business practices) like the ones we have 

been describing, are evidently almost beyond ·the powers of present 

law enforcement agencies to prevento Not only are such practices 

outside the usual Hcasel! approach of the police and district 

attorneys that we talked about, but these agencies have neither 

the scope nor the manpower to successfully move into these areas 

of crime prevention. It is for these reasons that we suggest 

that this area of control be delegated to regulatory agencies 

which, because of their greater 3pecic3.l~~ativn and more techni-

cally trained staffs, have already developed a sound basis for 

this kind of law enforcement function. 

If such agencies were to take on these activities, it is 

obvious that they would need increased financial support a In 

some cases their mandate and powers might also have to be broad-

ened? but it should be pointed out that no radical departures 

from present practices would be required, and in many cases 

additional legislation would prooably not be necessaryc Essen-

tially, what we are asking for is a more rigorous and systematic 

application of means that are already available to these agencies, 

but which have not been used) for one reason or another, to their 

full potential. 
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Control 

Police Organization. Our first recommendation in the area of 

control relates to lawl enforcement in the narrowest sense, that 

is, to the police. As we have noted~ police departments have 

evolved a form of organization which, with respect to the acti­

vities of professional criminals, is, curiouslY7 both overspe­

cialized and underspecializedc The organization is overspecial­

ized in the sense that police departments are divided into 

special details by type of crime and geographical area, and they 

are underspecialized to the extent that they have not evolved 

special units to deal specifically with professional criminalso 

We do not urge that police departments become less specializedo 

Instead, we urge that they modify their present form of organiza­

tion so as to take better advantage of specializationo To do 

this, it seems to us, two things are requircdo 

First, polic~ departments should establish special details 

to handle professional criminals that are person-, rather than 

"case"-oriented and which have no geographic restrictions other 

than the overall jurisdiction of the department"o Since profes­

si-onal criminals do not tend to specialize in one kind of crime, 
I 

nor, necessarily do they commit their crimes in only one part of 

the city, this kind of detail could keep much better track of 

professional criminals than anyone detail in the police depart­

ments as they are now constitutedo l 

lChicago has organized a special unit to handle profes­
sional criminals which, at present, seems to be doing an 
effective job. It should be watched carefullyo 
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Secondly, we would like to see police departments establish 

effective intelligence mechanisms that can take advantage of the 

wealth of information that specialized details gather but which 

never gets communicated from detail to detail, or even from detec­

tive to detective. Wit~out the development of such coordinating 

mechanisms, many of the advantages gained by specialization are 

lost. Not only ar~ the vdrious speci21ized units denied infor­

mation from other units, but there is no unit in the organization 

that can effectively discern and evaluate the overall picture and 

establish law enforcement priorities. We recommend that local 

police departments be encouraged to develop such coordinating 

units, at least on an experimental basiso 

There are some problems inherent in our recommendations 

about revisions in police organization, and it is for this reason 

that we suggest that they be approached on a trial basiso Our 

first suggestion, the establishment of special details that could 

follow the careers of professional criminals, runs the risk of 

establishing an agency within the police department that could 

tend to perpetuate professional crime si~ply by identifying 

certain people as professional criminals and thus making it 

more difficult than it already is for them to lead legitimate 

lives should they choose to~ We see this as a distinct problem, 

but we must note that j.t is already 'hard for these criminals 

to leave the profession should they choose to. Therefore, what 

this kind of a unit mi~ht lose in terms of making it difficult 

for professional criminals to reform would probably be offset 

by making professional crime less attractive in the first place. 



I. 

.. 

• 

• 

• 

• 
• 

• 

• 

The greater the risks of capture and imprisonment y we suggest, 

the less appealing crime will be as a profession for many people. 

Crime C,9mmissions ~ One type of organization that might 

serve as the nexus for the professionalization of police, and 

which could play other positive roles in the control of profes­

sional criminals, would be permanent nation~l and r~~ional crime 
, 

commissions. In much the same way that the national institutes 

of health have aided in the professionalization of doctors, a 

permanent national crime commission would foster the profession­

alization of law,enforcement agents. In addition, such an agency 

could provide a measure of coordination among and between federal 

and local law enforcement agencies which is generally lacking 

at presentu 

A permanent national crime commission could not do the 

entire job, however, as certain law enforcement problems are 

regional in characteru Therefore, it seems to us, there also 

should be regional crime commissions that could serve to estab­

lish local law enforcement priorities~ facilitate cooperation 

between local law enforcement agencies and goyernmental juris-

dictions, and review local law enforcement procedures. 

The exact form that these national and regional crime com­

missions should take is very difficult to foresee at this time, 

and a great amount of experimentation would undoubtedly have to 

ensue before the most workable procedures could be arrived at. 

A number of temporary 'crime commissions, including the one for 

which this report is being prepared, have already come into 

existence. We heard very much, for example, of a local crime 
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commission that was set up in Atlanta shortly before we conducted 

our study there" and from all reports it was viewed locally as 

having served an important function in redirecting law enforce­

ment priorities in that citya We have not, however, heard of any 

permanent crime commissions I and it is the permanence of these 

agencies that we feel would be most important. 

Such permanent agencies would be very impor~ant in combatting 

professional crimeo This is true for two reasons. First of all, 

professional criminals are an extremely adaptable group and are 

very quick to take advantage of new criminal opportunities. Since 

criminal opportunities seem to change rather rapidly in our soci­

ety, professional criminals often seem to be about two jumps 

ahead-of law enforcement. A permanent crime commission, it seems 

to us, which has the responsibility of surveying these criminal 

opportunit~es, (something that is genera11 y n0t within the mandate 

of present :aw enforcement agencies) could spot the changes as 

they are emerging and could redirect the efforts of law enforce­

ment agencies to counteract the emerging situation. Permanent 

crjm~ commissions could also serve to control the activities of 
. -

professional criminals by bridging the gap that now exists 

hetween different law enforcement agencies operating in differ­

ent legal jurisdictionsu As things now stand, we find that pro­

fessional criminals take full advantage of any lack of communica-

tion between these agenciesu 

The Administratio~f Justice: Since our study did not 

encompass the operatio~s of the courts or of corrections we will 

refrain from commenting on their deterrent effectiveness. Aside, 
I 
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however, from the question of whether they deter or not y they 

do produce certain side effects that we wish to discusso In 

our interviews with professional criminals, we have learned that 

it is a moot question whether having been caught and punished 

had the effect of teaching them a lesson 1 .but they almost invar­

iably say that having been caught and punished leaves them with 

a criminal record that in itself serves tci keep t~em from going 

straight. Of course, it is not impossible for an ex-convict to 

lead an honest life, and we realize this, but the point to be 

made is that most professional criminals think it is impossible. 

Ther ....... fore, we feel that serious attention should be given 

not only to the negative measures that make crime unattractive 

but also to the development of positive measures that would make 

law-abiding pursuits available and attractive to ex-convicts. 

Since this would most certainly involve changes in public atti­

tudes, it would seem reasonable to suggest that government sh.ould 

take the lead in hiring those with criminal records. While this 

would entail ris~s, it would also furnish society with an oppor­

tunity to restore its faith in a man, and maybe more importantly, 

give the man an opportunity to recover his faith in society. 

There is one more side-effect of the present administration 

of justice that particularly affects the control of professional 

criminalsu The presegt-day structure of litigation in our courts 

encourages offenders to incur debts that they can discharge only 

by committing more crimes~ (We refer to the costs of bail and 

defense. ) Though it-would be going too fa.1=" to say that lawyers 

and bailbondsmen obtain postponements and releases for their 

... 

" -.,~ 

.'" I 
~ '; 

I. r. 
(:1 f~"~ 
> I 
!::. 

• 

• 

• 

• 

- ..1..lJ I • 

clients to afford their clients opportunity to continue their 

illegal affairs (al though we did hear of some cases in which this 

did occur and even of some lawyers who accepted stolen goods in 

payment of legal fees)~ the fact remains that this is the way in 

which professional criminals ~n fact cover their feesv All this 

is no secret, bul it seems incongruous that our principal mechart­

ism for controlling crime should allow the creation of pressures 

toward more crimea 

In sum, we propose a very particular argument about the 

administration of justice. While it is obviously oriented toward 

deterrence~ it creates, in the course of its operations, certain 

situations that enhance the likelihood that crimes will be com­

mitted. The first step in any preventiY'e program, however 7 must 

consist of eliminating all of those situations that favor the 

chances of the thing that is to be prevenLed i~om occurring. Since 

both of the problems that we have noted occur incidentally, or 

as an .unintended consequence of the pursuit of the larger ob­

jectives of crime control, we can recommend their eradication 

without having to deal with the administration of justice as sucho 

They are simply suggestions of how the administration of justice 

could better meet its stated objectives. 

We realize that these problems arc somewhat beyond the scope 

of our report and have serious implicutions for ~he total pro­

cesses of justice. Therefore, we make no specific suggestions 

as to how the problems should be eliminated. Since the problems 

do bear directly, and, m~ybe even particularly, on the control of 

professional criminals, however, we feel compelled to argue in 

favor of giving the problems serious attentiorto 
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In Conclusion 

As a final no+:'e I we would like to summarize some of our 

general findings about professional criminals todaya We have 

found that the b:adi tional concept of the itprofessional crim-

inal" does not fit the vast majority of persons who engage in 

illegal pursuits as a way of making a livingo For professional 

criminals today, crime is not S0 much a craft as it is, at best, 

a semi-skilled occupation" Most professional criminals know a 

bit about stealing, robbing~ and swindling, but they are not 

really experts in any of these activitiesu Nor, generally, do 

they -organize their criminal activities around one of these 

pursuits to the exclusion of othersQ And) instead of resolutely 

and carefully planning ahead, they tend to be in constant search 

of opportunities to "make a buck" in whatever way possibleo 

The lack of well-developed skills~ the relative absence of 

specialization and of medium to long range planning does not mean, 

however, that modern professional criminals are wholly without 

organizationu A ~etwork of relations does exist, and is kept 

alive in the bars and similar establishments, which permits pro-

fessional criminals to le.:l.rn about recent and impending "action," 

to check each other's "reps," to recruit accomplices, and to 

hatch -their sometimes lucrative schemesu To be sure, this is a 

loose organization, but it appears to offer suffi~ient support 

and orientation for professional criminals to flourisho Without 

this network most professional criminals would be severely handi­

capped. 

Contrary to the often encountered suggestion about the 

, -
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internal ethic of the collective of professional criminals, we 

have found that the relations between the members are, more often 

than not~ reciprocally predatory. Our materials indicate that 

thieves do steal from thieves whenever possible and that profes­

sional criminals are inclined to pass up no opportunities even 

if it means exploiting one of their fellows. 

We must add an important qualification to this descriptiono 

Though we maintain that it renders a faithful picture of the vast 

majority of what we have called professional criminals, there are 

in the large metropolitan centers of ~ur country elite cadres of 

operators to whom the description does not fully applyo These 

elite professional criminals are not numerous, but undoubtedly 

they are more important than their small numbers suggesto They 

too, however" do not commi t crimes in a strictly "professional" 

manner but rather as a business enterp.l'ise" In a sense, they are 

the big-time, all-purpose crime brokerso They differ from syndi­

cated crime mainly in that they do not have a strong, ongoing 

corporate structureo At times some of them are directly involved 

in the same kinds of activities that characterize the profGssional 

criminals we just described, only they do it on a much larger 

scaleo At other times, however~ some of these big-time operators, 

the "\1ise-guys," are involved in exploiting thE: lesser profes­

sioned criminals (to whom they sometimes refer as llmeat-balls"). 

They often have legitimate fronts and, ties with legitimate enter­

prises which afford them further criroimal opportunities. 

In sum, we have f~und professional crime to be a problem 

that warrants serious attention but not a problem that warrants 



-103-

a crash programo We have found that professional criminals are 

an industrious and versatile group, but not a group that possesses 

techniques th~t should be beyond the means of law enforcement 

agencies to hand1eo While we see no immediate means for com-

p1ete1y eliminating ~h0 problem, we see a number of ways in which 

• the problem could be mitigated.. first~ by 81iminating~ wherever • 
possible, those elements in our social str 1lc-:'ure which are most 

easily exploited by professional crimina1s j and second j by 

• reorganizing existing law enforcement practices so they can • 
exert a unified attack on professional criminals~ 
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