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Résumé de thèse
Crime trends in Western European countries:
Short and long-term analyses, and explanations derived from opportunity-based theories
Thèse de doctorat en criminologie
Antonia Linde
Cette thèse est présentée sous la forme de sept articles scientifiques publiés dans des revues
à comité de lecture ainsi que d’un rapport de synthèse de leurs principales conclusions (art.
47.1 du règlement ESC). Six des articles ont été écrits en anglais et un en français. Se plaçant
dans une optique de criminologie comparée, le doctorat s’intéresse aux tendances de la
criminalité à travers le temps et l'espace. Il adopte différentes perspectives, allant des
analyses empiriques des tendances dans plusieurs pays, ou dans un pays spécifique, à une
réflexion théorique sur les théories traditionnellement utilisées en criminologie comparée. Il
aborde également un large éventail de questions méthodologiques qui sont inhérentes à ce
genre d'études.
Les articles tentent de répondre à plusieurs questions de recherche qui découlent
principalement du premier article publié —que nous appellerons ci-après l’article de fond—
et qui cherchait à savoir s’il y avait eu une diminution de la criminalité en Europe occidentale ?
(Aebi et Linde, 2010). D'après les conclusions de cet article, il n'y avait pas eu de diminution
généralisée de la criminalité en Europe entre 1990 et 2007, car les infractions avec violence
non-létale et les infractions en matière de stupéfiantes avaient augmenté, même si les
homicides et les délits contre les biens avaient diminué. L'article était basé sur des données
tirées de statistiques policières et d'enquêtes de victimisation, de sorte qu’il a semblé logique
d'élargir la gamme des indicateurs de criminalité utilisés dans l'analyse afin de déterminer s'ils
présentaient des tendances similaires ou différentes de celles déjà constatées.
Cette question a été abordée dans deux articles. Le premier a utilisé des statistiques judiciaires
en tant qu’indicateur des tendances de la criminalité en Europe de 1990 à 2006 (Aebi et Linde,
2012) et il a corroboré les conclusions de l'article de fond à travers une analyse de l’évolution
des taux de personnes condamnées pour des infractions pénales. Le deuxième article s’est
intéressé à la relation entre les taux d’emprisonnement et de criminalité en Europe
occidentale (Aebi, Linde & Delgrande, 2015) et a mis en évidence la convergence dans les
tendances montrées par les statistiques policières, judiciaires et pénitentiaires.
Les tendances des homicides ont été analysées séparément dans un article qui a étendu la
période d’étude à un demi-siècle (Aebi et Linde, 2014). Il couvre la période 1960-2010 dans
15 pays d’Europe occidentale et propose d’expliquer l'augmentation des taux d'homicides
jusqu'au début des années 1990, de même que leur diminution postérieure, en utilisant la
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théorie du style de vie et en mettant l’accent sur le rôle des améliorations observées dans les
systèmes de santé ainsi que sur la numérisation de la société
Le rôle du premier de ces facteurs a été testé dans un article qui analyse les progrès dans la
technologie et les ressources médicales en Allemagne entre 1977 et 2011 (Linde, 2017) et
montre la manière dont ils ont contribué à la diminution du nombre de victimes d'homicide.
L’article illustre également l'interaction entre les concepts d'homicide consommé, tentative
d'homicide et lésions graves dans les statistiques criminelles.
Le rôle de la numérisation sur les styles de vie et de manière conséquente sur les tendances
de la criminalité — y compris à travers la montée de la cybercriminalité — avait déjà été
souligné dans le modèle explicatif proposé dans l'article de fond. Cependant, la
transformation de la société par la numérisation est telle qu'un article spécifique a été écrit
pour mesurer son impact sur le champ d'étude de ce doctorat : La criminologie comparée à
l’heure de la société numérique - Les théories traditionnelles peuvent-elles expliquer les
tendances de la cyber délinquance ? (Linde et Aebi, 2020). Cet article, publié en français, arrive
à la conclusion que la numérisation entraîne un changement de paradigme qui exige une
adaptation des unités d’observation utilisées dans les recherches, des délits étudiés et des
instruments utilisés pour mesurer la délinquance, ainsi qu’une remise en question des
théories traditionnelles en criminologie comparée, dont certaines semblent obsolètes
(perspectives de la Modernisation et du Système monde) et d’autres doivent impérativement
être mises à jour (théories des Opportunités et du Processus de civilisation).
L'article de fond de ce doctorat avait également souligné l’importance d’analyser en détail les
homicides commis envers des femmes au moment d’analyser les tendances de la criminalité
en Europe occidentale, où les femmes représentent un tiers ou plus du total des victimes
d'homicide. Afin de répondre à cette question, nous avons récolté des données sur les femmes
victimes d’homicide en Espagne durant plus d'un siècle afin de rédiger un article sur les
tendances observées entre 1910 et 2014 (Linde, 2019). Cet article teste certaines des
hypothèses classiques proposées par Veli Verkko dans les années 1950 et, sur la base d'une
analyse de séries chronologiques multivariée, arrive à la conclusion que les tendances
observées peuvent être expliquées sans faire appel à une explication inspirée par les études
genre.
Les articles inclus dans ce doctorat donnent une place de choix aux problèmes
méthodologiques liés à la recherche comparative en criminologie. Ils présentent également
les limites des résultats obtenus et suggèrent des pistes de recherches futures.
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Abstract
Crime trends in Western European countries:
Short and long-term analyses, and explanations derived from opportunity-based theories
Ph.D. Dissertation in Criminology
Antonia Linde
This PhD is presented in the form of seven scientific articles published in peer-reviewed
journals, and a summary report of their main findings (art. 47.1 of the ESC Regulations). Six of
the articles are written in English and one in French. From a comparative criminology
perspective, the Ph.D. focuses on the study of crime trends across time and space. It adopts
different perspectives, ranging from the empirical analyses of trends in several countries or in
a specific one to a theoretical reflexion on the theories usually applied in comparative
criminology. It also covers a wide range of methodological issues related to this kind of studies.
The articles try to answer several research questions, which are mainly derived from the
leading article, entitled Is there a crime drop in Western Europe? (Aebi & Linde, 2010).
According to the findings of that article, there had been no general crime drop in Europe from
1990 to 2007, because non-lethal violent offences and drug offences were increasing even if
homicide and property offences were decreasing. As the article was based on data from police
statistics and victimization surveys, it seemed logical to extend the range of crime indicators
used in the analysis in order to establish whether they showed similar or dissimilar trends to
those already found.
This issue was addressed in two articles. The first one, entitled Conviction statistics as an
indicator of crime trends in Europe from 1990 to 2006 (Aebi & Linde, 2012), corroborated the
findings of the leading article through an analysis of trends in the rates of persons convicted
for criminal offences. The second one, entitled Is there a relationship between imprisonment
and crime in Western Europe? (Aebi, Linde & Delgrande, 2015), pointed in the same direction
by highlighting the convergence in the trends shown by police, conviction and prison
statistics.
Trends in homicide were analyzed separately in an article that extended the period under
study to half a century: The persistence of lifestyles: Rates and correlates of homicide in
Western Europe from 1960 to 2010 (Aebi & Linde, 2014). The article explained the increase of
homicide rates until the early 1990s, and their subsequent decrease, using life-style theory
and putting special emphasis on the role of improvements in medical health care and the rise
of digitalization.
The role of the first of these factors was tested in the article The impact of improvements in
medical care resources on homicide trends: The case of Germany (1977–2011) (Linde, 2017).
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The article showed that the improvements in health care and medical technology that took
place since the second half of the 20th century contributed to a decrease in the number of
homicide victims in Germany, and it also shed light on the interaction between the concepts
of completed homicide, attempted homicide, and aggravated assault in criminal statistics.
The role of digitalization on lifestyles and, as a consequence, on crime trends —including the
rise of cybercrime— had already been stressed in the explanatory model proposed in the
leading article. However, the transformation of society through digitalization is such that a
specific article was written to measure its impact on the field of study of the Ph.D.:
Comparative criminology in the era of the digital society: Can traditional theories explain
trends in cyber-delinquency? (Linde & Aebi, 2020). This article, published in French, concludes
that the digitalization of society involves a paradigm shift that requires introducing several
changes when conducting research in comparative criminology. In particular, it demands an
adaptation of the units of observation, the offences studied, and the instruments used to
measure delinquency. This represents a major challenge for the current theoretical
approaches, some of which seem obsolete (Modernization and World-System), while the rest
(Civilization and Opportunity) must be imperatively updated.
The leading article of this Ph.D. also pointed out the relevance of the study of female homicide
victimization when studying crime trends in Western Europe, where females usually represent
one third or more of the total victims of homicide. In order to answer this question, we
collected data on female homicide victimization in Spain for more than one century to write
the article Trends in female homicide victimization in Spain from 1910 to 2014 (Linde, 2019).
This article tested some of the classic hypotheses proposed by Veli Verkko in the 1950s and,
on the basis of a multivariate time series analysis, concluded that the trends observed can be
explained using a gender-insensitive approach.
The articles included in this Ph.D. put a strong emphasis on the methodological issues involved
in comparative research in the field of criminology. They also address the limitations of the
findings and suggest avenues for future research.
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1. Introduction
According to article 47 of the Regulations of the School of Criminal Sciences (Règlement de
l'École des sciences criminelles, ESC) of the University of Lausanne of 17 September 2019,
the candidate to a Ph.D. must present a manuscript describing her research. That manuscript
can consist in a summary report (travail de synthèse) of articles published in peer-reviewed
journals, accompanied by these articles. In the framework of my candidature to a Ph.D. in
Criminology delivered by the School of Criminal Sciences, this document constitutes my
Ph.D. dissertation summary report.
Having decided in accordance with my Ph.D. Director, Prof. Marcelo Aebi, to write my Ph.D.
in the form of scientific articles published in peer-reviewed journals (art. 47.1 of the ESC
Regulations), I present hereafter, in chronological order, the seven articles proposed for
obtaining my Ph.D. in Criminology.
Aebi M.F. & Linde A. (2010). Is There a Crime Drop in Western Europe? European
Journal on Criminal Policy and Research, 16(4): 251-277. DOI: 10.1007/s10610010-9130-y.
Aebi M.F. & Linde A. (2012). Conviction Statistics as an Indicator of Crime Trends
in Europe from 1990 to 2006. European Journal on Criminal Policy and Research,
18(1): 103-144. DOI: 10.1007/s10610-011-9166-7.
Aebi M.F. & Linde A. (2014). The persistence of lifestyles: Rates and correlates of
homicide in Western Europe from 1960 to 2010. European Journal of Criminology,
11(5): 552-577. DOI: 10.1177/1477370814541178.
Aebi, M.F., Linde, A. & Delgrande, N. (2015). Is There a Relationship Between
Imprisonment and Crime in Western Europe? European Journal on Criminal Policy
and Research, 21(3): 425-446. DOI: 10.1007/s10610-015-9274-x.
Linde, A. (2018). The Impact of Improvements in Medical Care Resources on
Homicide Trends: The Case of Germany (1977–2011). European Journal on
Criminal Policy and Research, 24(1): 99-119. Published online on 5 April 2017. DOI
10.1007/s10610-017-9340-7.
4

Linde, A. (2019). Female homicide victimization in Spain from 1910 to 2014: The
price of equality? European Journal on Criminal Policy and Research. Published
online on 12 December 2019. DOI: https://doi.org/10.1007/s10610-019-09427-1.
Linde, A. & Aebi, M.F. (2020). La criminologie comparée à l’heure de la société
numérique : Les théories traditionnelles peuvent-elles expliquer les tendances de la
cyberdélinquance? Accepted for publication in Revue internationale de criminologie
et de police technique et scientifique on 23 February 2020.
This Ph.D. summary report is organized as follows. Sections 2 to 7 present the articles
summarizing their main methodology and findings, as well as the way in which they are
related. Section 8 presents the hypothesis tested in those articles. This is followed by a section
that presents their limitations putting the accent on the methodological aspects that
systematically haunt international comparisons of crime and criminal justice indicators.
Section 10 explains my personal contribution to the articles written in collaboration as well
as the fieldwork conducted to collect the data and create the databases used in the articles
published as sole author. Section 11 presents a description of the journals in which the articles
were published, and Section 12 gives an overview of the impact of these articles, measured
through the quotations they have received until now. Finally, the annex includes all the
publications in the field of crime trends published since I enrolled as a Ph.D. candidate.

2. The leading article: Is there a crime drop in Western Europe? (Aebi & Linde, 2010)
In 2010, the publication of an article entitled “Is there a crime drop in Western Europe?”
(Aebi & Linde, 2010) settled the framework for this Ph.D. dissertation. This question had
been raised a few months before by Tonry (2010) through the Newsletter of the European
Society of Criminology. The article analyzed crime trends in a cluster of 14 Western
European countries from 1989/1990 to 2005/2007 according to police statistics (for seven
offences) and victimization surveys (for five offences). Data were taken from the four first
editions of the European Sourcebook of Crime and Criminal Justice Statistics (CoE, 1999;
Killias et al., 2003; Aebi et al., 2006, 2010) and the first five waves of the International
Crime Victim Survey - ICVS (van Dijk et al., 2007).
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The article concluded that there was no general crime drop in Europe. In particular, there
was a decrease of property offences and homicide that started in the mid-1990s, but the rest
of violent offences, as well as drug offences, had been increasing during the same period.
This evolution was confirmed both by victimization surveys and police statistics, the latter
usually anticipating the changes in the trends. This finding raised a first research question for
future studies: Do alternative measures of crime show trends that are similar to the ones
found with police statistics and victimization surveys? This question was addressed in
subsequent articles (see Aebi & Linde, 2012, 2015, presented in Sections 3.1 and 3.2 of this
report)
In the specific case of homicide, the article concluded that it followed the same trend as
property offences, registering peaks from 1991 to 1993 and following then a curvilinear but
overall constant decrease. The decrease in the total intentional homicide rate (including
attempts) was somewhat lower than the one observed for completed homicide. This finding
suggested a slight decrease in the lethality of the assaults, which could be partially explained
by improvements in the quality of health services, in the sense that medical technology was
helping more victims to survive a potential lethal attack. Thus, a second question for future
research was formulated: Is it possible to find reliable indicators of improvements in the
quality of health services and their influence on the lethality of the attacks? This question
was addressed in a subsequent article (see Linde, 2017, presented in Section 5 of this report).
The article also concluded that the contradictory evolution of offences in Europe falsified the
explanations of delinquency proposed by most criminological theories as well as the specific
explanations suggested for the evolution of crime in the United States (see e.g. Blumstein &
Wallman, 2006; Levitt, 2004; Zimring, 2007). The reason was that these approaches
suggested factors (increases in the number of police officers, increased use of imprisonment,
legalization of abortion, etc.) that had an impact on all offences and not a differential impact
according to the type of offence. In order to explain Western European trends, the article
proposed a multifactor model inspired by Opportunity-based theories (see e.g. Cohen &
Felson, 1979; Hindelang et al., 1978). That model was among the first ones to put the accent
on the major changes in the lifestyle of the younger European generations produced by the
development of the internet. The latter had an influence on the distribution of youths’ free
time. Youths who have unlimited access to the internet spend more time at home –and are
more exposed to the risk of engaging in computer related offences, which had been increasing
6

constantly from 1990 to 2007–, while those who have limited access to the Web spend more
time in the streets and are differentially exposed to the risk of engaging in conventional
delinquency. However, as the increase in security measures and private security had reduced
the opportunities to commit property crimes, such risk exposition had had an influence
mainly on violent and drug related offences. This explanation raised two additional research
questions for future research: Which is the influence of lifestyle changes on trends in serious
crimes like homicide? and Can the traditional theories used in comparative criminology
explain trends in cyber-delinquency? These questions were addressed in subsequent articles
(see Aebi & Linde, 2014, presented in Section 4 of this report, and Linde & Aebi, 2020,
presented in Section 7 of this report).
Finally, the article highlighted that it was difficult to predict the future evolution of offences
but drew attention to the importance of female homicide victimization in that kind of
predictions. The resulting questions for future research were: Which has been the evolution
of female homicide victimization, how can this evolution be explained, and which is the
influence of female homicide victimization on the general homicide trend? These questions
were addressed in a subsequent article (see Linde, 2019, presented in Section 6 of this report).
The above-mentioned research questions and the articles that try to answer them are
presented in the following sections of this report.

3. Do alternative measures of crime show trends that are similar to the ones found with
police statistics and victimization surveys?
This research question was addressed in two articles. The first one analyzed trends according
to conviction statistics and the second one included prison statistics as a fourth alternative
measure of crime. Both articles are presented in the next subsections of this report.

3.1 Conviction Statistics as an Indicator of Crime Trends in Europe from 1990 to 2006
(Aebi & Linde, 2012b)
The article entitled “Conviction Statistics as an Indicator of Crime Trends in Europe from
1990 to 2006” was published in 2012, and studied trends in persons convicted for six offences
in up to 26 European countries with data from the first four editions of the European
Sourcebook of Crime and Criminal Justice Statistics (Aebi & Linde, 2012b). Trends were
7

established for the whole Europe as well as for a cluster of Western European countries and
a cluster of Central and Eastern European countries. The analyses showed similarities
between both regions of Europe at the beginning and at the end of the period under study
together with some dissimilarities in the middle of it. Thus, in both regions of Europe there
had been a general increase of the rate of persons convicted in the early 1990s and, during
the 2000s, a certain stability of the rates of persons convicted for intentional homicides,
accompanied by a general decrease of the rate of persons convicted for property offences,
and an increase of the rate of those convicted for drug offences. The latter took place together
with an increase of the rate of persons convicted for non-lethal violent offences, which only
reached some stability by the mid-2000s. Hence, the article corroborated the main results
found in the leading article of this Ph.D. (Aebi & Linde, 2010). There was no general crime
drop in Europe, and the multifactor model proposed to explain trends in Western Europe
from 1990 to 2006 remained pertinent.
The article also treated, using data from the ICVS, the hypothesis of an artificial increase of
non-lethal violent offences provoked by a reduced tolerance of violence in European
societies, which would lead citizens to report such offences more frequently. The empirical
data did not corroborate that hypothesis because reporting rates of assault and robberies had
remained stable in Western Europe from 1988 to 2004, and had increased only slightly in
Estonia and Poland. However, it cannot be excluded that such factor could explain a part of
the increase observed in non-lethal violent offences, even if its influence cannot be clearly
measured through the available measures of crime (Tonry, 2014).
The article presents the particularity of including a comprehensive theoretical part in which
we traced the history of conviction statistics since they started to be published, in the first
half of the 19th Century, and we summarized the discussions on their validity and reliability.
In particular, we traced the debate that took place in the 1920s and 1930s between researchers
that considered that conviction statistics were a better measure of delinquency than police
statistics, and those who thought otherwise. Following that debate, in 1930, the United States
chose police statistics to develop the Uniform Crime Report and, in 1954, Interpol started
publishing international police statistics. As a consequence, police statistics immediately
became the main measure for the analysis of crime rates and trends. This section of the article
led the editor of the Encyclopedia of Quality of Life and Well-Being Research (12 volumes)
to ask us to write an entry for the encyclopedia on the topic of conviction statistics as
8

measures of crime, which was published in 2014 (Aebi and Linde, 2014a) and will be updated
in 2021.
The article concluded that conviction statistics could be used as a relatively valid indicator
of crime trends in Europe. This conclusion was supported by another article, entitled “Crime
Trends in Western Europe according to Official Statistics from 1990 to 2007” (Aebi & Linde,
2012c), which is only mentioned briefly here as it is not included in the ones proposed in
order to obtain the Ph.D. in criminology because it was published in a book. In that article,
we compared crime trends for 6 types of crime in up to 10 Western European countries, from
1990 to 2006-2007, according to official statistics on offences recorded by the police,
offenders known to the police —which had not been studied in the previous articles— and
persons convicted by the courts. The results showed an overall similarity in the trends
observed according to the three types of official statistics studied, with no major time gap
between the trends shown by each of them. The strong correlation between police statistics
on offences and on offenders known to the police implies that, as far as crime trends are
concerned, both measures yield similar results, even if the former constitutes a measure of
prevalence and the latter a measure of incidence. At the same time, the correlation between
conviction statistics and police statistics on offenders known to the police suggests that both
can be used as measures of recorded crime trends even if they refer to the prevalence of
delinquency in a given society.
Finally, the article also analyzed briefly the composition of European prison populations and
pointed out that the majority of the persons held in penitentiary institutions were serving
sentences for violent and drug offences. That observation led to the article presented in the
following section.

3.2. Is There a Relationship Between Imprisonment and Crime in Western Europe
(Aebi, Linde & Delgrande, 2015)
The article “Is There a Relationship Between Imprisonment and Crime in Western Europe?”,
co-authored with Prof. Aebi and Natalia Delgrande, was published in 2015 (Aebi, Linde &
Delgrande, 2015). This article analyzed and compared the evolution of police, conviction and
prison statistics using data from the Council of Europe Annual Penal Statistics, SPACE (see,
e.g. Aebi & Delgrande, 2012) and the European Sourcebook of Crime and Criminal Justice
Statistics.
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One of the particularities of this article is that it was written after the publication of the fifth
edition of the European Sourcebook (Aebi et al., 2014), which allowed extending the time
frame of the analysis until 2011 in the case of police statistics, and until 2010 in the case of
conviction statistics. The analysis of the trends allowed us to observe a decrease in non-lethal
violent offences since the second half of the first decade of the 2000s. Thus, we concluded
that the drop in such crimes observed in the United States and in some Western Englishspeaking nations (such as the United Kingdom, Australia and New Zealand) since the early
1990s could have been delayed in Western European continental countries and could have
started approximately fifteen years later.
The article included an analysis of the evolution of prison populations in a sample of up to
17 Western European countries from 1982 to 2011. The results showed that prison
populations rates (stock) rose constantly until 2005 and seemed relatively stable since then.
On the contrary, the annual flow of entries into penal institutions decreased almost
continuously since 1987. This apparent paradox can be explained by the fact that the average
length of detention had steadily increased during the whole period under study. In plain
words, less people were sent to prison each year, but they remained in prison for longer
periods of time. The upward trend in the average length of detention seemed related to the
development of tough on crime policies across Western Europe and to the increase in the rate
of prisoners serving sentences for drug offences and for non-lethal violent offences until the
mid-2000s. That increase was similar to the one observed in police and conviction statistics
for the same kind of offences and until the same years. Hence, the trends observed in the
composition of prison populations mirrored to a large extent the ones observed in police and
courts data.
The findings of this article falsified thus the hypothesis of total independence between crime
rates and prison population rates (see, for example, Newburn, 2007) and gave support to the
opposite hypothesis, which suggests that there is some relationship (Garland, 2013). In
particular, prison population rates seemed influenced by the evolution of the more serious
offences. Besides, the rise of imprisonment and punitiveness did not have any deterrent effect
on the rates of non-lethal violent crime and drug offences. This suggests that the deterrent
effect of imprisonment has been highly overestimated by some researchers (see, for example,
Levitt, 2004). At the same time, the findings suggest that criminological theories that place
10

property as the main cause of crime, like the version of critical criminology presented by
Taylor, Walton & Young (1975/2012: 33), had lost the empirical support they had in the
1970s. During that decade, persons imprisoned for property offences represented the majority
of the prison population of Western Europe, but in the 2010s they represented a minority.
Finally, the article also raised attention to the importance of historical research, pointing out
that studies covering periods of more than one century conducted in Belgium (Vanneste,
2001) and Italy (Melossi, 2001), have already found a link between trends in the most serious
offences and trends in imprisonment. This analysis led the editors of The Oxford Handbook
of the History of Crime and Criminal Justice to suggest us writing an article for it. The article
would analyze the available research on long-term trends in crime, paying special attention
to its historical development and the methodological challenges it involves, and presenting
its main findings and their possible interpretations. We accepted the challenge and, after a
peer-review process, the article was published under the title “Long-Term Trends in Crime:
Continuity and Change” (Aebi & Linde, 2016). This article is not included in the ones
proposed in order to obtain the Ph.D. in criminology because it was published in a book.
In sum, our research has shown that four different measures of crime yielded similar results
as far as crime trends were concerned as well as interesting differences in the evolution of
non-lethal violent offences and homicide. The next challenge was to put the emphasis on the
evolution of the latter, enlarging if possible the period covered by the analysis, and testing
the theoretical explanations that could explain such evolution. In particular, it seemed
relevant to test whether opportunity-based theories, which had inspired the multifactor model
proposed to explain crime trends in Western Europe (Aebi & Linde, 2010), were pertinent in
such context.

4. Which is the influence of changes in lifestyle on trends in serious crimes like
homicide? The persistence of lifestyles (Aebi & Linde, 2014b)
In order to answer the research question presented in the title of this section, we collected
and analyzed data on homicide, according to the World Health Organization (WHO)
mortality statistics, in 15 West European countries from 1960 to 2010. The results were
published in an article called “The persistence of lifestyles: Rates and correlates of homicide
in Western Europe from 1960 to 2010” (Aebi & Linde, 2014b).
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The results showed that homicide victimization increased in a linear way from the mid-1960s
to the early 1990s, and then decreased in the same way until 2010. The trends were
remarkably similar in the 15 countries included in the study. From a cross-sectional
perspective, the article used homicide data for 2010 to test some of the main variables
identified as predictors of homicide in the criminological literature. These predictors included
the percentage of the population aged 0–14, the percentage of that age group that were males,
the percentage of urban population, the average population density per square kilometer, the
unemployment rate, GDP per capita, the percentage of the population with postsecondary
education aged 25 and over, the HDI, infant deaths per 1000 live births, alcohol consumption,
and the Gini index. The results showed that none of these traditional demographic and
socioeconomic predictors of homicide is significantly correlated with the rates of homicide
in Western European countries. In order to test whether these predictors were correlated with
homicide in a longitudinal perspective, we selected three of them for which data were
available for the period 1960–2010: unemployment, GDP at current market prices per head
of population, and the percentage of the population aged 0–14. The results showed that they
were not related to trends in homicide over the same period. Thus, neither the levels nor the
trends in homicide in Western Europe can be predicted with the variables typically used by
criminologists.
The results also showed that persons aged 30-44 are overrepresented among victims of
homicide. This means that, on average, victims of homicide in Western Europe are generally
older than in other regions of the world, where victims belong mainly to the 15–29 age group.
At the same time, victimization surveys conducted in the region regularly show that the main
victims of assault are young men aged less than 30 (Van Dijk et al., 2007). This implies that
the profiles of victims of assault and homicide are different, and could partially explain the
different trends observed in the articles presented in the previous Sections of this report.
As far as gender is concerned, the results corroborated the pioneer research conducted by
Verkko (1951) in the sense that, from a merely numerical point of view, the overall rates and
trends in homicide in Western Europe are mainly driven by the number of male victims,
which have a greater weight than female victims in global measures of homicide. The work
of Verkko provided the framework for another of the articles included in this Ph.D. and
presented in section 6 of this report (Linde, 2019).
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Our analysis showed that from 1960 to 2010, victims of both genders and all group ages
followed the same trend, except in the case of infanticide, which decreased during the whole
period. This means that the overall homicide trend cannot be explained only by the evolution
of aggression between young men in public space, which seems to have been the main cause
of the decrease in homicide recorded from the 1850s to the 1950s (Eisner, 2008). On the
contrary, a holistic explanation of homicide trends in Western Europe after that period must
cover all age groups of the active population as well as both genders.
After analyzing the explanations provided by Civilization theory, the DurkheimianModernization perspective, the Marxian-World System perspective, and the EcologicalOpportunity perspective —which are developed in detail in the article presented in section 7
of this report (Linde & Aebi, 2020)—, the article suggested that such an explanation could
draw its inspiration from the theoretical framework provided by lifestyle theory (Hindelang
et al., 1978). In that perspective, the 1960s were undoubtedly a turning point in the way of
life of the Western European populations. In plain words, this turning point meant that, since
then, the population of the region started maintaining a lifestyle of singles until an older age.
Yet victimization surveys have shown that such a lifestyle, which implies going out more
often, increases the risk of victimization (Van Dijk et al., 2007; Hindelang et al., 1978). As
a consequence, contact offences such as homicide and assault started showing an upward
trend since the 1960s.
The next turning point in West European lifestyles could be located in the 1990s and is related
to the reunification of the European continent as well as the development of computer
technologies and the Internet. The latter led to an increase in the time spent at home,
especially for young people in sectors of the population who could afford a household
connection, and played a role in the general evolution of delinquency in the 1990s and 2000s
(Aebi and Linde, 2010). Such changes in lifestyle seem related to the decrease observed in
homicide since the early 1990s.
Finally, the article mentioned the need for further research regarding the improvements in
healthcare in industrialized countries, which could have played a role in the evolution of the
number of victims of homicide. This hypothesis was later tested in the article presented in
the following section.
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5. Is it possible to find reliable indicators of improvements in the quality of health
services and their influence on the lethality of the attacks? - The Impact of
Improvements in Medical Care Resources on Homicide Trends (Linde, 2017)
In order to answer the research question presented in the title of this section, we started
looking for longitudinal data for a relatively long period of time on completed and attempted
homicide as well as on indicators of health care improvements. Our research led us to found
historical series for Germany. The data on healthcare medical resources, mortality and life
expectancy were taken mainly from the World Health Organization (WHO) and the
Organization for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) Health Statistics; while
measures of homicide according to official statistics were found in Interpol’s International
Crime Statistics and the European Sourcebook of Crime and Criminal Justice Statistics. The
result was an article entitled “The Impact of Improvements in Medical Care Resources on
Homicide Trends: The Case of Germany (1977–2011)” (Linde, 2017).
The main hypothesis of that article was that the improvements in health care and medical
technology that took place since the second half of the 20th century contributed to a decrease
in the number of homicide victims in Germany. In order to measure such improvements,
different types of indicators were used as a proxy for health status (health expenditure per
capita, infant mortality rates, and life expectancy at birth) and medical resources (rates of
physicians, nurses, and hospital beds per 1,000 inhabitants), while three indicators of medical
technology were used as a proxy of medical development (rates of magnetic resonance
imaging, computed tomography scanner, and positron emission tomography scanner units
per million inhabitants)
In line with previous research conducted in other countries, the hypothesis was corroborated
when the period of study was long (1952-2010) and remained plausible when the period is
shorter (1990-2010). For the period of more than half a century, the hypothesis was
corroborated by comparing the upward trends in healthcare resources with the downward
trends in different types of mortality. Of particular interest in that context was the parallelism
between the decrease in the number of victims of road traffic accidents and victims of
homicide, independently of the evolution of the number of motor vehicles and of the sociodemographic composition of the population.
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In the short term, the decrease in the rate of completed homicides was accompanied by a
decrease in the percentage of these homicides committed with a firearm and by increases in
the rates of aggravated assaults and attempted homicides. Therefore, it seemed reasonable to
hypothesize that improvements in healthcare are currently saving lives that would have been
lost a few decades ago. This means that aggressions that in the past would have been lethal
are now merely aggravated assaults and attempted homicides instead of completed
homicides. A complementary explanation for the divergence between homicide and assault
trends could still be the increased sensitivity to violence experienced in the Western world,
although no empirical indicators of the role of this factor could be found for Germany.
Finally, there were only minor changes in firearm availability in Germany, which means that
this fact could not be held responsible for the major decrease observed in firearm-related
homicides.

6. Which has been the evolution of female homicide victimization, how this evolution
could be explained, and which is the influence of female homicide victimization on the
general trends in homicide? Trends in female homicide victimization in Spain from
1910 to 2014 (Linde, 2019)
In the leading article of this Ph.D., it was pointed out that the evolution of female homicide
victimization deserves particular attention when studying crime trends in Western Europe,
where females usually represent one third or more of the total victims of homicide. The
importance of female homicide victimization was also highlighted in our analysis of
homicide trends from 1960 to 2010 (Aebi & Linde, 2014) because the findings suggested
that the overall homicide trend could not be explained only by the evolution of aggression
between young men in public space, which seems to have been the main cause of the decrease
in homicide recorded from the 1850s to the 1950s (Eisner, 2008). In that article, we studied
the distribution of homicide victimization by gender in a cluster of 15 Western European
countries, which did not allow for an analysis of its evolution country by country. However,
when such an analysis was conducted by Lappi-Seppala and Lehti (2016), it turned out that
the Spanish trend of female homicide victimization from 1990 to 2010 contradicted the
downward trend observed in Western Europe during that period; nevertheless, the authors
provided no explanation for that exception. Moreover, Eisner (2008), who has collected the
most complete international database on long-term trends in homicide had pointed out that
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data on female homicide victimization at the Spanish national level since the beginning of
the 20th century were not available. Considering that such absence of data was prejudicial for
comparative research, we started looking for them.
Our research showed that Spain started publishing mortality statistics in 1863 but they did
not correspond to the International List of Causes of Death (ILCD) until 1900, and it was
only in 1910 that homicide was included as a separate cause of death. We found the original
publications in different locations throughout Spain (for details, see chapter 9 of this report)
and we managed to unify them in a single database. This allowed us to write the article
“Female homicide victimization in Spain from 1910 to 2014: The price of equality”, which
was published in the European Journal on Criminal Policy and Research in December 2019.
The article tries to answer with Spanish data the main questions that has been inspiring
research on female homicide victimization since the pioneer works of Veli Verkko: Is the
female homicide victimization rate stable across time? Is the gender gap in homicide
victimization stable across time? Is the general homicide trend influenced mainly by the male
homicide victimization trend? How can female homicide victimization trends be explained?
(Verkko, 1951). The first three questions are answered through a study of trends and rates in
homicide victimization (total, female and male victims) from 1910 to 2014. The answer to
the fourth question is based on a multivariate time series analysis of the trends in female
homicide victimization and a series of indicators of women’s roles and status in society.
The analysis showed that the answer to the first question is negative. The female homicide
victimization trend in Spain during the 20th century followed an overall upward trend
interrupted only during the two dictatorships that ruled the country between 1923 and 1930
and between 1939 and 1975. This result corroborated previous research suggesting that
homicide rates are low in autocratic regimes (LaFree & Tseloni 2006; Karstedt, 2015), most
probably due to the restricted freedom of movement imposed on the citizens.
The answer to the second question is also negative. The gender gap in homicide victimization
in Spain was not stable from 1910 to 2014. This finding matches the results reached by
Gartner et al. (1990) and Lappi-Seppälä and Lehti (2016) with samples of several countries
but for shorter periods of time.
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On the contrary, the third question received a positive answer because the data show that the
Spanish general homicide trend was influenced almost uniquely by the male homicide
victimization trend. This result corroborates Verkko’s dynamic law and matches the research
findings of Lappi-Seppälä and Lehti (2016) and Aebi and Linde (2014), who used samples
of several countries. The findings of the article also corroborated the static law of Verkko
because Spain, a country that belongs to one of the subregions with the lowest homicide
victimization rates in the world (UNODC, 2014), shows a proportion of females among
victims of homicide that is higher than 10%.
The answer to the fourth question required conducting a multivariate analysis that considered
several independent variables which, according to previous research in this topic, seem
relevant to explain trends in female homicide victimization in the context of a transition from
a traditional to a non-traditional society. These variables, which measure women’s role and
status in society (Gartner et al., 1990), are the following: percentage of female students
among students enrolled in higher education, female labor force participation, mother’s mean
age at first birth, marriage rate per 1,000 population, divorce rate per 100 marriages, and
abortion rate per 1,000 women aged 15-44. Most of these variables are not available since
1910, but the researchers that provided the theoretical framework for our analyses (Gartner
et al., 1990; Stamatel, 2014) were confronted with the same problem and decided
pragmatically to concentrate on the trends observed in the second half of the 20th Century.
Consequently, we made the same decision and concentrated our analysis on the trends
observed from the late 1960s to 2014.
The data are confronted with the theoretical explanations provided by previous research,
which can be divided into two groups. The first one corresponds to a gender-sensitive
approach, which comprises two opposite hypotheses. The backlash hypothesis considers that
gender equality is associated with increased female violence victimization (Russell, 1975);
while the amelioration hypothesis considers that gender equality is associated with decreased
female violence victimization (Curtis, 1974). The second one is a gender insensitive
approach, which considers that lethal violence against women can be explained with the
same general predictors used for explaining lethal violence against men (Lappi-Seppälä &
Lehti, 2016).
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The analysis showed that female homicide victimization increased almost constantly from
the late 1960s, coinciding with the beginning of a parallel increase in the number of women
enrolled in higher education institutions, while the marriage rate started decreasing
immediately after that. This was followed by increases in the mother’s mean age at birth,
female labor force participation, divorce rates, and abortion rates. In addition, all these
indicators of women’s roles and status and society are strongly correlated between
themselves, frequently with Rho correlations over .9. In that context, the multivariate time
series analysis showed that the increase of female homicide victimization can be modeled,
reaching an R2 of .28, with three variables: the marriage rate (whose limitations are discussed
in the article), the male homicide victimization rate, and the percentage of female students
enrolled in higher education.
These results suggest that none of the current theoretical approaches to female homicide
victimization could provide, alone, a satisfactory explanation to the evolution of it in Spain.
Combining them in a more comprehensive model that reflects the complexity of
contemporary human societies seems to be a fruitful approach. In particular, the correlation
between male and female homicide victimization gives support to the gender insensitive
approach proposed by Lappi-Seppälä and Lehti (2016). Thus, the increase in female
homicide victimization cannot be seen as the price of equality of rights for women and men;
but mainly as one of the consequences of a change from a dictatorial to a democratic society,
which affected both genders in a similar way. The negative correlation with the marriage rate
seems to suggest that gender roles could contribute to the explanation of female homicide
victimization. That correlation goes in the sense of the backslash hypothesis —female
homicide victimization increased as women started abandoning their traditional roles— but
our data do not allow us to make any conclusion about the causes of that correlation, because
we do not have information on the motivation of offenders and we know that some of them
are not men, but women. Finally, the correlation between female homicide victimization and
the percentage of female students enrolled in higher education corresponds to the predictions
of opportunity-based theories, such as the routine activities approach (Cohen & Felson 1979)
and lifestyle theory (Hindelang et al., 1978), which indeed are fully compatible with a gender
insensitive approach. In fact, since the late 1960s, Spanish women changed radically their
routine activities, passing from traditional to non-traditional roles, and this change was
correlated with an increase in the number of women victims of homicide.
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7. Comparative criminology in the era of the digital society: Can traditional theories
explain trends in cyber-delinquency? (Linde & Aebi, 2020)
The leading article of this Ph.D. suggested that there has been an increase in cyber related
crimes since the 1990s. That increase was later corroborated with indirect indicators of the
rise of cybercrime (Caneppele & Aebi, 2019/2017). At the same time, the leading article also
pointed out that traditional criminological theories were unable to explain some contradictory
trends in offline crimes, but left aside the issue of whether such theories could explain trends
in cybercrime. This issue was addressed in an article written in French (Linde & Aebi, 2020)
that focuses the analysis on the four theories regularly applied —as can be seen, for example,
in the article presented in Section 4 of this report (Aebi & Linde, 2014b)— in comparative
criminology. The article seeks to establish whether the digitalization of society should lead
to an adaptation of these theories or whether it entails a paradigm shift.
The choice of the field of comparative criminology as a field of study is relevant because the
ubiquity of cybercrime could render obsolete some of the methods and techniques of analysis
used until now for international comparisons of delinquency. In particular, comparative
criminology is interested in transformations of societies, because these transformations have
an influence on delinquency as well as on the social reaction to it. In that context, the article
shows that digitalization is a much more global phenomenon than the modernization of
society, which led to the development of the Modernization perspective in the 19th Century.
The article presents Modernization, as well as Civilization, Opportunity, and World-System
perspectives, highlighting that they were developed ex post facto. This means that they were
designed to explain prior crime trends and not to predict the future ones. As a consequence,
one should expect that they would adapt fairly well to the trends they are supposed to explain.
However, this was not the case for Modernization theory, which has been falsified in its
original formulation (Killias, 1991; Eisner, 2008), even if it continues to be quoted as relevant
to explain crime trends during any period of socioeconomic transition. The Marxian world
system perspective has been used to explain the increase in delinquency during the transition
to a market (capitalist) economy and the higher delinquency rates observed in peripheral
countries —and in less semi-peripheral measures— compared to central countries. On its
side, the theory of the civilizing process proposed by Elias (2012/1939) was adapted by
criminologists to explain the long-term decreasing trend in interpersonal violence that started
in the Late Middle Age, but that was only observed by research conducted in the 20th Century
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(Gurr, 1981). Finally, the Ecological-Opportunity perspective was first used to explain the
increase in crime in the United States between the end of the Second World War and the mid1970s through the routine activities approach (Cohen & Felson, 1979) and sometimes it has
been supplemented with lifestyle theory (Hingelang et al., 1981) to widen the analysis to
Europe and extend the period studied until the beginning of the 21st century (Aebi & Linde,
2014b).
The next issue addressed in the article is the way in which the explanations offered by these
theories are operationalized through concrete behaviors that could influence the crime rate.
Civilization theory calls for increased self-control among individuals and the monopolization
of violence by the State to explain why people started curbing their violent behavior, which
led to a decrease in homicide rates throughout the centuries. Modernization theory did not
clearly explain the way in which anomie could lead to delinquency until the reformulation of
Merton (1938), who was interested in the possible reactions of individuals towards anomie
and considered that delinquency could arise as a form of innovation or rebellion. Researchers
are somehow obliged to use these same mechanisms to explain how the citizens of peripheral
countries would react to their situation of exploitation, because the Marxian world system
perspective does not really emphasize the mechanisms for taking action. Finally, the routine
activities approach considers the propensity for deviant behavior to be natural and distributed
in a relatively even way among the population. It is the opportunities, which are related to
each person’s lifestyle, that trigger the offence —in the sense that “opportunity makes the
thief” (Felson and Clarke, 1998)— or, in the case of lifestyle theory, the victimization.
The article criticizes the tendency to use very broad formulations when using some of these
theories, which leaves too much room for researchers’ interpretation and conspires against
the scientific validity of the explanations provided. This is a problem regularly faced when
using macro-sociological theories, which are often difficult to falsify (Chamlin and Cochran,
2007; Lenski, 1988). For example, in order to explain the increase of online crime produced
by the digitalization of society, one can always apply a broad formulation of the
modernization perspective invoking the situation of anomie created by this change of
lifestyle; but it would then be difficult to explain the decrease in other forms of delinquency,
unless one considers that there has been a shift from offline delinquency to online
delinquency. However, such a displacement is difficult to corroborate empirically, and any
analysis of that phenomenon must pay special attention to the trends followed by hybrid
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crimes. Marxian world system theory faces a similar problem, but aggravated by the fact that
the geographic location of online crime is particularly problematic. Indeed, it would be
difficult to justify why some crimes decrease while others increase when the strain linked to
—or caused by— the transition to a capitalist economy is the same.
The article concludes that Civilization and Opportunity theories provide fruitful perspectives
for the explanation of contradictory crime trends and for the study of cybercrime trends in
particular. In the case of Opportunity theory, it recommends avoiding the already mentioned
risk of ambiguity by stating clearly the conditions under which the hypotheses derived from
this theory will be corroborated and those under which they will be refuted. For example,
time spent on the internet cannot be the object of convenience interpretations, in the sense
that it cannot be considered as a risk factor or as a protective factor according to the results
obtained. From this perspective, and by analogy with the interpretation given to the time
spent driving a car or going out at night, we consider that it should be considered as a risk
factor because it multiplies the opportunities to commit a crime or become a victim. In
addition, time spent at home has traditionally been considered as a protective factor for most
crimes; however, we consider that, when the internet connection is established from home,
the time spent on the internet should be interpreted as time spent performing unstructured
and unsupervised activities and, therefore, as a risk factor. In that perspective, survey research
must be based on questionnaires that measure the time spent online, something that can
currently be done through apps available on smartphones.
In the case of Civilization theory, the article considers that the virtual world offers the
opportunity to test its relevance for the explanation of trends and levels of verbal aggressions
as well indirect aggressions —such as exclusion from a group— that often take place in the
internet social networks. In that perspective, one must keep in mind that Norbert Elias
postulated that the civilizing progress has made it possible to repress “uncivilized” behavior,
but it seems that the anonymity offered by internet has allowed many citizens to show openly
that kind of behavior. Moreover, social media has provided them the cohesion they needed
to act in practice as delinquent groups.
In fact, internet is a virtual place in which the highest manifestations of the human spirit
coexist with the most abject ones. We can therefore consider that the situation in 2020 is
similar to that described by Elias in 1939, at the dawn of the Second World War. In this
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perspective, the challenge for democratic societies is to decide whether they should exercise
control over the manifestations of groups that incite hatred and intolerance and, if so, to
decide how this control could be exercised without infringing the freedom of expression,
which constitutes one of the pillars of democracy
The analysis concludes that the digitalization of society involves a paradigm shift that
requires introducing several changes when conducting research in comparative criminology.
In particular, it demands an adaptation of the units of observation, the offences studied, and
the instruments used to measure delinquency. This represents a major challenge for the
current theoretical approaches, some of which seem obsolete (Modernization and WorldSystem), while the rest (Civilization and Opportunity) must be imperatively updated.

8. Hypothesis tested in the articles included in the Ph.D.
The main hypotheses tested in the articles presented in this Ph.D. summary report, are the
following.
1. There is a general crime drop in Western Europe.
● This hypothesis is rejected (Aebi & Linde, 2010, 2012; Aebi, Linde &
Delgrande, 2015).
2. Western European Crime Trends vary according to the type of offence studied.
● This hypothesis is corroborated (Aebi & Linde, 2010, 2012; Aebi, Linde &
Delgrande, 2015).
3. Crime trends in highly industrialized countries (Western European countries, USA,
Canada, Australia, New Zealand) are correlated.
● This hypothesis is corroborated for homicide and property offences, but not
for non-lethal violent offences, which started decreasing much later in
continental Europe (Aebi & Linde, 2010, 2012, 2014; Aebi, Linde &
Delgrande, 2015).
4. Western European Crime Trends vary according to the measure of crime used to
measure them.
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● This hypothesis is rejected because, even if there are nuances across the
indicators, the general trends are similar (Aebi & Linde, 2010, 2012; Aebi,
Linde & Delgrande, 2015).
5. Conviction statistics can be used as a relatively valid indicator of crime trends in
Europe.
● This hypothesis is corroborated (Aebi & Linde, 2012).
6. There is a relationship between imprisonment and crime in Western Europe.
● This hypothesis is corroborated (Aebi, Linde & Delgrande, 2015).
7. The explanations provided by criminologists to explain the crime drop in the United
States are valid to explain crime trends in Western Europe.
● This hypothesis is rejected (Aebi & Linde, 2010, 2012).
8. The explanations provided by classic criminological theories are valid to explain
crime trends in Western Europe.
● This hypothesis is rejected (Aebi & Linde, 2010, 2012).
9. Opportunity-based theories provide a suitable framework for explaining crime trends
in Western Europe.
● This hypothesis is corroborated (Aebi & Linde, 2010, 2014).
10. The development of the Internet affected the lifestyles of Western Europe
populations, which in turn affected crime trends in Western Europe.
● This hypothesis remains plausible, but cannot be definitively considered as
corroborated with the available data (Aebi & Linde, 2014).
11. The increase in non-lethal violent offences is explained by an increase sensitivity to
violence.
● This hypothesis is not corroborated by the available measures of crime (Aebi
& Linde, 2010, 2012).
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12. Traditional demographic and socioeconomic predictors of crime can explain
differences in homicide rates across European countries in 2010.
● This hypothesis is rejected (Aebi & Linde, 2014).
13. Traditional demographic and socioeconomic predictors of crime can explain
homicide trends in Western Europe from 1960 to 2010.
● This hypothesis is rejected (Aebi & Linde, 2014).
14. The overall homicide trend in Western Europe, from 1960 to 2010, is explained by
the evolution of aggression between young men in public space.
● This hypothesis is rejected (Aebi & Linde, 2014).
15. The divergences between trends in completed homicide, attempted homicide, and
aggravated assault can be explained by the impact of improvements in health care and
medical technology.
● This hypothesis is corroborated in the case of Germany (Linde, 2017).
16. Improvements in health care and medical technology that took place since the second
half of the 20th century contributed to a decrease in the number of homicide victims.
● This hypothesis is corroborated in the case of Germany (Linde, 2017).
17. The female homicide victimization rate is stable across time (hypothesis of Verkko,
1951)
● This hypothesis is rejected with data for Spain from 1910 to 2014 (Linde,
2019).
18. The gender gap in homicide victimization is stable across time (hypothesis of Verkko,
1951)
● This hypothesis is rejected with data for Spain from 1910 to 2014 (Linde,
2019).
19. The general homicide trend is influenced mainly by the male homicide victimization
trend (hypothesis of Verkko, 1951).
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● This hypothesis is corroborated by an analysis of homicide victimization
trends from 1960 to 2010 in a cluster of Western European countries (Aebi &
Linde 2014), and with data for Spain from 1910 to 2014 (Linde, 2019).
20. Trends in female homicide victimization in Spain can be explained using a gendersensitive approach.
● This hypothesis is rejected with data from Spain from 1910 to 2014, which
shows that a gender-insensitive approach fits better the trends observed
(Linde, 2019).
21. The digitalization of society implies a paradigm shift in the explanations of crime in
a comparative perspective.
● This hypothesis is corroborated through an analysis of the four theoretical
perspectives usually applied in comparative criminology: Modernization,
Civilization, Opportunity, and World-System theories (Linde & Aebi, 2020),

9. Methodological issues: Limitations of the articles included in this Ph.D.
Each of the articles included in this Ph.D. dissertation includes a section, or a subsection, that
describes its methodology and its main limitations. Some of them are specific to the data
included in the article, while others are general limitations that systematically affect the
validity and reliability of longitudinal research in the field of comparative criminology. In
this chapter, we focus our presentation on this second type of limitations, because the
strategies that we applied to minimize their impact on our results could be useful for future
researchers.

9.1. The availability of data for international comparisons of crime trends
Three of the articles included in this Ph.D. dissertation (Aebi & Linde, 2010, 2012c; Aebi,
Linde and Delgrande, 2015) are based on police and conviction statistics collected through
the European Sourcebook of Crime and Criminal Justice Statistics. Nevertheless, as pointed
out in Aebi and Linde (2010), some countries did not participate in all the editions of the
European Sourcebook and, even among those who participated, one can find missing
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information in the series. Hence, our first challenge was to construct time series that were as
complete as possible. In order to overcome that challenge, the police statistics longitudinal
series of the European Sourcebook were completed —whenever possible, and after checking
that the different series were comparable— with data from the European statistics published
by Eurostat (Tavares and Thomas, 2007, 2008, 2009) and with data from the United Nations
Surveys on Crime Trends and the Operations of Criminal Justice Systems – UNCTS
(UNODC, 2010). These three sources, as well as the Council of Europe Annual Penal
Statistics-SPACE (used also in Aebi, Linde and Delgrande, 2015) are considered as the most
valid and reliable sources for cross-national comparisons of crime statistics (Harrendorf,
2018). However, they are still affected by several reliability and validity issues that will be
presented in the following chapters, together with the strategies applied to reduce their impact
on our results.

9.2. Validity and reliability of official statistics for the study of crime
As pointed out in the article Crime Trends in Western Europe according to official statistics
from 1990 to 2007 (Aebi & Linde, 2012c) —which is not included in this Ph.D.
dissertation— it is a common mistake to consider that Kitsuse & Cicourel (1963) initiated
the debate on the validity of official statistics. Indeed, the main validity problems of
conviction statistics as measures of crime were identified already in the first half of the
nineteenth century —at the time of the publication of the first French official statistics— by
Alphonse de Candolle (1830/1987a, 1832/1987b) and later by Louis N. Robinson (1911,
1912). In particular, de Candolle identified the concept that later became known as the dark
figure of crime and its possible causes —offences or offenders unknown, offences not
reported, criminal justice proceedings that do not lead to a sentence—, the influence of the
prosecution activity on sudden changes in crime trends, and the fact that the percentage of
offences unknown to the criminal justice authorities vary across countries, which renders
cross-national comparisons of the levels of crime extremely hazardous (de Candolle,
1830/1987a). For his part, Robinson (1912) highlighted the risks related to the way in which
multiple offences were counted. In that perspective, the application of a principal offence
rule —according to which the most serious offence is the only one recorded in the statistics—
produces lower levels of crime than the non-application of it, a problem that still haunts our
contemporary international comparisons because, as the metadata collected in the European
Sourcebook shows, there is a wide diversity across countries in the application of that rule.
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In the second half of the nineteenth century, Georg von Mayr (1867) advanced the idea that
police statistics were more valid than convictions statistics, and later Thorsten Sellin (1931)
consolidated that point of view. Consequently, cross-national comparisons of crime based on
police statistics are currently overrepresented in comparative criminology research. In that
perspective, defining validity as the capacity of a crime indicator to measure efficiently the
phenomenon under study –i.e. criminality–, and reliability as its capacity to provide measures
that are inter-subjective and reproducible –i.e. to provide the same measure independently of
the person that manipulates the instrument–, our research concludes that conviction statistics
are less valid but more reliable than police statistics as measures of crime and, conversely,
that police statistics are more valid but less reliable than conviction statistics (Aebi & Linde,
2012b). This is basically due to the fact that police statistics are closer to the offence itself,
but are influenced by the first classification of the offence made by the police; while
conviction statistics intervene at a later stage of the criminal procedure (which implies that
they include less offences), but are produced by judges who have more information, apply
the same criminal code or jurisprudence, and are subject to a superior court that can unify the
jurisprudence. It must be mentioned, however, that these validity and reliability problems
affect primarily the use of official criminal statistics to measure the level of crime, but all the
articles included in this Ph.D. dissertation are mainly interested in crime trends. In that
perspective, researchers usually agree on the fact that “official statistics offer a reasonably
valid basis to study time series provided that the reporting and recording practices, as well as
the legal definitions of offences, have not experienced substantial changes during the period”
(Aebi & Linde, 2012c, with references to the works of Hanns von Hofer).
In the relevant articles of this Ph.D. dissertation, the influence of such changes was studied
at the level of each country. To do so, we took advantage of the fact that each new edition of
the European Sourcebook includes also data for the last year included in the previous edition
(for example, 2007 is included in the 4th and the 5th edition). That repetition allows an easier
comparison and detection of sudden changes that could be due to changes in offences
definitions or data recording methods. For example, as we explained in Aebi and Linde
(2010), in the case of “England and Wales, the number of assaults recorded by the police in
2003 was 1348 according to the 3rd edition of the European Sourcebook and 37 according to
the 4thone. This is due to the fact that the 4th edition includes only aggravated assault (Barclay,
personal communication, June 30, 2010). As the latter represented 2.7% of the total assaults
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in 2003, figures for previous years (1990 to 2002) were reduced to that percentage. This
procedure allows keeping the trend of the historical series and is suitable for research
interested in crime trends and not in the comparisons of crime levels between countries.
When there were only minor differences, we kept the figures of the new editions, which are
always considered as updates of the previous ones” (Aebi & Linde, 2010: 252).
The combination of several sources of data —a research technique known as triangulation—
is also a way of testing the validity of the results obtained. If the results are similar, they
support the idea that the phenomenon under study follows the trends shown by the different
indicators used to measure it. Technically, this is a test of the convergent validity of these
indicators. For example, in one of the articles not included in this Ph.D. dissertation (Aebi &
Linde, 2012c), we compared data from police and conviction statistics. In that article, we
analyzed the main problems related to the comparison of these two crime measures. In police
statistics, for example, the counting unit is usually the offence (although some countries use
the case, the decision, or different counting units according to the type of offence), which
means that they measure the incidence (also known as frequency) of delinquency. However,
the countries also produce police statistics on suspected offenders known to the police, which
use the offender as their counting unit, and therefore measure the prevalence of delinquency.
This kind of statistics can be more easily compared to conviction statistics, in which the
counting unit is usually the person convicted. That is what we did in the article already
mentioned (Aebi & Linde, 2012c). In particular, following the example of previous
researcher (Blumstein, Tonry & van Ness, 2005), we estimated indexes of the certainty of
arrest and the certainty of conviction in order to test whether these different crime measures
followed similar tendencies, and whether measures of prevalence could be used as indicators
of crime trends. Our results corroborate that the answer is affirmative in both cases (Aebi &
Linde, 2012c).
Apart from official criminal statistics, some of the articles included in this Ph.D. use the
statistics on causes of death (also known as health statistics, mortality statistics and vital
statistics) produced by the World Health Organization (WHO). The latter are considered as
the most valid and reliable source for cross-national comparisons of homicide (see Aebi &
Linde, 2014b, with references to LaFree, 2005; Kalish, 1988; Neapolitan, 1997, and Messner
& Rosenfeld, 1997). However, the data provided by the WHO are based on age standardized
rates, which assume a similar distribution of the age structure of the population across
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countries (Aebi & Linde, 2014b). This limitation seems less important when comparing
Western European countries —which have a similar age structure— as we did in this Ph.D.
dissertation, but can seriously affect the comparison of European rates with those observed
in Latin American or African countries, in which the percentage of young people is much
higher than in Europe.
Finally, in order to overcome some of the limitations of official measures of crime, we also
used data from prison statistics (Aebi, Linde & Delgrande, 2014) as well as from the
International Crime Victim Survey (ICVS) to analyze the trends observed (Aebi & Linde,
2010). The main limitation of the ICVS is that the national samples are relatively small
(usually they are not higher than 2,000 households), but one of its main advantages, in the
framework of a comparison with other crime measures, is that it can produce measures of
prevalence (percentage of victims or households that were victimized) and of incidence
(number of incidents). In a similar perspective, the core limitation of prison statistics is that
its main indicator, the prison population rate, is a measure of stock (i.e. it refers to how many
persons were deprived of freedom on a given day), while police and conviction statistics are
measures of flow (i.e. how many people were known to the police or convicted during a given
year). Our results suggest that, when measuring crime trends, the use of different measures
and counting units does not seem to affect the tendencies observed. This corroborates the
results found in the collections of studies edited by Farrington, Langan and Tonry (2004) and
by Tonry and Farrington (2005), who also combined several crime measures based on
different counting units. An interesting methodological problem would have arisen if the
different crime measures had shown clearly dissimilar trends. In that case, we would have
been obliged to conclude that the validity of some of these crime measures was threatened,
which means that some of them were not measuring the phenomenon they were supposed to
measure. Certainly, our results do not mean that they are necessarily good measures of crime,
but suggests that they are relatively valid for measuring crime trends.

9.3. Validity and reliability of official statistics for comparative criminology research
The available literature on the use of official criminal statistics in the field of comparative
criminology points out that the outcome of such statistics is influenced by four types of
factors: Statistical factors, legal factors, criminal policy factors, and substantive factors (von
Hofer, 2000; Aebi, 2010). This means that countries may differ in the way they count
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offences in their criminal statistics, that they may define offences differently, that they may
have different priorities in terms of criminal policy —which means that some laws are more
enforced than others by the criminal justice system— and, finally, that they may have real
differences in the amount of crime that effectively exists. Unfortunately, it is quite common
in the non-scientific literature —and especially in the press— to attribute the differences in
crime levels across countries to substantial factors, when indeed they are due to statistical,
legal or criminal policy factors. As the influence of these factors was summarized in Aebi
and Linde (2012c) and we prefer not to repeat ourselves, in this chapter we will focus our
analysis on the strategies used in this Ph.D. dissertation to reduce the impact of cross-national
differences in offence definitions. The reason for that choice is that this factor has been
carefully analyzed by Harrendorf, who has systematized the problems related to the different
national definitions of offences when conducting cross-national comparisons of crime
(Harrendorf, 2012, 2018).
In that perspective, knowing that differences in legal definitions affect mainly cross-national
comparisons of crime levels, the systematic strategy that we used across this Ph.D.
dissertation was to study crime trends. Consequently, we will focus this section on the issues
that affect that kind of research.
The influence of differences in offence definitions was treated from an empirical point of
view in one of the articles not included in this Ph.D. dissertation (Aebi & Linde, 2012c),
which analyzes crime trends in Western Europe according to official statistics (using both
police and conviction statistics) and includes a whole chapter (entitled Measuring the
influence of changes in legal definitions) on that issue. From a longitudinal perspective, the
relevance of changes in legal definitions is that they may artificially alter the crime trends
observed. For that reason, the article specified all the changes reported in the European
Sourcebook from 1990 to 2007 —but also admitted that there could have been other changes
not reported by the national correspondent— and tried to measure the influence of them in
the trends observed. For example, “in Switzerland, since 1995, theft of small value is
considered a misdemeanor pursued only if the victim presses charges. This modification was
followed by a decrease of 21% in the number of persons convicted by Swiss courts in 1995,
but their number increased again from 1996 to 1999” (Aebi & Linde, 2012b). The analysis
concluded that, in Western Europe, such changes usually distort the trends in the short run,
but their influence can be smoothed when the period under study is relatively long.
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On the contrary, in Central and Eastern Europe, some of the changes introduced major
modifications in the trends that could not be solved. For example, in Estonia and Latvia, the
introduction of new criminal codes made it impossible to compare trends for some offences
before and after the change of code, and therefore the countries were excluded from the
analyses of those offences (Aebi & Linde, 2012b).
In the leading article of this Ph.D. dissertation (Aebi & Linde, 2010), we also treated in detail
the issue of the differences in definitions between the European Sourcebook and the ICVS.
For each offence included in the article we provided the standard definition proposed by the
European Sourcebook (mentioning the subcategories of the offence that should be included
or excluded) and we compared it with the definition used in the ICVS. For example, in the
case of theft (which in the Sourcebook should include minor theft, burglary, motor vehicle
theft, theft of other items, and attempts; but exclude embezzlement, robbery, and receiving
or handling stolen woods), we concluded that the definition “used in the ICVS (theft of
personal property) is narrower than the one used in the European Sourcebook. The latter
includes thefts of and from cars, theft of motorcycles and bicycles, and domestic burglary,
which are covered by other questions in the ICVS. The comparison also shows that both the
European Sourcebook and the ICVS align themselves with the classification of offences used
by countries that apply the common law legal system. That system considers theft with
violence as a violent offence. On the contrary, the continental countries of Western Europe
follow mainly a legal system based on the civil law, which finds its roots in the Roman law,
and considers theft with violence as a property offence (Aebi & Linde, 2010).
Finally, as pointed out in Aebi & Linde (2012c), changes in legal definitions should have a
stronger impact on conviction statistics than on police statistics because the former are based
on the articles of the criminal code, while the latter are usually based on operational
definitions. For example, burglary usually does not exist in the criminal codes of continental
countries and therefore does not appear as such in conviction statistics, but it can be found in
police statistics.
Finally, the strategy that was applied in all the articles that include trends from several
countries was to create clusters of countries, because the artificial variations produced by
changes in the legal definitions of one country can be mitigated by the trends observed in the
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rest of the countries. This strategy is also useful to reduce the impact of statistical and
criminal policy factors, and therefore will be developed in the following chapter.

9.4. On the use of clusters of countries
The time series studied in some of the articles written while preparing my Ph.D. dissertation,
are based on clusters of countries. For example, in Aebi & Linde (2010 and 2012b) we studied
a single cluster of Western European countries and in Aebi & Linde (2012c) we studied three
clusters (Western European countries, Central and Eastern European countries, and all
European countries). This procedure was adopted because previous research (von Hofer,
2000) has illustrated how changes in the data recording methods or in the legal definitions of
a particular country can have a serious impact on its crime trends. By combining several
countries in a single cluster, the impact of such individual changes is mitigated. Thus, the use
of clusters of countries can improve the reliability of the time series. Accordingly, we used
the rates of offences known to the police per 100,000 inhabitants in each country to compute
geometric means for Western Europe for each offence and each year. A similar procedure
was applied to calculate rates of suspected offenders known to the police, rates of persons
convicted, and rates of prison population per 100,000 inhabitants. The geometric mean
represents the average of the nth root of n non-negative numbers, and it is used in particular
to calculate the average of ratios because it reduces the influence of the extreme values shown
by some outliers (Dodge, 1993: 248-9) (see Aebi & Linde, 2010, 2012c). In that context, as
the geometric mean for each cluster was calculated on the basis of the rates per 100,000
population, the size of the population of the country —which could be a major source of
distortion— became irrelevant. In addition, we tried to minimize the influence of outliers by
excluding countries with less than one million population. Moreover, we excluded from the
database countries with more than three years of missing data. Finally, for those countries
who had up to three years of missing data, we followed the standard procedure applied by
the World Health Organization (WHO, 2010), which consists in using linear interpolation to
calculate the missing values between years, while the values of the first and last available
years were repeated for the missing years at the beginning and at the end of the period
(extrapolation).
The downside of using clusters of countries is that the general trend observed could be
artificial. In particular, the overall trend produced by estimating the geometric mean can give
32

the impression of a unique trend, but the trends of each country could be different, or the
overall trend may reflect the one observed in the majority of the countries and hide important
exceptions. In that perspective, Harrendorf (2018) considers that differences in offence
definitions can introduce major biases and discourages the use of “mean crime rates for the
world or Europe”, specifying that “[c]ountry clusters need to be built very carefully”
(Harrendorf, 2018: 159).
For these reasons, in the article “Conviction statistics as an indicator of crime trends in
Europe” (2012b) we disaggregated the data and specify in the comments to the Figures the
trend (increase, stability, decrease) for each country. For example, in the case of assault we
pointed out that only 3 countries (Austria, Greece and England and Wales) registered lower
rates (between -19 and -78%) in 2006 than in 1990. Something similar happened with rape,
because only Greece, Portugal and Northern Ireland showed lower rates (between -12% and
-77%) in 2006 than in 1990. In the case of robbery, the similarity in the direction of the trend
was even more striking because, out of the 20 countries included in the analysis, only
Northern Ireland and Scotland showed lower rates (39% and 32% respectively) in 2006 than
in 1990: Similarly, in the case of drug offences, all countries showed an upper trend. The
exception was homicide, for which the trend was not homogeneous. As we explained in the
article, eight countries showed higher conviction rates for homicide including attempts in
2006 than in 1990, while five showed lower rates. When only completed homicides were
considered, we observed that five countries registered higher rates in 2006 than in 1990,
while four other showed lower rates. The potential reasons for this heterogeneity —which
could be related to changes in the certainty of conviction— are discussed in the article (Aebi
& Linde, 2012b).
Overall, our results suggest that there are some general Western European trends, in the sense
that in most countries crime measures move in the same direction —which may vary from
one offence to the other— even if it is always possible to find a few countries that constitute
exceptions to that rule. This line of reasoning was followed, for example, by Matthews &
Minton (2018) in their analysis of crime trends in Scotland. These authors conclude that
“Scottish Government statistics (2016) show that the fall in recorded crime in Scotland is
primarily concentrated in acquisitive crime, similar to Aebi and Linde’s (2010) account of
the crime drop in Europe. Although some differences were noted between Scotland and other
countries in Western Europe, Aebi and Linde’s (2012) analysis of conviction trends in
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Europe between 1990 and 2006 suggests that trends in Scotland are more likely to be similar
to other countries in Western Europe than to those in Central and Eastern Europe” (Matthews
& Minton, 2018: 302). In particular, Matthews & Minton (2018) took into account the general
trend observed as well as our analysis of its exceptions when they point out that “For
example, Aebi and Linde (2012) show that Scotland was one of 11 countries to see increases
in convictions for assault between 1990 and 2006, but only Scotland and Northern Ireland
had lower rates for robbery in 2006 than in 1990” (Matthews & Minton, 2018: 316).
Finally, two of the articles included in this Ph.D. dissertation (Linde, 2018 and Linde, 2019)
study trends in specific countries (Germany and Spain) and therefore are not concerned by
some of the issues discussed in this chapter. Nevertheless, it is interesting to point out that
the increasing trends observed in Germany for aggravated assault and attempted homicide
and the decreasing one observed in completed homicide coincide with the general trend
observed in Western Europe (Linde, 2018). The same is true for homicide in Spain, although
when disaggregating the data by gender it can be observed that female homicide victimization
followed a different trend in the last part of the series (Linde, 2019).

10. Personal contribution to the articles written in collaboration
Prof. Aebi started developing the European Sourcebook database in the late 1990s, when the
data for the first edition of it (CoE, 1999) was being collected, and he has been in charge of
that database since then. From 2000 to 2004, he made a first series of publications on crime
trends from 1990 to 2000, which were based on data from the first and second editions of the
Sourcebook. In 2009, when I joined the criminology research unit of the School of Criminal
Sciences at UNIL, he offered me to work with him in a research on the same topic, but
incorporating the years 2000 to 2007, which were included in the third and four editions of
the Sourcebook. Later, we also incorporated data from its fifth edition, which allowed us to
extend the time series until 2010. The challenge was to create together a separate database
covering all these years, depurate the raw data, analyze the data, and write a series of
scientific articles based on these analyses. Almost naturally, as the project had started more
than ten years before I joined it, I became the second author of these articles. This choice was
also appropriate because the order of the authors was alphabetical and there was no indication
in the publications of a specific distribution of tasks that would justify altering that
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alphabetical order. In practice, the usual working technique of Prof. Aebi with his
collaborators is to sit and work together in front of the computer screen, and that is how we
wrote three of the articles included in this Ph.D. dissertation (Aebi & Linde, 2010, 2012b,
2014a). With this technique it becomes impossible to establish if there is a specific
contribution of one author or the other, because all the ideas are discussed and put in practice
together. Consequently, Prof. Aebi and I consider that both authors contributed equally to the
elaboration of these articles.
The procedure of adding the new author to the list of already existing authors was also applied
when Natalia Delgrande joined the team for the latest publication on the topic of crime trends
in Europe, which incorporated data from the fifth edition of the Sourcebook as well as from
the Council of Europe Annual Penal Statistics (SPACE) database. Natalia Delgrande became
thus the third author of that publication (Aebi, Linde & Delgrande, 2014). In that case, the
alphabetical order was not respected and the procedure followed for its elaboration was
slightly different than the one described above. As a first step, Prof. Aebi and I updated the
Sourcebook database with the latest available data on police and conviction statistics, while
Natalia Delgrande produced a database with data on prison statistics from the SPACE project.
As a second step, Prof. Aebi and I merged both databases and produced a first draft of the
article. After that, the three authors worked together on the final version of it.
The previous four articles seek to explain crime trends and, in order to do so, they apply a
series of criminological theories. In the last article included in this Ph.D. dissertation (Linde
& Aebi, 2020), we inverted that logic and put the focus on these criminological theories.
Consequently, the procedure followed to write it was also different from the ones described
above. Realizing that the theories applied in comparative criminology seldom consider the
role of the cyberspace on crime, I proposed to Prof. Aebi to write an article that would test
whether they can be adapted to our current reality or whether the digitalization of society
implies a paradigm shift. As he agreed, I prepared a first draft and, from that moment on, we
started working together until we produced the final version of the article. As I came with
the idea of the article and produced its first draft, I became the first author of the publication.
The Ph.D. dissertation also includes two articles of which I am the sole author. The one on
the impact of improvements on homicide trends (Linde, 2017), required combining data from
Interpol, the European Sourcebook and several other databases. Data from Interpol was
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available only in hard copies, which implied a process of data entry, data cleansing, and data
analyzing. This implied several weeks of work but, without any doubt, the most demanding
work was to obtain the data for the article on trends in female homicide victimization in Spain
from 1910 to 2014 (Linde, 2019). As mentioned in the description of the article, I found
mortality data on homicide in Spain since 1910 in different locations. For the years 1910 to
1974, I consulted the original paper publications, whose volumes are disseminated in
different libraries and archives throughout the Spanish territory. For the years 1975 to 2010,
I addressed a written demand and received the data from the Spanish National Institute of
Statistics. This search and collection of the original data took several months. Finally, I was
able to create a database with the whole series, which implied again a process of data entry,
data cleansing, and data analyzing. Finally, I wrote both articles, with the pertinent
supervision of Prof. Aebi.

11. Description of the journals in which the articles were published

11.1. European Journal on Criminal Policy and Research
According to the description provided on the Website of the journal, “the European Journal
on Criminal Policy and Research is a quarterly peer-reviewed academic journal covering
criminology as it relates to public policy. It was established in 1993 and is published by
Springer Science+Business Media. The European Journal on Criminal Policy and Research
monitors crime trends in today’s enlarged Europe and beyond. The focus of its peer-reviewed
coverage is on understanding crime in different geographical and socio-economic contexts,
on presenting innovative crime prevention policies and practices, and on following legislative
and institutional change. Discussion includes the trade-off between security and rights and
ways to optimize the effectiveness of criminal justice systems with respect to human and
civil rights. Recognizing that criminal justice systems are not the only method for dealing
with crime, the journal also devotes attention to alternative policies and practices. Its four
annual issues include two thematic issues and two that are open to various contributions”.
In 2020, the Editor-in-Chief is Ernesto Savona (University of the Sacred Heart, Milan, Italy).
According to the Journal Citation Reports, the European Journal on Criminal Policy and
Research has an impact factor of 1.03 (consulted on the journal’s website on 29 February
2020).
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11.2. European Journal of Criminology
According to the description provided on the Websites of the journal and of the European
Society of Criminology, “the European Journal of Criminology is an international, peerreviewed journal publishing high-quality original research. It is the prime European source
for authoritative information and analysis on crime and criminal justice issues. Launched in
January 2004 by the European Society of Criminology in partnership with SAGE Publishing,
the journal seeks to open channels of communication between academics, researchers and
policy makers across the wider Europe. At a time when crime and punishment is being hotly
debated across Europe, the European Journal of Criminology brings together broad
theoretical accounts of crime, analyses of quantitative data, comparative studies, systematic
evaluations of interventions and discussions of criminal justice institutions. The journal
provides a forum for research and scholarship on crime and criminal justice institutions. It
publishes high quality articles using varied approaches, including discussion of theory,
analysis of quantitative data, comparative studies, systematic evaluation of interventions, and
study of institutions of political process. The journal also covers analysis of policy, but not
description of policy developments. There is a particular emphasis on the use of evidence
generated by sound social science methods to evaluate criminological ideas and policy”.
In 2020, the Editor-in-Chief is Dario Melossi (University of Bologna, Italy). According to
the Journal Citation Reports, the European Journal of Criminology has an impact factor of
2.211 and it is ranked 16 out of 65 journals in Criminology and Penology (consulted on the
journal’s website on 29 February 2020).

11.3. Revue internationale de criminologie et de police technique et scientifique.
According to the description provided on the Website of the journal and on its printed edition,
the “Revue Internationale de Criminologie et de Police Technique et Scientifique
(International Review of Criminology and Technical and Scientific Police) is a peerreviewed journal founded in 1947 and usually known as RICPTS, which is the acronym of
its French title. On the one hand, the journal is devoted to criminology, which, according to
the RICPTS, refers to the comprehension and explanation of the criminal phenomenon
(taking into account its psychological, psychiatric, sociological, judicial and legal aspects),
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as well as to the prevention of crime and the study of the social reaction to it. On the other
hand, the journal is also devoted to technical and scientific police or, more generally, to the
forensic science as a whole. Therefore, the RICPTS includes contributions dealing with the
application of a scientific approach and techniques to the study of traces that result from
criminal or litigious activity in civil, regulatory or administrative matters. The RICPTS also
covers security issues, which call for a comprehensive approach linking criminology and
forensic science. Finally, the journal also publishes research on the police and private
security.
The International Journal of Criminology and Technical and Scientific Police is also the
official publication of the International Association of French Language Criminologists
(AICLF). It is indexed in Scopus but not in the Journal Citation Reports. In 2020, its
scientific directors are Maurice Cusson (University of Montréal, Canada), Pierre Margot
(University of Lausanne, Switzerland), and André Lemaître (University of Liège, Belgium),
and its editors in chief are André Kuhn (University of Neuchâtel, Switzerland) and Olivier
Ribaux (University of Lausanne, Switzerland).

12. Measuring the impact of the articles published from 2010 to 2018
The impact of the articles published from 2010 to 2018 can be measured indirectly by the
number of quotations they have received. This measure is not valid for the ones published in
December 2019 and the one accepted for publication in 2020 because we are writing this
Ph.D. summary report in the first months of 2020. In this chapter, we present the number of
quotations that the following five articles received according to Google Scholar, a Google
service that indexes most of the available scholarly literature.
Aebi M.F. & Linde A. (2010). Is There a Crime Drop in Western Europe? European
Journal on Criminal Policy and Research, 16(4): 251-277. DOI: 10.1007/s10610010-9130-y.
Google Scholar (19 March 2020): 146 quotations.
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Aebi M.F. & Linde A. (2012b). Conviction Statistics as an Indicator of Crime
Trends in Europe from 1990 to 2006. European Journal on Criminal Policy and
Research, 18(1): 103-144. DOI: 10.1007/s10610-011-9166-7.
Google Scholar (19 March 2020): 49 quotations.
Aebi M.F. & Linde A. (2014b). The persistence of lifestyles: Rates and correlates of
homicide in Western Europe from 1960 to 2010. European Journal of Criminology,
11(5): 552-577. DOI: 10.1177/1477370814541178.
Google Scholar (19 March 2020): 24 quotations.
Aebi, M.F., Linde, A. & Delgrande, N. (2015). Is There a Relationship Between
Imprisonment and Crime in Western Europe? European Journal on Criminal Policy
and Research, 21(3): 425-446. DOI: 10.1007/s10610-015-9274-x.
Google Scholar (19 March 2020): 26 quotations.
Linde, A. (2018). The Impact of Improvements in Medical Care Resources on
Homicide Trends: The Case of Germany (1977–2011). European Journal on
Criminal Policy and Research, 24(1): 99-119. First online: 5 April 2017. DOI
10.1007/s10610-017-9340-7.
Google Scholar (19 March 2020): 4 quotations.
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13. Annex: Articles written since the beginning of the Ph.D. in the field of crime
trends
The following is a list of the articles —presented in chronological order— that I have
published in the field of crime trends and their explanations since the beginning of my Ph.D.
studies:
Aebi M.F. & Linde A. (2010). Is There a Crime Drop in Western Europe? European
Journal on Criminal Policy and Research, 16(4): 251-277. DOI: 10.1007/s10610010-9130-y.
Aebi M.F. & Linde A. (2012a). Regional variation in Europe between homicide and
other forms of external death and criminal offences (1970-2008). In Liem M.C.A. &
Pridemore W.A. (Eds.). Handbook of European Homicide Research: Patterns,
Explanations, and Country Studies (pp. 71-94). New York: Springer.
Aebi M.F. & Linde A. (2012b). Conviction Statistics as an Indicator of Crime Trends
in Europe from 1990 to 2006. European Journal on Criminal Policy and Research,
18(1): 103-144.
Aebi M.F. & Linde A. (2012c). Crime Trends in Western Europe according to Official
Statistics from 1990 to 2007. In van Dijk J., Tseloni A. & Farrell G. (Eds.). The
International Crime Drop: New Directions in Research (pp. 37-75). New York,
Houndmills: Palgrave Macmillan.
Aebi M.F. & Linde A. (2014a). Conviction Statistics as Measures of Crime. In A.C.
Michalos (Ed.), Encyclopedia of Quality of Life and Well-Being Research (pp. 12761281). New York: Springer.
Aebi M.F. & Linde A. (2014b). The persistence of lifestyles: Rates and correlates of
homicide in Western Europe from 1960 to 2010. European Journal of Criminology,
11(5): 552-577.
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Aebi, M.F., Linde, A. & Delgrande, N. (2015). Is There a Relationship Between
Imprisonment and Crime in Western Europe? European Journal on Criminal Policy
and Research, 21(3): 425-446.
Aebi M.F. & Linde A. (2016). Long-Term Trends in Crime: Continuity and Change.
In Knepper P. & Johansen, A. (Eds.). The Oxford Handbook of the History of Crime
and Criminal Justice (pp. 57-87). New York: Oxford University Press.
Linde, A. (2018). The Impact of Improvements in Medical Care Resources on
Homicide Trends: The Case of Germany (1977–2011). European Journal on
Criminal Policy and Research, Online First, 24(1): 99-119.
Linde, A. & Aebi, M.F. (2020). Les enquestes de victimització com a instrument de
mesura de la delinqüència i de la inseguretat. In Murrià-Sangenis M., Sobrino-Garcés
C. & González-Murciano C. (Eds.). 30 Anis de l’Enquesta de Victimizació de l’Àrea
Metropolitana de Barcelona: Vigència i ús de les enquestes de seguretat a les
metròpolis (pp. 79-92). Barcelona: Institut d’Estudis Regionals i Metropolitans de
Barcelona.
Linde A. & Aebi M.F. (2020). Las encuestas de victimización como instrumento de
medición de la delincuencia y de la inseguridad. In Murrià-Sangenis M., SobrinoGarcés C. y González-Murciano C. (Eds.). 30 Anis de l’Enquesta de Victimizació de
l’Àrea Metropolitana de Barcelona: Vigència i ús de les enquestes de seguretat a les
metròpolis (pp. 247-256). Barcelona: Institut d’Estudis Regionals i Metropolitans de
Barcelona.
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Abstract Combining data from police statistics and crime victim surveys, this article
analyses the evolution of crime in Western Europe from 1988 to 2007. The results show
that there is no general drop in crime. Property offences and homicide have been decreasing
since the mid 1990s, while violent and drug offences have increased during the period
under study. These trends highlight the limits of the explanations to the crime drop in the
United States, which are based on the premise of a correlation in the evolution of all
offences. The drop in property offences seems related to changes in the socioeconomic
situation in Europe as well as to increases in security measures in households, and the
reinforcement of private security. The increase in violent offences can be explained by the
combination of several factors, including changes in youth’s free time provoked by the
development of the Internet, changing demographics, and the rise of episodic heavy alcohol
consumption and street gangs.
Keywords Alcohol consumption . Crime drop . Crime trends . European sourcebook .
International crime victim survey . Internet . Police statistics . Street gangs . Victimisation
surveys . Western Europe

Introduction
Since crime rates started to fall in the United States by the mid 1990s, criminologists have
been debating about the causes of that decline (Barbagli 2000; Blumstein and Wallman
2000, 2006; Levitt 2004; Zimring 2007). The debate has recently crossed the Atlantic as
there are some indications that Europe could be experiencing a similar trend (Rosenfeld and
Messner 2009; Tonry 2010). However, until now, the European debate is based on the
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analysis of a limited number of offences, a single country or a restricted number of countries, a
single measure of crime, or a narrow period of time.1 The goal of this article is to bridge that
gap by analyzing the different crime measures available for Western European countries for
the last two decades and a variety of offences. In that way, it will be possible to answer the
question that gives the title to this article: Is there a crime drop in Western Europe?
Hence, this article analyses crime trends in Western Europe from 1988 to 2007 according to
police statistics and victimisation surveys. Police statistics are taken mainly from the four editions
of the European Sourcebook of Crime and Criminal Justice Statistics (hereafter European
Sourcebook) that cover the years 1990 to 2007 (CoE 1999; Killias et al. 2003; Aebi et al. 2006,
2010). Victimisation data are based on the five waves of the International Crime Victim Survey
(ICVS) conducted in 1989, 1992, 1996, 2000 and 2005, but providing data on the prevalence and
incidence of victimisation during the year preceding the survey (van Dijk et al. 2007).
In the first part of the article we describe the methodology of the research. Then, we present
the trends in property offences (theft, domestic burglary, and motor vehicle theft), violent
offences (assault, robbery, and homicide), and drug offences according, whenever possible, to
both crime measures. In the Discussion section, we evaluate the pertinence of different
criminological theories to explain the trends observed, before proposing a multifactor
explanation. Finally, the main results of this research are summarised in the conclusion.

Methodology
In this section we present the databases used in the rest of the article, paying special
attention to the way in which validity and reliability problems of the crime measures
involved were dealt with, and to their comparability. We also identify the countries and
offences included in our analyses.
Police Statistics
As we have already mentioned, our main source for police data is the European
Sourcebook. Taking advantage of the fact that each new edition of the European
Sourcebook includes also data for the last year included in the previous edition (for
example, 2003 is included in the 3rd and the 4th edition), we were able to correct a few
sudden changes in trends that were due to changes in offences definitions. For example, for
England and Wales, the number of assaults recorded by the police in 2003 was 1348
according to the 3rd edition of the European Sourcebook and 37 according to the 4th one.
This is due to the fact that the 4th edition includes only aggravated assault (Barclay,
personal communication, June 30, 2010). As the latter represented 2.7% of the total assaults
in 2003, figures for previous years (1990 to 2002) were reduced to that percentage. This
procedure allows keeping the trend of the historical series and is suitable for a research
interested in crime trends and not in the comparisons of crime levels between countries.2
When there were only minor differences, we kept the figures of the new editions, which are
always considered as updates of the previous ones (see, for example, Killias et al. 2003: 15).
1
For example, Rossenfeld and Messner (2009) only analyse the evolution of burglary in nine countries
according to Eurostat statistics from 1993 to 2006. Their study also ignores the vast majority of the European
criminological literature on crime trends.
2
The same method was applied to Northern Ireland and to Ireland. In the latter case, the procedure followed
was opposite to the one described before as figures for 2003 – and the following years – in the 4th edition
were higher than in the 3rd one.
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Table 1 Police statistics and victimisation data available by country
Country

Police statistics (1990-2007)

ICVS (1988, 1991, 1995, 1999, 2005)

Austria

Yes

—

Belgium

—

Yes

Denmark

Yes

—

England and Wales
Finland

Yes
Yes

Yes
Yes

France

Yes

Yes

Germany

Yes

—

Greece

Yes

—

Ireland

Yes

—

Italy

Yes

—

Netherlands

Yes

Yes

Northern Ireland
Scotland

Yes
Yes

Yes
Yes

Sweden

Yes

Yes

Switzerland

Yes

Yes

However, some countries did not participate in all the editions of the European Sourcebook.
Besides, even for those who participated in all the editions, there are sometimes missing data. For
these reasons, we have completed the longitudinal series of the European Sourcebook with data
from the European statistics published by Eurostat (Tavares and Thomas 2007, 2008, 2009) and
with data from the United Nations Surveys on Crime Trends and the Operations of Criminal
Justice Systems – UNCTS (UNODC 2010). Nevertheless, before combining data from more
than one source for the same country, we introduced a validation procedure by checking the
comparability of the figures from both sources. When figures were not comparable, data from
the external source were not included in the European Sourcebook series.
In spite of this combination of three sources of data, there are still countries for which the
historical series are not complete. For that reason, we excluded from the database countries with
more than three years of missing data (Belgium, Spain3 and Portugal). For those who had up to
three, we used linear interpolation to calculate the missing values between years, while the
values of the first and last available years were repeated for the missing years at the beginning
and at the end of the period (extrapolation).4 This is a standard procedure for the replacement of
missing data which is used, for example, by the World Health Organization for the calculation of
regional averages of homicides (WHO 2010a). Countries with less than one million population
(Cyprus, Iceland, Luxembourg, and Malta) were also excluded because they may experiment
substantial changes in crime rates from one year to another that are only due to the addition or
the subtraction of a few offences. Thus, we have a complete historical series (1990-2007) for 14
countries: Austria, Denmark, England and Wales, Finland, France, Germany, Greece, Ireland,
Italy, the Netherlands, Northern Ireland, Scotland, Sweden, and Switzerland (see Table 1).
Being fully aware of the limitations of police statistics as measures of levels of crime, but of
their potential as indicators of trends in crime (for a more detailed discussion, see Aebi 2004a,
3
In the case of Spain, research has shown that Spanish police statistics are currently unreliable (Aebi and
Linde 2010).
4
Thus, in the case of Norway we used 1991 data for 1990, and in the cases of Denmark, Italy and the
Netherlands we used 2006 data for 2007.
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Fig. 1 Police recorded thefts per 100,000 population between 1990 and 2007 (Base 1990=100) and
victimisation prevalence and incidence rates for theft of personal property between 1988 and 2004 (Base
1988=100) in Western Europe (Geometric means)
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Fig. 2 Police recorded domestic burglaries per 100,000 population between 1990 and 2007 (Base 1990=
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Fig. 3 Police recorded motor vehicle thefts per 100,000 population between 1990 and 2007 (Base 1990=
100) and victimisation prevalence and incidence rates for car theft between 1988 and 2004 (Base 1988=100)
in Western Europe (Geometric means)

2008, 2010), we focus our presentation on the latter. Moreover, in order to reduce the impact
of changes in the data recording methods of a particular country, we do not analyse trends in
each country but we consider the 14 Western European countries studied as a single cluster.
Accordingly, we use the rates of offences known to the police per 100,000 population in each
country to compute geometric means for Western Europe for each offence and each year.
Dodge (1993: 248-9) defines the geometric mean as the average of the nth root of n nonnegative numbers. According to the same author, the geometric mean is used in particular
to calculate the average of ratios and reduces the influence of extreme values (outliers).
Hence, in our analyses, the geometric mean was preferred to the arithmetic mean, which is
extremely sensitive to the presence of outliers. Moreover, as the analyses are based on rates
per 100,000, the geometric mean was also preferred to the median, which has been used in
former articles on European crime trends (Aebi 2004a, 2004b; Killias and Aebi 2000).5
The graphic presentation of the data (Figs. 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6 and 7) shows the evolution of
crime rates in the form of an index based on the 1990 rates (1990=100), but the original
geometric means can be found in Appendix 1.6 Finally, it must be mentioned that our
calculations of geometric means and percentage changes between 1990 and 2007 are based

5
Median rates have also been calculated but are not presented here. They show similar trends to the
geometric mean but more abrupt shifts in them. The latter are explained by the limited number of countries
included in the analyses, which introduces sudden variations in the mean produced by changes in the rates of
the country or countries placed in the middle of the distribution.
6
Minor differences with former analyses of crime trends in Western Europe (Aebi 2004a, b; Killias and Aebi
2000) are explained by differences in the countries included in the analyses and the use of the geometric
mean instead of the median for the calculation of the rates per 100,000 population. However, the overall
trends are similar to the ones found in those analyses.
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Fig. 4 Police recorded assaults per 100,000 population between 1990 and 2007 (Base 1990=100) and
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100) in Western Europe (Geometric means)
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Fig. 6 Police recorded intentional homicides (including and excluding attempts) per 100,000 population
between 1990 and 2007 (Base 1990=100) in Western Europe (Geometric means)

upon unrounded scores (i.e. they include all decimals that could not be shown in the printed
versions of the European Sourcebook).
Victimisation Surveys
Regarding the ICVS, we included in our analyses the nine countries that participated in at
least four of its five waves by interpolating or extrapolating, whenever that was necessary,
the data for the missing wave. The logic of the interpolations and extrapolations is the same
that has just been explained for police statistics. For example, in the case of Sweden, which
did not participate in the first wave of the survey (1989), we performed an extrapolation by
using for that wave the figures of the second wave (1992).
As data from police statistics are expressed as an incidence rate (geometric mean of the
number of offences per 100’000 population), it could seem that the logic ICVS measure for the
comparison would be the last year incidence rate. The incidence rate used in the survey is
expressed as the number of incidents per 100 population. However, for offences such as car theft
and domestic burglary, the validity of that rate is doubtful since the counting unit is not the person
but the household. For example, for car theft, the question included in the survey asks whether
the respondent or other members of his/her household have had any of their cars, vans or trucks
stolen (van Dijk et al. 2007: 200). For such offences, it would have been more appropriate to
compute the incidence rate per 100 households. Moreover, in the case of car theft, it would
also have been interesting to take into account the motor vehicle park of each country.7 For
these reasons, we have also included in our analyses the victimisation prevalence rates,

7

The same is true for police statistics on motor vehicle theft (for details on this topic, see Aebi 2004a).
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Fig. 7 Police recorded drug offences per 100,000 population between 1990 and 2007 (Base 1990=100) in
Western Europe (Geometric means)

expressed as the percentage of the total number of households participating in the survey that
have been victimised.
Taking into account that the victimisation survey measures refer to last year prevalence
and incidence rates, the years studied are indeed 1988, 1991, 1995, 1999 and 2004. As it
was the case with police statistics, we have calculated the Western European rates for each
year using the geometric mean for the cluster of nine countries included in the study. The
graphic presentation of the data (Figs. 1, 2, 3, 4 and 5) shows the evolution of victimisation
rates in the form of an index based on the 1988 rates (1988=100).
All in all, we have a complete historical series (1988-2004) for nine countries: Belgium,
England and Wales, Finland, France, the Netherlands, Northern Ireland, Scotland, Sweden,
and Switzerland (see Table 1). Exceptionally, Switzerland has not been included in the
analysis of the incidence of theft of personal property because the country did not provide
incidence rates for that offence in the 2000 and 2005 surveys.
Countries and Offences Included in the Analyses
Table 1 summarises the data available for each country and each source. For eight of the 14
countries for which police statistics are available, victimisation data are also available.8 In
the case of Belgium, only survey data are available.
Table 1 suggests that there are at least two possibilities for the presentation of the trends
observed with both crime measures: The first one is to compare only the eight countries for
which both sources are available; the second one is to present trends according to police
statistics for 14 countries and according to victimisation surveys for nine countries. We
have chosen the second option because, leaving aside the fact that the annual rates observed
8
England and Wales, Finland, France, the Netherlands, Northern Ireland, Scotland, Sweden, and
Switzerland.

56

Is There a Crime Drop in Western Europe?

259

with only eight countries are more instable, a comparison of the trends observed with both
procedures showed no major differences in the general evolution of the offences studied.
This finding confirms former research showing that, even if it is possible to find local
differences, there are global similarities that support the use of the concept of Western
European crime trends (Aebi 2004a). By presenting trends in 14 countries according to
police statistics, we also guarantee the representation of the great majority of countries of
the subcontinent.
Finally, as far as victimisation surveys are concerned, the offences included in our
analyses are assault and threats, robbery, theft of personal property, car theft, and domestic
burglary.9 The victimisation rates of these five offences are compared to the police recorded
crime rates for assault, robbery, theft, motor vehicle theft, and domestic burglary. Police
statistics also provide data for intentional homicide (including and excluding attempts) and
drug offences.10 At the beginning of each chapter including a comparison of data from both
measures, we present the definitions applied by each source and discuss their convergences
and divergences. Comparing 12 European countries, previous research (Aebi et al. 2002)
has shown some strong correlations between ICVS data –weighted according to reporting
rates– and police data included in the European Sourcebook for offences whose survey and
police definitions are similar, such as car theft (.73), domestic burglary (.86), personal theft
(.74), robbery (.45), and assault (.76).11 Using a different methodology, van Dijk (2008; van
Dijk et al. 2007: 107) found weaker correlations.

Property Offences
In order to illustrate trends on property offences, in the following chapters we present the
evolution of theft, domestic burglary, and motor vehicle theft.
Theft
According to the standard definition proposed by the European Sourcebook, theft means
“depriving a person or organisation of property without force with the intent to keep it”
(Aebi et al. 2010: 361). As a rule, figures include minor theft, burglary, motor vehicle theft,
theft of other items, and attempts; but they exclude embezzlement, robbery, and receiving
or handling stolen goods.
The ICVS also distinguishes thefts with and without violence. Questions on theft with
violence (robbery) are asked first and are followed by the next question: “Apart from theft
involving force there are many other types of theft of personal property, such as
pickpocketing or theft of a purse, wallet, clothing, jewellery, sports equipment. This can
9
It was beyond our means to access the five databases and combine different offences for each country and
each survey in order to improve comparability with police statistics (e.g. add car theft and motor vehicle theft
according to the survey before comparing them with motor vehicle theft according to police statistics).
10
Rape was not included in the analyses as its definition deviates widely from the definition of sexual
incidents used in the ICVS (Aebi et al. 2002). However, their evolution according to police statistics is
presented in Appendix 1.
11
Correlations shown are rank-order correlations (Spearman’s rho). The comparison was cross-sectional,
covering countries for which ICVS data and Sourcebook data were available for 1999. The 12 countries
compared included the eight countries for which both sources are presented in this article (England and
Wales, Finland, France, the Netherlands, Northern Ireland, Scotland, Sweden, and Switzerland) as well as
Belgium and Denmark for which, currently, only one source of data is available for the whole period studied
(Aebi et al. 2002).
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happen at one's work, at school, in a pub, on public transport, on the beach, or in the street.
Over the past five years have you personally been the victim of any of these thefts?” (van
Dijk et al. 2007: 202).
The comparison of both definitions shows that the one used in the ICVS (theft of
personal property) is narrower than the one used in the European Sourcebook. The latter
includes thefts of and from cars, theft of motorcycles and bicycles, and domestic burglary,
which are covered by other questions in the ICVS. The comparison also shows that both the
European Sourcebook and the ICVS align themselves with the classification of offences
used by countries that apply the common law legal system. That system considers theft with
violence as a violent offence. On the contrary, the continental countries of Western Europe
follow mainly a legal system based on the civil law, which finds its roots in the Roman law,
and considers theft with violence as a property offence.
Trends in theft and theft of personal property are presented in Fig. 1. Police statistics
show an increase at the beginning of the series which leads to a peak in 1992. This is
followed by a slow but constant curvilinear decrease until 2003. Since then, the decrease
becomes more pronounced. Thus, in 2007, the rate of thefts per 100,000 population had
decreased by almost 20% compared to 1990.
The trend in thefts according to the ICVS shows some resemblance with the one observed in
police statistics. We can also see an increase at the beginning of the series, with a peak in 1995,
followed by a constant decrease. The theft rate in 2005 was comparable to the one in 1988.
In sum, we can say that in Western Europe thefts increased at the beginning of 1990s
and decreased from the middle of that decade. The decrease was revealed first by police
statistics –according to which it began in 1993– and then –after 1995– by the victimisation
surveys. Besides, this decrease is more pronounced according to police statistics than
according to victimisation surveys.
Domestic Burglary
According to the standard definition proposed by the European Sourcebook, domestic
burglary means “gaining access to private premises by the use of force with the intent to
steal goods” (Aebi et al. 2010: 364). As a rule, figures include theft from attic, basements
and secondary residences as well as attempts; but they exclude thefts from factories, shops,
offices, detached garages, sheds, barns, stables, and fenced meadows.
The relevant question in the ICVS is the following: “Over the past five years, did anyone
actually get into your home or residence without permission and steal or try to steal
something? I am not including here garages, sheds or lock-ups” (van Dijk et al. 2007: 201).
The interviewer instructions ask to exclude burglary of second houses.
The exclusion of second houses in the ICVS should not introduce major distortions in
the comparison of both data sources because the percentage of second house owners is
relatively low and, if such houses are located in foreign countries, they will not be included
in the police statistics of the country of residence of the respondent if they are burglarised.
Indeed, the main difference between both definitions is that the European Sourcebook
includes attempts while in the ICVS attempts are covered by another specific question. In
that context, one must take into account that, in continental Western European countries that
apply civil law legal systems, usually domestic burglary is not a legal category on its own,
but an aggravated theft or a combination of different legal dispositions including breach of
domicile, theft and, eventually, property damage. Hence, police data on domestic burglary
are heavily influenced by the national police reporting and recording practices, in particular
as far as the recording of attempts is concerned. For example, the presence of damages to
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locks, door or windows –mentioned in the ICVS question on attempted burglary (van Dijk
et al. 2007: 202)– will seldom be enough for some police forces to record the case as an
attempted burglary. In addition, according to the figures of the 2005 ICVS (van Dijk et al.
2007: 266), only 38% of the attempted domestic burglaries are reported to the police,
compared to 74% of the completed ones. Thus, the inclusion of attempts in survey data
would have introduced more distortions in the comparison than their exclusion.
Trends in domestic burglary are presented in Fig. 2 and are quite similar to the ones observed
for theft (Fig. 1). They also show an increase at the beginning of the series followed, since the
mid-1990s, by a decrease that was only temporarily interrupted at the beginning of the 2000s.
Once more, police statistics anticipate the trends that can be observed in both indicators. The
peak in police statistics is registered in 1993, while in victimisation surveys it is observed in
1994. A slight increase is registered in police statistics in 2003, while in victimisation surveys it
appears in 2004. Unfortunately, the lack of victimisation data after 2004 prevents us from
testing whether the drop in police statistics is corroborated by the survey. According to police
statistics, the rate of domestic burglary in 2007 was 34% lower than in 1990. The ICVS
suggests that the trend was not homogeneous, with a few countries experiencing a decrease and
others an increase between 1999 and 2004 (van Dijk et al. 2007: 237-240).
Motor Vehicle Theft
According to the standard definition proposed by the European Sourcebook, theft of a
motor vehicle means “depriving a person or organization of a motor vehicle with the intent
to keep it or to use it” (Aebi et al. 2010: 362). As a rule, figures include joyriding and
attempts; but they exclude theft of motorboats and receiving or handling a stolen vehicle.
The relevant question in the ICVS is the following: “Over the past five years, have you
or other members of your household had any of their cars, vans or trucks stolen” (van Dijk
et al. 2007: 200). The main difference between both definitions is that police statistics
includes motorbikes while the ICVS excludes them.
Trends in motor vehicle theft and car theft are presented in Fig. 3. They are similar to the
ones observed for the rest of property offences (Figs. 1 and 2). According to police
statistics, motor vehicle theft increased in the early 1990s, reaching a peak in 1992 followed
by a decrease that led the rates to be stable and comparable to the 1990 rate during the
second half of the 1990s. Then, after a slight increase in 2000, the rates started decreasing
swiftly, in such a way that in 2007 the rate of motor vehicle theft was 43% lower than in
1990. Victimisation incidence rates followed an analogous trend, while prevalence rates
showed an anomalous decrease in 1999.

Violent Offences
In this section, we examine the evolution of violent offences, represented by assault,
robbery and homicide.
Assault
In this article –as well as in the European Sourcebook– assault is considered as a
synonym of bodily injury. The question included in the ICVS concerns both assaults
and threats: “Apart from the incidents just covered, have you been personally attacked
or threatened by someone in a way that really frightened you, either at home or
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elsewhere, such as in a pub, in the street, at school, on public transport, on the beach,
or at your workplace?” (van Dijk et al. 2007: 203). The interviewer instructions ask to
include domestic assaults.
In contrast, police statistics only include assault which, according to the standard definition
of the European Sourcebook, means “inflicting bodily injury on another person with intent”
(Aebi et al. 2010: 350-1). As a rule figures include minor assault, aggravated assault, assault
of a public servant, domestic violence, and attempts; but they exclude assault leading to death,
threats, assault only causing pain, slapping, punching, and sexual assault.
Trends in assaults and threats are presented in Fig. 4. According to police statistics,
assaults recorded by the police have more than doubled during the period considered.
Concretely, they increased by 143% between 1990 and 2007. Victimisation data indicate
that assaults and threats almost doubled between 1988 and 1999, before undergoing a slight
decrease in 2004. That year, their prevalence was 85% higher than in 1988, while the
increase in their incidence was of 70% during the same period.
Robbery
According to the standard definition proposed by the European Sourcebook, robbery means
“stealing from a person with force or threat of force” (Aebi et al. 2010: 360). As a rule,
figures include muggings (bag-snatchings), theft immediately followed by force or threat of
force used to keep hold of the stolen goods, and attempts; but they exclude pick-pocketing,
extortion, and blackmailing.
The relevant question in the ICVS is the following: “Over the past five years has anyone
stolen something from you by using force or threatening you, or did anybody try to steal
something from you by using force or threatening force” (van Dijk et al. 2007: 202). As it
can be seen, in principle there are no major differences between both definitions.
Trends in robberies are presented in Fig. 5. According to police statistics, they increased at
the beginning of the 1990s, remained more or less stable during the mid-1990s, and started
increasing by the end of the decade until reaching a peak in 2002. Robberies have been
decreasing from 2003 to 2007, but the rate for 2007 is still 16% higher than in 1990. Robbery
victimisation prevalence rates followed a steady upward trend that led to an overall increase
of 68% from 1988 to 2004. Incidence rates also show an overall increase of 57% in robberies,
although they register an impressive peak in the number of robberies in 1999.
Homicide
According to the standard definition proposed by the European Sourcebook, intentional
homicide means “intentional killing of a person” (Aebi et al. 2010: 349). In principle,
figures include assault leading to death, euthanasia, and infanticide; but they exclude
assistance with suicide. Attempts are included in the total and excluded in the category of
completed intentional homicide. The total rate of intentional homicides is completely
inappropriate for cross-national comparisons of crime because the percentage of attempts
varies widely from one country to another (Aebi 2010); however, it can be used for the
comparisons of trends.
Trends in intentional homicide are presented in Fig. 6. Their evolution is similar to
the one observed for property offences. Indeed, trends in homicides match almost entirely
the trends in thefts. After an increase in the early 1990s, homicides followed a curvilinear
but overall downward evolution until the beginning of the 2000s, when they started
decreasing in a more steady way. It is interesting to point out that a comparison of the
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geometric mean rates presented here with the median rates used in other publications
(Aebi 2004a), shows that the latter give the impression of a more stable situation during
the 1990s, especially as completed intentional homicides are concerned. This is due to the
fact that the rates per 100,000 population are quite low, oscillating during the whole
1990s from a minimum median rate of 1.4 to a maximum of 1.7; only by the end of the
series, in 2006-7, they reached a minimum of 1.1.

Drug Offences
The ICVS being a victimisation survey, it does not measure the evolution of drug use or
drug trafficking. It is true that in some waves there was a question on the exposure to drugs
in the neighbourhood of residence, but it does not allow us to establish a complete historical
series. The only data available come from police statistics and are presented in Fig. 7.
The European Sourcebook does not provide a precise definition of the total number of
drug offences, indicating that the definition “is fairly uniform through international
conventions” (Aebi et al. 2010: 371). In principle, figures include consumption, cultivation,
production, sale; supplying; transportation, importation, exportation, and possession of
large and small quantities of drugs as well as the financing of drug operations. It can be
seen in Fig. 7 that drug offenses increased constantly during the period under study.

Discussion
In this section, we will try to give an explanation to the trends observed in previous
chapters. We start with a discussion of methodological issues that could affect such trends.
Then we analyse the pertinence of the explanations provided by classical criminological
theories and by accounts of the recent evolution of crime in the United States. Finally, we
propose a multifactor explanation to these trends.
Methodological Issues
The first threat to the internal validity of this kind of studies is that the trends observed
could be an artefact due to the lack of validity of police statistics as measures of crime.
However, the relative convergence between police statistics and victimisation surveys does
not provide empirical support to that criticism. Indeed, whenever there are differences
between both measures, they concern the last period of the series. These discrepancies
could be due to the fact that victimisation data are only available until 2004. A sixth
victimisation measure in 2008 would have been necessary in order to have a complete view
of the recent evolution in victimisation trends.
We can therefore accept as a premise that, roughly, property offences and homicides
increased at the beginning of the 1990s and have been decreasing since the mid-1990s;
while drug offences and the rest of violent offences increased more or less constantly since
1990.12 This leads to a first conclusion: In the United States there has been a drop in crime
since 1992 that concerns all offences (Blumstein and Wallman 2000, 2006; Levitt 2004;
Zimring 2007); on the contrary, in Europe, crime trends vary by type of offence.
12
According to police statistics, the rates of rape followed a constant upward trend during the period under
study. The rate for 2007 was 103% higher than the one for 1990 (see Appendix 1).
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Fig. 8 Reporting rates for assault and threats between 1988 and 2004 according to the ICVS (Geometric
means)

Traditional Explanations of Crime Trends
Increase in Reporting Rates
An argument often invoked to explain the increase of police recorded assaults consists in
considering that it is due to an increase in the percentage of violent offences reported to the
police (i.e. an increase in reporting rates). There would be a trend towards more
denunciation because our societies would have become more sensitive to violence. This
argument finds its original source in the thesis of the civilizing process (Elias 1997/1939).
For example, according to Muchielli (2010: 813), “our society no longer tolerates violence,
no longer considers it legitimate or meaningful. Our threshold of tolerance is lower and
lower […]. The result is that interpersonal violence that is not new is now denounced”.
This is a seductive line of reasoning. Paraphrasing Martínez (2004: 176), when referring
to the aesthetics of reasoning, one could say that it has the strength of conviction of an
attractive argument. However, most of the time, this argument is not accompanied with data
that would provide it with the necessary empirical support. Coincidentally, the ICVS
provides information on reporting rates expressed as the percentage of offences reported to
the police. The evolution of the reporting rates for assaults and threats is presented in Fig. 8
using, as in the rest of this article, the geometric mean as a measure of central tendency.13
Figure 8 shows that reporting rates for assault and threats remained relatively stable
during the period studied. The increase from 34.3% in 1988 to 35.3% in 2004 –after
reaching 37% in the 1990s– is insignificant, particularly when compared to the increase of
85% in the victimisation prevalence for assaults and threats during the same period, and to
the increase of 143% in police recorded assaults between 1990 and 2007. As a
consequence, the hypothesis arguing that the increase in violent offences is due to an

13
The authors wish to thank John van Kesteren, who provided them with the figures required to calculate
these rates (van Kesteren, personal communication, October 14, 2009).
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increase in the reporting rates of such offences is falsified by empirical data. This means
that, in principle, we are facing a real increase in assaults.
In that context, one could still suppose that the increase is more pronounced in police
statistics than in victimisation surveys because there has been an upward trend in the
reporting of incidents of domestic violence. Indeed, even if such incidents are included in
the ICVS under the general heading of assaults, it could be objected that they would require
a specific survey in order to be measured in a more valid way. In that context, the
International Violence Against Women Survey – IVAWS (Johnson et al. 2008) is the only
source available, but it has been conducted only once and therefore it is impossible to
establish trends in reporting rates of domestic violence.
Classical Criminological Theories and Explanations of the American Crime Decline
In order to explain the crime trends observed in Western Europe, it seems appropriate to
confront them with the explanations provided by traditional criminological theories such as
strain, social learning, control, and labelling theory. However, it is always problematic to
apply such theories at the macro-level; furthermore, macro-sociological theories are seldom
falsifiable (Chamlin and Cochran 2007; Lenski 1988). However, the contradictory crime
trends observed in Western Europe simplify the latter task.
For example, one could argue that in, contemporary developed societies, the population is
confronted to an anomic situation in which the material goods offered are unlimited, but the
economic resources are limited. This situation would generate strain or stress that could lead to
delinquency. But if that is the case, one should predict an increase both in violent and in
property offences and not, as in Western Europe, an increase in the first ones and a decrease in
the second ones. The same reasoning could be applied to control theory (Hirschi 1969). If the
bonds between individuals and society become weak or break, it is difficult to explain why
these individuals would choose to engage in violent offences instead of in property offences.
Even more complicated is trying to apply theories that are closer to psychology, such as
self-control theory (Gottfredson and Hirschi 1990), to macro-social developments. It is
difficult to conceive –and even more difficult to measure– a general increase or decrease in
the level of self-control of the majority of the members of a society. But even if it was
possible to measure such evolution, how could the contradictory trends in the offences
committed be explained? Only opportunity based theories, which are extremely flexible –
and therefore also difficult to falsify–, could eventually explain these trends, and that is the
reason why they will be taken into account in the following section.
In brief, classical criminological theories are unable to explain the recent crime trends in
Western Europe. The same is true for the explanations provided by several researches to the
crime drop in the United States. On the one hand, these explanations cannot be easily
extrapolated to the European context. For example, Europe never faced a crack epidemic, a
factor often invoked as one of the major causes of the increase and subsequent decline of
American crime rates (Blumstein and Rosenfeld 1998; Levitt 2004). On the other hand,
American explanations start from the premise that all offences are shifting in the same
direction. For example, if an increase in imprisonment should have an influence on the
crime rates (Levitt 1996), it is difficult to understand why this influence should be exerted
on certain crimes and not on others. The same logic can be applied to explanations based on
the legalisation of abortion (Donohue and Levitt 2001), the increase in the number of police
officers (Levitt 2004) or the changes in demographics and economic opportunities (for
these and other explanations, see Blumstein and Wallman 2000, 2006). All these factors
were also present in Europe, but did not play the same role as in the United States on the
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evolution of crime. Once more, “Europe illustrates the limits of the American experience”
(Killias and Aebi 2000).
Explaining Crime Trends in Western Europe
Our explanation of crime trends in Western Europe is based on a combination of factors that
affect property, violent and drug offences in different ways. This explanation is inspired by
opportunity-based theories.
Explaining Trends in Property Offences
The evolution of property offences should be analyzed in the framework of the political and
socioeconomic changes that took place in Europe during the period studied. As has been
previously reported (Aebi 2004a; Killias and Aebi 2000), the increase in property offences
at the beginning of the series seems related to the collapse of the Soviet Union. The fall of
the Berlin wall, in November 1989, introduced a substantial modification of crime
opportunities by connecting two parts of the continent that differed drastically in terms of
wealth. Within a few months, a substantial market for stolen products emerged in Central
and Eastern Europe. This led to the development of organised gangs that took advantage of
the new paths for the transportation of drugs, illegal goods or commodities, and even
human beings, between both sides of the continent. In that context, the increase in of
property offences registered in Western Europe at the beginning of the 1990s seems quite
logical, and adjusts itself to the predictions of an opportunity-based theory such as the
routine activities approach (Cohen and Felson 1979; Felson and Boba 2010).
The subsequent decrease could be explained by the combination of five factors, of which
three have already been identified by earlier research (Aebi 2004a): The saturation of the
black market in Central and Eastern Europe, the positive socioeconomic outcomes for
Central European countries of the successive enlargements of the European Union, the
reinforcement of police measures against transnational crime at the borders of the EU, the
improvement of security measures in Western European households, as well as the massive
increase in private security in Western Europe.
Some of these factors are related to the overall socioeconomic evolution of Europe. In
many Central and Eastern European countries, the economic situation clearly improved
between 1990 and 2007. This improvement was particularly pronounced in the countries
that joined the European Union. Indeed, between 1995 and 2007, the main economic
indicators (gross domestic product, industrial production, and employment) grew constantly
in the 27 EU member states (Eurostat 2010a). This improvement is confirmed by other
indicators. For example, the number of car owners in Central and Eastern European
countries increased sharply between 1980 and 1990 and has continued to rise constantly
since then (Pucher and Buehler 2005). In this way, the black market virtually disappeared in
the countries that joined the EU. For stolen cars, that market moved further to the East
(Gerber and Killias 2003).
At the same time, the reinforcement of police measures at the borders of the EU made
more difficult the transportation of illegal good and commodities. In that context, the
Schengen Agreement has played a major role. Signed in 1985 by five countries, it was
amended in 1990, 1997 and 2007 when the only EU member states where it was not
applied were Bulgaria, Cyprus, Ireland, Romania and the United Kingdom. The Schengen
agreement abolishes border controls between signatory states, which are members of the
Schengen area, but reinforces the controls in the external borders of such area. Making a
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Chomskyan analysis of the evolution of the terminology used in the Agreement, one must
point out that it is not a coincidence if the Treaty of Amsterdam of 1997 defines the
Schengen area as an “area of freedom, security and justice” (italics are ours).
Data from the ICVS corroborates that this concern over security also affected
individuals, as the percentage of households with burglar alarms, special door locks and
other security measures has constantly increased from 1988 to 2007 (Lamon 2002; van Dijk
et al. 2007). Another example can be found in the Netherlands, where, since 1999, some
security measures became compulsory in new buildings. The new legislation was
accompanied by a decrease of 7% in burglary rates; in particular, the burglary victimisation
rate in new houses was a quarter lower than in the older ones (Vollaard 2010, quoted by van
Dijk 2010). Security measures have also been multiplied in commercial stores, reducing
thus the likelihood of shoplifting.
Finally, private security grew in an impressive way within the EU, especially since the
1980s. According to de Waard (1999), the number of private security companies in the
Netherlands rose from 4,348 in 1981 to 19,306 in 1997. In Spain, the number of employees
in private security companies increased from 88,916 in 1999 to 202,906 in 2008 (MIR
2000, 2009). For the whole European Union, de Waard (1999) estimated that the number of
employees in private security was 600,000 in 1999. In 2004, with the EU enlargement and
the increase in the number of employees in the existing member countries, this figure had
exceeded one million (van Steden and Sarre 2007). Thus, between 1999 and 2004, the ratio
between police and private security guards increased from 1 to 0.43 to 1 to 0.71 (van
Steden and Saare 2007).
Explaining Trends in Violent Offences
Homicide and Assault
Western European countries are among those with the lowest completed homicide rates in
the world (LaFree 1999: 138-9). With an average rate of 1.2 completed homicides per
100,000 population in this region in 2007, one could even speculate that homicides in
Western Europe have reached a sort of minimum threshold; therefore, it is difficult to
imagine a drastic decrease of them in the near future. This low rate could be explained by
the absence of major social conflicts –indeed, even if there are signs of a crisis in the
welfare state (Garland 2001: 76, 93-4), the general Western European situation in this
respect is far better than in the rest of the world–, the relatively low and stable rates of
firearms possession in Western European households (Killias et al. 2001) and the quality of
the health services.
In this context, at a global level, approximately 60% of all homicides are committed with
firearms, but this rate varies from 77% in Central America to 19% in Western Europe
(Geneva Declaration Secretariat 2008: 5). Thus, in the latter region, it is likely that some
cases of assault could have led to a homicide if a firearm was available. This provides an
additional explanation to the paradox between the recent decline in homicides and the
steady increase in assaults.
For example, according to the review of the literature of Cook and Moore (1999), a
robbery is three times more likely to result in the victim’s death in the presence of a firearm
than in the presence of a knife, and ten times more than in the presence of another weapon.
The presence of a firearm also has a clear influence on the fatal outcome in cases of assault
and domestic violence (Cook and Moore 1999: 281, with references). For the latter, the
situation varies greatly by region. In high-violence countries, women account for about
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10% of the victims of homicide; while in low-violence countries –such as the Western
European ones– they represent up to 30%, suggesting that intimate partner violence is not
related with other forms of armed violence (Geneva Declaration Secretariat 2008: 5).
Another factor that plays a major role on the fatal outcome in cases of assault is the
quality of the health services provided to the victim. In the United States, Harris et al.
(2002) have drawn attention to the fact that, despite the proliferation of increasingly
dangerous weapons and the very large increase in the rates of serious criminal assault since
1960, the lethality of such assaults dropped drastically between 1960 and 1999. According
to the same authors, this paradox is explained by the developments in medical technology
and related medical support services. Without such developments, the United States would
probably have had an upward trend in the lethality of the assaults instead of a downward
one (Harris et al. 2002). As it has already been pointed out (Aebi 2004a), the situation is
similar in Europe, where research shows a massive reduction in mortality during the 20th
century (Eurostat 2003: 9) and a net improvement in the quality of health services between
1970 and 2001 (Eurostat 2002). Currently, it is estimated that, for every death in the
European region, there are 20-40 hospital treatments (Sethi et al. 2006). The fact that the
decrease in the rates of completed intentional homicide (-26%) is more pronounced than the
one in the rates of attempted homicide (-16%) gives some empirical support to this
hypothesis.14 In the same line, one could mention that, in England and Wales, hospital
admissions for assault by a knife or sharp weapon increased by 34% among all ages –and
by 50% among those aged 13-19– between 2002 and 2007 (WHO 2010b: 20). In Scotland,
homicide using knives and sharp implements rose by 164% between 1982 and 2002 while
the general increase for homicide was 83% during the same period (WHO 2010b: 20).
At the same time, any explanation of the trends in violent offences must take into
account the role played by youth in such type of offences. Indeed, research has repeatedly
demonstrated that youths are overwhelmingly overrepresented among authors of crime and,
in particular, of violent offences (see, for example, the review of Farrington 2003, and
Sampson and Laub 2003). As a consequence, in order to explain the trends observed in
violent offences, we will pay particular attention to the changes in youths’ lifestyle
introduced by the development of the Internet, in youths’ alcohol consumption patterns, as
well as to the changes in the ethnic composition of the young European generations.
The massive development of the Internet began in the 1990s; thus, it is parallel to the
time period studied in this article. Indeed, the increase in the number of internet users
during that period is outstanding. In 1990, across the world, there was less than 1 user per
1000 population, while in 2007, among the 15 countries included in our analysis, 13 had
more than 55 users per 1000 population and some –like the Netherlands and Sweden– had
even more than 80 (World Bank 2010). In the same perspective, according to Eurostat
(2008), only between 2006 and 2008, the number of households with Internet access in the
27 member states of the European Union increased from 49% to 60%, while the number of
households with a broadband connection increased from 30% to 48%.
This development introduced a lifestyle change that affects the whole population, but in
particular young people, and more specifically their use of leisure time. Compared to 1990,
currently youths spend a lot more time at home in front of their computers, connected to
virtual social networks, online games and a variety of electronic communication tools. This
means that they spend less time in the streets and in public places; therefore they are less

14
In 1990, completed homicides represented 33.6% of the total homicide rates; in 2007, they represented
31%.
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likely to participate in unstructured and unsupervised activities with peers, which increase
the likelihood of being in situations conducive to crime (Agnew 2009: 183, with
references).
However, at least for now, the use of Internet is not distributed evenly across the
population. For young people, access to a computer and a broadband connection is
conditioned by the socioeconomic status of the family of origin. Thus, youths who spend
less time in public places are those with a medium or high socioeconomic status. In this
way, they have fewer opportunities to engage in conventional property and violent offences.
But, at the same time, they have more opportunities to engage in computer related offences
(i.e. non-conventional offences) such as illegal downloading of data or programs, hacking,
illegal interception of private communications, data or system interference, credit card or
computer fraud. Computer related offences have been included only in the 4th edition of the
European Sourcebook and therefore it is impossible to establish time series since 1990 for
them (Aebi et al. 2010: 55; Jehle and Harrendorf 2010: 131-42). At the same time the
staggering increase in such crimes registered by most national police statistics largely
reflects the growing interest in this type of crimes, but not necessarily their actual evolution.
This uneven access to the Internet implies that, currently, among youths spending a lot of
time in the streets and in public places –who are therefore more likely to join a street gang
or to participate in unstructured and unsupervised activities with peers– there is an
overrepresentation of those with a low socioeconomic status. Among them, youths from
ethnic minorities are also overrepresented because such minorities have systematically a
lower socioeconomic status than the native population.
At the same time, one must take into account that Western “European countries have
many youths who are second-generation ethnic minorities, and their number has increased
in the last decades” (Weerman and Decker 2005: 306). Demographic data from Eurostat
(2010b) confirms that foreign citizens are on average younger than natives in all EU
member countries included in our analysis. For the 27 EU member states, the median age of
foreigners is 34.3 years; while among the natives it is 41.2 years (Eurostat 2010b).
In this perspective, some of the conclusions of the review on gang studies in 12
European countries conducted by Klein, Weerman and Thornberry (2006) are particularly
relevant: (a) European street gangs are “primarily composed of ethnic or national
minorities, reflecting the immigration and refugee patterns of those countries” (p. 421);
(b) “in most European settings, the development of street gangs has been so recent that
groups with durations of more than 10–15 years have not had a chance to stabilize”
(p. 421); (c) “compared with nonmembers, gang members have substantially higher rates of
violence, engage in more serious forms of violence and are more apt to use weapons
(p. 433); (d) “the relationship between violence and being in a gang gets stronger for more
serious types of violent offences” (p. 427); (e) “the most common form of violence in
European gangs appears to be physical fighting” (p. 433); (f) European street gangs show
less serious levels of violence than street gangs in the USA, a difference that “may be
attributable to the recentness of the European gang development, the lower levels of
firearms availability, and lower levels of gang territoriality in Europe” (p. 413). Similarly,
Weerman and Decker (2005: 306) reviewing a series of European street gang studies
conclude that “it is obvious that this book has demonstrated in particular the important role
of immigration and ethnicity for European gangs and troublesome youth groups”.
In sum, the available research on European street gangs corroborates their recent nature,
their involvement in violent behaviour, and their ethnic composition. Therefore, the
development of these gangs seems to be one of the key factors explaining the increase in
the level of violence in Western Europe during the 1990s and the 2000s. As we have
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mentioned before, and as it is also confirmed by the research reviewed, homicides are not
concerned because the fatal outcome often depends on the presence of firearms, which are
not widespread in Europe.
The scientific literature has also established that there is a strong association
between alcohol consumption and violent behaviour (WHO 2004a, 2005). Alcohol
consumption precedes violent events, and the amount of alcohol consumed is related to
the severity of the violent events. This relationship seems due to the effects of alcohol on
serotonin and brain receptors that reduce fear and anxiety of the consequences of ones
action, as well as to its effects on cognitive functioning that affect the resolution of
conflict situations and exacerbates emotional responses (WHO 2004a: 47, with
references).
Evolution of alcohol use in Europe is available from 1961 to 2001 for most Western
European countries, but figures are not breakdown by age (WHO 2004b). Regarding
adolescents, information is available through the various waves of the European School
Survey Project on Alcohol and Other Drugs – ESPAD (Hibell et al. 2009). This survey
confirms that the percentage of adolescent students aged 15-16 involved in heavy episodic
drinking (having five or more drinks on one occasion, also known as binge drinking) during
the 30 days preceding the data collection has increased between 1995 and 1999 and
between 2003 and 2007. During this latter period, 15 countries have registered an increase.
On average, the percentage of girls involved in such episodes increased, narrowing the gap
with boys. In 2007, on average, 43% of the students interviewed in the survey admitted that
they had been involved in episodes of heavy drinking during the past 30 days. This
behaviour was more prevalent among boys (47%) than among girls (39%) (Hibell et al.
2009: 82).
Indeed, in Europe the percentage of young people engaged in episodes of binge drinking
is very high. On average, in six European countries (Denmark, Isle of Man, Czech
Republic, United Kingdom and Sweden), 60.2% of boys and 41.1% of girls 18-23 years fell
into this category, while these percentages were 44.9% and 29.9% for those aged 24-32
(Plant et al. 2009). Especially among young people 18-23 years involved in episodes of
binge drinking, 23.7% of boys and 6.9% of girls had participated in a fight during the last
twelve months, while between young people 24-32 years these percentages were
respectively 10.5% and 2% (Plant et al. 2009).
Explaining Trends in Drug Offences
The uptrend showed by drug offences may be related to an increase in drug use and drug
trafficking during the period scrutinised. Drug use concerns all strata of society.15 While
youths with a low socioeconomic status and spending more time in public places encounter
more possibilities of engaging in drug use, youths with a medium, and especially with a
high socioeconomic status, dispose of the funds required for the acquisition of drugs. The
availability of economic resources increases also the risk of engaging in drug use for youths
involved in property offences. In that context, the ESPAD surveys (Hibell et al. 2009)
indicate that the percentage of adolescent students aged 15-16 who have used drugs at least
once in their lifetime increased from 12% in 1995 to 21% in 2003, and decrease then to

15
Among youths, this is shown by the main results of the second International self-reported delinquency
study – ISRD-2 (Junger-Tas et al. 2010).

68

Is There a Crime Drop in Western Europe?

271

18% in 2007. This trend is quite similar to the one followed by violent offences in the
ICVS. Eventually, the evolution of drug use could be seen as a proxy for the trends in drug
trafficking.
The recent development of European street gangs may also be related to the evolution of
drug trafficking. Indeed, the review of Klein et al. (2006) indicates that the second most
widespread type of street gang in Europe is the one known as Specialty Gang, which
includes groups principally involved in robberies, assaults or drug distribution. In this
perspective, the systemic model of relationship between drugs and crime corroborates that
systemic violence –the one that occurs within a clandestine market– usually takes place
when selling drugs or is provoked by territorial disputes between drug sellers (Brochu
2006: 133). In fact, in a context where security measures have been improved both in
homes and in shops, drug trafficking is often the easiest way of obtaining cash. For
example, in the mid-1990s the most common offences committed by heroin addicts –who
later followed a heroin prescription programme– were shoplifting and drug trafficking
(Aebi 2006).
In sum, the increase in drug offences seems related to an increase in drug use and,
possibly, in drug trafficking. Indirectly, it could also be one of the causes of the increase of
violent crime.
An Integrated View
Figure 9 presents in a graphic way our explanation of crime trends in Western Europe. In
order to facilitate its reading, we did not include in the figure the reasons of the increase in
property offences in the early 1990s, but we concentrate on their decrease since 1993-4.
Furthermore, regarding such decrease, we include three of its causes under the heading
Changes in Central/Eastern Europe (the positive socioeconomic outcomes for some of
these countries of the enlargements of the EU, the saturation of their black markets, and the
reinforcement of police measures against transnational crime).

Fig. 9 A multifactor explanation of crime trends in Western Europe
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Conclusion
This article started with a question: Is there a crime drop in Europe? The answer to that
question is that there is no general crime drop in Europe. There is a drop in property
offences and homicide that started in the mid-1990s, but the rest of the violent offences, as
well as drug offences, have been increasing during the last two decades.
In particular, property offences (theft, domestic burglary, and motor vehicle theft)
experienced an increase during the early 1990s, reaching their maximum levels between
1992 and 1995, and have been following an overall downward trend since then. This
trend was slightly interrupted for a couple of years in the first half of the 2000s, but,
after that, the decrease in property offences has been even more pronounced than
before. This evolution is confirmed both by victimisation surveys and police statistics;
the latter usually anticipated the changes in the tendencies. Depending on the offence
considered, the rate of police recorded property offences in 2007 was between 20% and
40% lower than in 1990.
Homicide followed the same trend as property offences, registering peaks in 1991-3 and
following then a curvilinear but overall constant decrease, in such a way that the 2007 rate
of completed intentional homicide was 26% lower than the one registered in 1990. The
decrease in the total intentional homicide rate (including attempts) was somewhat lower
(19%) and its evolution during this period was almost identical to the evolution of thefts,
both according to police statistics. These trends suggest a slight decrease in the lethality of
the assaults, which could be due to the low availability of firearms in Europe as well as to
an improvement in the quality of health services.
Indeed, assaults increased since the beginning of the series both according to police
statistics (that show a 143% increase of their rate between 1990 and 2007), and
victimisation surveys (that show a 85% increase of the prevalence of assaults and threats
between 1988 and 2004); although the latter suggest a slight decrease of their prevalence
between 1999 and 2004. The contradiction between the decrease of homicide and the
increase of assaults cannot be explained by the popular argument that suggests that violent
offences are being more often reported to the police. Data from the ICVS shows that their
reporting rate remained stable during the period studied.
Police statistics also show an increase of rapes, whose rate doubled between 1990 and
2007. Also according to police statistics, robberies rose in the early 1990s and remained
then stable until the end of that decade. At that moment they started increasing again,
reaching a peak in 2002, and have been decreasing since then. However, the 2007 rate of
robbery is still 16% higher than in 1990. Victimisation data confirms the upward trend
until 2004, but the lack of a survey after that year prevent us from establishing if the
recent decrease in robbery is confirmed by the victims. This evolution corroborates the
mixed nature of robbery, which is indeed a combination of a property and a violent
offence. In the first part of the series, robbery followed the trend of violent offences,
while in the last part it followed the trend of property offences. Finally, police recorded
drug offences followed a steady upward trend (200% increase of their rate) from 1990 to
2007.
These findings show that crime trends in Western Europe did not follow a homogeneous
trend. This is a major difference with crime trends in the United States, where a general
crime drop has been observed since the beginning of the 1990s. The paradoxical evolution
of offences in Europe falsifies not only the explanations of delinquency proposed by most
criminological theories but also the specific explanations that have been proposed for the
evolution of crime in the United States. All these approaches suggest factors (increase of
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police, increase of imprisonment, legalisation of abortion, etc.) that have an impact on all
offences and not a differential impact according to the type of offence.
In order to explain Western European trends we propose a multifactor model that is
inspired mainly by opportunity-based theories. The increase of property offences in the
early 1990s would be related to the consequences of the political and socioeconomic
changes that took place in Europe at that time (development of a black market in Central
and Eastern Europe and new lines of transportation for illegal goods and commodities
across Europe). Their subsequent decrease would be related to the saturation of that black
market, a reinforcement of police measures against transnational crime at the borders of the
EU, an improvement of the socioeconomic situation in many Central and Eastern European
countries, an improvement of security measures in Western European households, and a
substantial increase in private security in most Western European countries.
The evolution of violent offences –in which youths are overwhelmingly overrepresented– seems related to major changes in the lifestyle of the younger European
generations and changes in their demographics. The development of Internet had an
influence on the distribution of youths’ free time. Youths who have unlimited access to
the internet spend more time at home –and are more exposed to the risk of engaging in
computer related offences, which have been increasing constantly–, while those who
have a limited access to the Web spend more time in the streets and are differentially
exposed to the risk of engaging in conventional delinquency. However, as the increase in
security measures and private security has reduced the opportunities to commit property
crimes, such risk exposition should have an influence mainly on violent and drug related
offences.
In that context, among youths who have limited access to the Internet, there is an
overrepresentation of those with a low socioeconomic status and, among the latter, there is
also an overrepresentation of ethnic minorities. This is probably one of the factors –
combined with many others– explaining their differential involvement in delinquency
according to official statistics and self-reported delinquency studies. Moreover, the number
of youths who are second-generation ethnic minorities have increased in Europe during the
last decades. In that perspective, research suggests that their presence is related to the recent
development of European street gangs. Member of these gangs present high rates of violent
offending, in particular group fighting. Also, some street gangs are involved in drug
trafficking, which is also related to the commission of violent offences.
Finally, research shows an increase in the percentage of youths engaged in heavy
episodic drinking (binge drinking), and has also shown that among these youths there is a
high prevalence of violent offending. Soft drug use has also increased among adolescents
during the most part of the period studied, although it seems to have started decreasing
lately.
Under these circumstances, it is complicated to predict the future. Violent offences
cannot continue to rise indefinitely, and it is plausible that the slight decrease of such
offences in 2004 according to victimisation surveys is a first sign that they are reaching
their upper limit and may start to decrease. This hypothesis is reinforced by the recent
decrease in completed homicide. In that context, one must not underestimate the role of
domestic violence. Research has shown that the latter is not correlated to the general
evolution of delinquency. It has also shown that the percentage of women killed in an
incident of domestic homicide can represent one third of the total number of victims of
intentional homicide in some Western European countries. Major changes in the future
crime rates could be related to the evolution of domestic violence as well as to changes in
youth lifestyles.
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Table 2 Geometric mean rates of police recorded offences per 100,000 population from 1990 to 2007 in 14 Western European countries, and percentage change (based upon
unrounded data) between 1990 and 2007

Appendix 1

274
M.F. Aebi, A. Linde

Is There a Crime Drop in Western Europe?

275

References
Aebi, M. F. (2004a). Crime Trends in Western Europe from 1990 to 2000. European Journal on Criminal
Policy and Research, 10(2–3), 163–186.
Aebi, M.F. (2004b). Crime trends in Europe from 1990 to 2000. In K. Aromaa K. and S. Nevala (Eds.),
Crime and crime control in an integrating Europe: Plenary presentations held at the Third Annual
Conference of the European Society of Criminology, Helsinki 2003 (pp. 39-60). Helsinki: HEUNI.
Available online at: http://www.heuni.fi/uploads/ob35f37b1qqdnk(1).pdf.
Aebi, M.F. (2006). Comment mesurer la délinquance? Paris: Armand Colin.
Aebi, M.F. (2008). Measuring the influence of statistical counting rules on cross-national differences in recorded
crime. In Aromaa K. and Heiskanen M. (Eds.). Crime and criminal justice systems in Europe and North
America 1995-2004 (pp. 196-214). Helsinki: HEUNI. Available online at: http://www.heuni.fi/43087.htm.
Aebi, M.F. (2010). Methodological issues in the comparison of police-recorded crime rates. In Shoham S.G.,
Knepper P. and Kett M. (Eds.). International Handbook of Criminology (pp. 211-227). Boca Raton
[etc.]: CRC Press, Taylor & Francis Group.
Aebi, M.F. & Linde, A. (2010). El misterioso caso de la desaparición de las estadísticas policiales españolas.
Revista Electrónica de Ciencia Penal y Criminología, 12(07), pp. 1-30. Available online at: http://
criminet.ugr.es/recpc/12/recpc12-07.pdf.
Aebi, M. F., Killias, M., & Tavares, C. (2002). Comparing crime rates: the international crime (Victim)
survey, the European sourcebook of crime and criminal justice statistics, and interpol statistics.
International Journal of Comparative Criminology, 2(1), 22–37.
Aebi, M.F., Aromaa, K., Aubusson de Cavarlay, B., Barclay, G., Gruszczynska, B., von Hofer, H., et al.
(2006). European Sourcebook of Crime and Criminal Justice Statistics – 2006. 3rd edition. Den Haag:
Boom Juridische Uitgevers. Available online at: http://www.europeansourcebook.org/esb3_Full.pdf.
Aebi, M.F., Aubusson de Cavarlay, B., Barclay, G., Gruszczynska, B., Harrendorf, B., Heiskanen, M., et al.
(2010). European sourcebook of crime and criminal justice statistics – 2010. 4th edition. Den Haag:
Boom Juridische Uitgevers. Available online at: http://english.wodc.nl/onderzoeksdatabase/europeansourcebook-4e-editie.aspx?cp=45&cs=6796.
Agnew, R. (2009). Juvenile delinquency: Causes and control (3rd edn.). New York and Oxford: Oxford
University Press.
Barbagli, M. (Ed.). (2000). Perché è diminuita la criminalità negli Stati Uniti? Bologna: Il Mulino.
Blumstein, A., & Rosenfeld, R. (1998). Explaining recent trends in U.S. homicide rates. The Journal of
Criminal Law and Criminology, 88(4), 1175–1216.
Blumstein, A., & Wallman, J. (2000). The crime drop in America. Cambridge [etc.]: Cambridge University
Press.
Blumstein, A., & Wallman, J. (2006). The crime drop in America. Revised edn. Cambridge [etc.]: Cambridge
University Press.
Brochu, S. (2006). Drogue et criminalité: Une relation complexe (2èmeth edn.). Montréal: Les Presses de
l’Université de Montréal.
Chamlin, M. B., & Cochran, J. K. (2007). An evaluation of the assumptions that underlie institutional anomie
theory. Theoretical Criminology, 11(1), 39–61.
CoE - Council of Europe. (1999). European sourcebook of crime and criminal justice statistics. Strasbourg:
Council of Europe.
Cohen, L. E., & Felson, M. (1979). Social change and crime rate trends: a routine activity approach.
American Sociological Review, 44(4), 588–608.
Cook, P.J., Moore, M.H. (1999). Guns, gun control, and homicide: A review of research and public policy. In
Smith M.D., Zahn M.A. (Eds.). Homicide: A sourcebook of social research (pp. 277-296). Thousands
Oaks [etc.]: Sage.
de Waard, J. (1999). The Private Security Industry in International Perspective. European Journal on
Criminal Policy and Research, 7(2), 143–174.
Dodge, Y. (1993). Statistique: Dictionnaire encyclopédique. Paris: Dunod.
Donohue, J. J., III, & Levitt, S. D. (2001). The impact of legalized abortion on crime. Quarterly Journal of
Economics, 116(2), 379–420.
Elias, N. (1997). The civilizing process. Oxford: Blackwell [1st edition in German: 1939].
Eurostat (2002). Health statistics: key data on health 2002 - Data 1970-2001. Luxembourg: Office for Official
Publications of the European Communities. Available online at: http://epp.eurostat.ec.europa.eu/cache/
ITY_OFFPUB/KS-08-02-002/EN/KS-08-02-002-EN.PDF.
Eurostat (2003). Health statistics: Atlas on mortality in the European union - data 1994-1996. Luxembourg:
Office for Official Publications of the European Communities. Available online at: http://epp.eurostat.ec.
europa.eu/cache/ITY_OFFPUB/ATLAS/EN/ATLAS-EN.HTM.

73

276

M.F. Aebi, A. Linde

Eurostat. (2008). Internet usage in 2008 – Households and individuals. Eurostat data in focus 46/2008.
Luxembourg: Eurostat.
Eurostat. (2010a). Eurostatistcs: Data for short term economic analysis. Issue 7/2010. Luxembourg:
Eurostat.
Eurostat (2010b). Population of foreign citizens in the EU27 in 2009. Eurostat Newsrelease 129 (7
September 2010).
Farrington, D. P. (2003). Developmental and life-course criminology: key theoretical and empirical issues –
The 2002 Sutherland award address. Criminology, 41(2), 221–255.
Felson, M., & Boba, R. (2010). Crime and everyday life (4th ed.). Los Angeles [etc.]: Sage.
Garland, D. (2001). The culture of control. Crime and social order in contemporary society. Oxford [etc.]:
Oxford University Press.
Geneva Declaration Secretariat. (2008). Global burden of armed violence. Geneva: Geneva Declaration
Secretariat.
Gerber, J., & Killias, M. (2003). The transnationalization of historically local crime: auto theft in Western
Europe and Russian markets. European Journal of Crime, Criminal Law and Criminology, 11(2), 215–226.
Gottfredson, M. R., & Hirschi, T. (1990). A general theory of crime. California: Stanford University Press.
Harris, A. R., Thomas, S. H., Fisher, G. A., & Hirsch, D. J. (2002). Murder and medicine: the lethality of
criminal assault 1960-1999. Homicide Studies, 6(2), 128–166.
Hibell, Bjorn, et al. (2009). The 2007 ESPAD report: Substance use among students in 35 European
countries. Stockholm: The Swedish Council for Information on Alcohol and other Drugs / The European
Monitoring Centre for Drugs and Drug Addiction / Council of Europe, Co-operation Group to Combat
Drug Abuse and Illicit Trafficking in Drugs.
Hirschi, T. (1969). Causes of delinquency. Berkeley: University of California Press.
Jehle, J.-M. & Harrendorf, B. (Eds.) (2010). Defining and registering criminal offences and measures:
Standards for a European comparison. Göttingen: Universitätsverlag Göttingen. Available online at:
http://webdoc.sub.gwdg.de/univerlag/2010/GSK10_jehle.pdf.
Johnson, H., Ollus, N., & Nevala, S. (2008). Violence against women: An international perspective. New
York: Springer.
Junger-Tas, J., Haen-Marshall, I., Enzmann, D., Killias, M., Steketee, M. & Gruszcynska B. (Eds.). (2010).
Juvenile delinquency in Europe and beyond : Results of the second international self-report study.
Dordrecht [etc.]: Springer.
Killias, M., & Aebi, M. F. (2000). Crime trends in Europe from 1990 to 1996: how Europe illustrates the
limits of the American experience. European Journal on Criminal Policy and Research, 8(1), 43–63.
Killias, M., van Kesteren, J., & Rindlisbacher, M. (2001). Guns, violent crime and suicide in 21 countries.
Canadian Journal of Criminology, 43(4), 429–448.
Killias, M., Barclay, G., Smit, P., Aebi, M.F., Tavares, C., Aubusson de Cavarlay, et al. (2003). European
sourcebook of crime and criminal justice statistics 2003. Den Haag: Boom Juridische uitgevers.
Available online at: http://www.minjust.nl:8080/b_organ/wodc/reports/ob212i.htm.
Klein, M. W., Weerman, F. M., & Thornberry, T. P. (2006). Street gang violence in Europe. European
Journal of Criminology, 3(4), 413–437.
LaFree, G. (1999). A summary and review of cross-national comparative studies of homicide. In M. D. Smith &
M. A. Zahn (Eds.), Homicide: A sourcebook of social research (pp. 125–145). Sage: Thousands Oaks [etc.].
Lamon, P. (2002). Crime trends in thirteen industrialized countries. In P. Nieuwbeerta (Ed.), Crime
victimization in comparative perspective: Results from the international crime victims survey, 1989–
2000 (pp. 29–52). The Hague: Boom Juridische Uitgevers.
Lenski, G. (1988). Rethinking macrosociological theory. American Sociological Review, 53(2), 163–171.
Levitt, S. D. (1996). The effect of prison population size on crime rates: evidence from prison overcrowding
litigation. Quarterly Journal of Economics, 111(2), 319–351.
Levitt, S. D. (2004). Understanding why crime fell in the 1990s: four factors that explain the decline and six
that do not. The Journal of Economic Perspectives, 18(1), 163–190.
Martínez, G. (2004). Los crímenes de Oxford. Barcelona: Planeta.
MIR – Ministerio del Interior (2000). Anuario Estadístico del Ministerio del Interior, 1999. Madrid:
Ministerio del Interior, Secretaría General Técnica. Available online: http://www.mir.es/MIR/
PublicacionesArchivo/publicaciones/catalogo/indice.html.
MIR – Ministerio del Interior (2009). Anuario Estadístico del Ministerio del Interior, 2008. Madrid:
Ministerio del Interior, Secretaría General Técnica. Available online: http://www.mir.es/MIR/
PublicacionesArchivo/publicaciones/catalogo/indice.html.
Mucchielli, L. (2010). Are we living in a more violent society: a socio-historical analysis of interpersonal
violence in France, 1970s-Present. British Journal of Criminology, 50(5), 808–829.

74

Is There a Crime Drop in Western Europe?

277

Plant, M. A., Plant, M. L., Miller, P., Gmel, G., & Kuntsche, S. (2009). Social consequences of binge
drinking: a comparison of young adults in six European countries. Journal of Addictive Diseases, 28(4),
294–308.
Pucher, J., & Buehler, R. (2005). Transport policies in central and Eastern Europe. In K. J. Button & D. A.
Hensher (Eds.), Handbook of transport strategy, policy, and institutions (pp. 725–744). Amsterdam
[etc.]: Elsevier Press, 2005.
Rosenfeld, R., & Messner, S. F. (2009). The crime drop in comparative perspective: the impact of the
economy and imprisonment on American and European burglary rates. The British Journal of Sociology,
60(3), 445–471.
Sampson, R. J., & Laub, J. H. (2003). Life-course desisters? Trajectories of crime among delinquent boys
followed to age 70. Criminology, 41(3), 555–592.
Sethi, D. et al. (2006). Injuries and violence in Europe. Why they matter and what can be done. Copenhagen:
WHO regional office for Europe. Available online at (last accessed on 17-09-2010): http://www.euro.
who.int/document/E88037.pdf.
Tavares, C. & Thomas, G. (2007, 2008, 2009). Crime and Criminal Justice. Eurostat – Statistics in focus –
Population and social conditions, 15/2007, 19/2008, 36/2009. Luxembourg: Eurostat. Available online
at: 15/2007: http://epp.eurostat.ec.europa.eu/cache/ITY_OFFPUB/KS-SF-07-015/EN/KS-SF-07-015-EN.PDF
19/2008: http://epp.eurostat.ec.europa.eu/cache/ITY_OFFPUB/KS-SF-08-019/EN/KS-SF-08-019-EN.PDF
36/2009: http://epp.eurostat.ec.europa.eu/cache/ITY_OFFPUB/KS-SF-09-036/EN/KS-SF-09-036-EN.PDF.
Tonry M. (Ed.) (2010). Why are crime rates falling (or are they?). Criminology in Europe: Newsletter of the
European society of criminology, 9(1), 3-19.
UNODC – United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime (2010). United Nations surveys on crime trends and
the operations of criminal justice systems. Vienna: United Nations. Available online at (last accessed on
16-09-2010): http://www.unodc.org/unodc/en/data-and-analysis/United-Nations-Surveys-on-CrimeTrends-and-the-Operations-of-Criminal-Justice-Systems.html.
van Dijk, J. (2008). The world of crime. Breaking the silence on problems of crime, justice and development.
Thousand Oaks: Sage.
van Dijk, J. (2010). The European crime falls: security driven? Criminology in Europe: Newsletter of the
European Society of Criminology, 9(1), 5–12–13.
van Dijk, J., van Kesteren, J., & Smit, P. (2007). Criminal victimization in international perspective: Key
findings from the 2004-2005 ICVS and EU ICS. Den Haag: Boom Juridische Uitgevers.
van Steden, R., & Sarre, R. (2007). The growth of private security: Trends in the European Union. Security
Journal, 20(4), 222–223.
Vollaard, B. (2010). Bouw inbraakpreventie in, anders blijft een huis een doelwit. Me Judice, 3(12), 18
January 2010. Available online at: http://www.mejudice.nl/artikel/347/bouw-inbraakpreventie-in-andersblijft-een-huis-een-doelwit.
Weerman, F. M., & Decker, S. (2005). European street gangs and troublesome youth groups: Findings from
the Eurogang research program. In S. Decker & F. M. Weerman (Eds.), European street gangs and
troublesome youth groups (pp. 287–310). Lanham [etc.]: Altamira Press.
WHO – World Health Organization. (2004a). Global status report on alcohol 2004. Geneva: WHO,
Department of Mental Health and Substance Abuse.
WHO – World Health Organization (2004b). Global status report on alcohol 2004. Part II. Country Profiles.
Geneva: WHO, Department of Mental Health and Substance Abuse [available on CD-Rom and online].
WHO – World Health Organization. (2005). Alcohol and interpersonal violence: Policy briefing. Rome:
WHO Regional Office for Europe.
WHO – World Health Organization (2010a). Health for all database (HfA). Technical notes. [Geneva: World
Health Organization]. Available online at (last accessed on 16-09-2010): http://data.euro.who.int/hfadb/
help/Technical%20notes.htm.
WHO – World Health Organization. (2010b). European report on preventing violence and knife crime among
young people. Copenhagen: WHO Regional Office for Europe.
World Bank (2010). Internet users [Source: International Telecommunications Union, World Telecommunications Development Report and database, and World Bank Estimates]. Washington: World Bank.
Available online at (last accessed on 16-09-2010): http://data.worldbank.org/indicator/IT.NET.USER.
Zimring, F. E. (2007). The great American crime decline. Oxford [etc.]: Oxford University Press.

75

76

Eur J Crim Policy Res (2012) 18:103–144
DOI 10.1007/s10610-011-9166-7

Conviction Statistics as an Indicator of Crime Trends
in Europe from 1990 to 2006
Marcelo F. Aebi & Antonia Linde

Published online: 24 December 2011
# Springer Science+Business Media B.V. 2011

Abstract Convictions statistics were the first criminal statistics available in Europe
during the nineteenth century. Their main weaknesses as crime measures and for
comparative purposes were identified by Alphonse de Candolle in the 1830s. Currently,
they are seldom used by comparative criminologists, although they provide a less valid
but more reliable measure of crime and formal social control than police statistics. This
article uses conviction statistics, compiled from the four editions of the European
Sourcebook of Crime and Criminal Justice Statistics, to study the evolution of persons
convicted in European countries from 1990 to 2006. Trends in persons convicted for six
offences –intentional homicide, assault, rape, robbery, theft, and drug offences– and up to
26 European countries are analysed. These trends are established for the whole of Europe
as well as for a cluster of Western European countries and a cluster of Central and Eastern
European countries. The analyses show similarities between both regions of Europe at the
beginning and at the end of the period under study. After a general increase of the rate of
persons convicted in the early 1990s in the whole of Europe, trends followed different
directions in Western and in Central and Eastern Europe. However, during the 2000s, it can be
observed, throughout Europe, a certain stability of the rates of persons convicted for intentional
homicides, accompanied by a general decrease of the rate of persons convicted for property
offences, and an increase of the rate of those convicted for drug offences. The latter goes
together with an increase of the rate of persons convicted for non lethal violent offences, which
only reached some stability at the end of the time series. These trends show that there is no
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general crime drop in Europe. After a discussion of possible theoretical explanations, a
multifactor model, inspired by opportunity-based theories, is proposed to explain the trends
observed.
Keywords Alphonse de Candolle . Central and Eastern Europe . Convicted persons .
Conviction statistics . Crime drop . Crime trends . European Sourcebook . Internet . Routine
activities approach . Western Europe

Introduction
This article analyses the evolution of convicted offenders for six different offences in up to
26 European countries, from 1990 to 2006. The first part of the article discusses the value
of conviction statistics as a measure of crime and formal social control, paying special
attention to the historical development of such statistics and the debate about their validity
and reliability over two centuries. This is followed by a methodological section that
presents the data from the European Sourcebook of Crime and Criminal Justice Statistics
used for the analyses, together with the validity checks and statistical procedures applied to
improve their quality. The results of the analyses are shown in the third section, which
presents and describes trends for each offence in the whole continent as well as in Western
Europe and in Central and Eastern Europe. Finally, the discussion section reviews the
different theoretical explanations that could be proposed to explain such trends and the
current debate about the so-called crime drop in industrialized countries. It also proposes an
explanation of crime trends based on a multifactor model that draws on opportunity-based
theories and takes into account the political, economical and social changes observed in
Europe during the last two decades.

Conviction Statistics as a Measure of Crime and Formal Social Reaction
Historical Development of Conviction Statistics
Conviction statistics, also known as court statistics and judiciary statistics, were the first
official statistics –i.e. statistics produced by the State– on crime available in Europe.
Sweden had vital statistics –i.e. statistics on the causes of death– on the number of victims
of homicide since the 1750s, and the same is true for Finland, which was a part of Sweden
until 1809 (von Hofer 1990). Figures of committals for indictable crime –which correspond
to persons charged for felonies and for misdemeanours tried by a jury (Hastings 2001)–
started to be published annually in England and Wales in 1810, with data going back to
1805 (Emsley 2005: 22).1 But the first comprehensive national criminal statistics were
introduced in France in 1825. They were followed by the ones published in Denmark in
1828 and in Sweden in 1836, and all these statistics were based on court data.
The French statistics –published in 1827 with data from 1825– were called the Compte
général de l’administration de la justice criminelle en France. They were “divided into four
parts: the first included all prosecutions in the assize courts; the second, the verdicts of
correctional tribunals; the third, the verdicts of the tribunals of the police courts; and the fourth,
1
In contemporary terms, they can be seen as a sort of prosecution statistics that cover the cases brought
before a court for some types of offences only.

78

Conviction Statistics as an Indicator of Crime Trends in Europe

105

statistical information about the criminal process from other jurisdictions such as the royal
courts. For each département, the Compte measured the annual number of known and
prosecuted crimes against persons and property, whether the accused (if prosecuted) were
acquitted or convicted, as well as the punishment accorded [to] the latter” (Beirne 1993: 74).
According to Christiansen and Gram Jensen (1972), official criminal statistics in
Denmark date back to 1828, and the first four annual surveys were published in a
governmental periodical. They were called sanction statistics and were based on the
number of convictions and other sanctions, and not on the number of persons convicted.
However, the first 12 years of these statistics were not reliable; as a consequence, trends can
only be established since 1841 (Christiansen and Gram Jensen 1972).
In Sweden, since 1836, the national statistics included statistics on crimes (Lindström
2008). These statistics were based on court sentences and other findings of guilt, such as
summary fines and waivers of prosecution (von Hofer 2000b, 2003).
The statistical series published in England and Wales since 1810 were partial –they did
not cover non-indictable offences, which can be tried without a jury (Hastings 2001)– and
considered by the local researchers as inaccurate and clearly less sophisticated than the
French ones, which were seen as model in the field (Emsley 2005: 22-23). It is only in 1857
that England and Wales started publishing comprehensive national criminal statistics, which
combined court and police data (Maguire 2007: 244). They “consisted of, first, indictable
offences reported to the police that had not necessarily resulted in an arrest or been
‘solved’; second, committals for trial, both on indictment and before summary jurisdiction;
and third, the number of persons convicted and imprisoned” (Emsley 2005: 23).
These observations on the birth of criminal statistics allow us to place the first debates
about their validity in their historical context, and to read such debates keeping in mind that
they referred systematically to conviction statistics. It is only during the second half of the
twentieth century that police statistics –and World Health Organization data on deaths due
to homicide and intentional injury (WHO health statistics)– became the main measure used
by criminologists interested in comparative research. The key reason for that choice could
seem merely empirical: Interpol started publishing data on offences recorded by police
forces across the world in 1954 (Stamatel 2006) –a collection that was unfortunately
discontinued by a resolution of Interpol’s General Assembly in 20062–, creating thus a
major database for comparative criminologists. However, the development of the Interpol
data collection was, at least partially, one of the practical results of a former theoretical
discussion on the validity of criminal statistics.
In fact, immediately after the publication of the French national judiciary statistics, their
validity was questioned by de Candolle (1830/1987a). According to Beirne (1993: 105), de
Candolle was probably the first author that mentioned the problem of the dark figure of
crime. Indeed, de Candolle (1830/1987a) unveiled most of the problems related to the use
of conviction statistics as measures of crime.3 In particular, he enumerated the different
2

See http://www.interpol.int/public/ICPO/GeneralAssembly/AGN75/resolutions/AGN75RES19.asp. In the
context of this article, it is interesting to point out that the section Frequently Asked Questions of Interpol’s
website specifies that “The decision to remove the statistics was taken as some users and some members of
the media were making comparisons between countries based on these statistics, when different collection
methods make such comparisons problematic” (http://www.interpol.int/FAQs, last accessed on 23-09-2011).
3
The contribution of Alphonse de Candole (1806-1893) to the debate on the validity of official statistics was
seldom taken into account by criminologists until he was rediscovered by Bomio and Robert (1987) in the
1980s. For example, in his seminal article on the basis of a crime index, Sellin (1931) summarizes the
positions of Georg von Mayr, Gabriel Tarde, and V. Verkko, but does not mention de Candolle. Nor is he
mentioned in the influential works of Robinson (1910, 1911) about the history and organization of criminal
statistics in the United States of America.
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causes of the dark figure of crime –including the offenses not discovered by their victims,
the offences for which the author is unknown, the decision by the victim of not reporting
the offence, and the cases in which the legal procedure does not lead to a sentence of a
court– as well as the influence of the prosecution activity on sudden changes in crime
trends. He also warned about cross-national comparisons because the number of unknown
crimes varied from one country to another (de Candolle, 1830/1987a). One year later, the
publication of Recherches sur le penchant au crime, aux différents âges par Quételet (1831)
led de Candolle (1832/1987b) to publish a second text in which he tackled the idea of a
constant proportion between the total number of offences committed and the number of
offences known and tried by a judicial authority, which had been proposed by Quételet. In
the same article, de Candolle (1832/1987b) insisted once more on the almost impossibility
of performing cross-national comparisons. In particular, he explained that, if such
comparisons were to be made, they should be based on the number of accused persons
instead of on the number of sentenced persons. The reason was that many offences known
to the prosecution authorities do not lead to a conviction. This is, indeed, the same
reasoning behind the so-called Sellin’s dictum (Coleman and Moynihan 1996: 10), which
stated, one hundred years after de Candolle, that “the value of a crime rate for index
purposes decreases as the distance from the crime itself in terms of procedure increases”
(Sellin 1931: 346, emphasis in the original). More than 35 years later, this idea was
presented in a graphic way by the President’s Commission on Law Enforcement and
Administration of Justice (1967: 8-9), which represented the criminal justice system as a
funnel in which the number of cases decreases –because some cases are removed as they
are, for example, unknown to the police or because the police, the prosecutors or the courts
cannot solve them– as the process advances.4
In order to understand the position of Sellin (1931), one must place it in its historical and
geographical context, which corresponds to the period in which the Uniform Crime
Reporting system (UCR) was created in the United States. One of the main decisions that
had to be taken at that moment was whether to use court or police data as a basis for the
UCR, which was meant to be the first comprehensive collection of criminal data at the
national level. Police statistics had developed during the second half of the nineteenth
century and criminologists like von Mayr –who, according to Sellin and Wolfgang (1964:
14), was the first one to use crimes known to the police to study criminality in Bavaria,
Germany, in a study published in 1867– considered that they should be the main
source for research on moral statistics (Robinson 1910). Simultaneously, Robinson
(1910, 1911) had traced the history of criminal statistics in the United States –in which
many states were producing their own statistical collections, but only prison statistics
were collected at the national level– and presented a plan for their reorganization. This
plan was inspired by the criminal statistics available in European countries and was based
on the development of judicial statistics with two correlated counting units: “the
criminal” and “the crime”, i.e. persons convicted and offences for which these persons
were convicted. Indeed, Robinson (1910, 1911) seldom paid attention to police data and
concentrated on the advantages of judicial statistics over prison statistics. At the
beginning of the twentieth century, his position was shared by the American Institute of
Criminal Law and Criminology (Koren 1910). Nevertheless, time went by and, even if
4

While a funnel or an iceberg provide a useful graphic representation of the shape of the criminal justice
system, the image of a sieve with different sized meshes allows an illustration of the way in which the system
works (Killias et al. 2012: 342). The meshes filter out some of the cases, while a funnel would let them all
pass through.
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Robinson (1920) went as far as suggesting the practical way in which judicial statistics
could be collected,5 the efforts to create a nationwide collection of criminal statistics
continued to be unsuccessful. Moreover, the debate about the type of statistics that should
be collected was heading into a different direction as the one proposed by Robinson and
other statisticians.
According to Maltz (1977: 35), “By the late 1920s it was generally agreed that the crime
collected by the police would be the most accurate for statistical purposes”. In that context,
Robinson (1928) published an article in which he expressed his hope that “something good
for criminal statistics” could come out of the public discontent with the criminal justice
system (Robinson 1928: 125). He did not take position about the type of criminal statistics
to collect, but he expressed his worries about the fact that some states were collecting data
through their bureau of criminal identification: “A bureau of criminal identification belongs
within the police organization and the collection and interpretation of criminal statistics
should be entirely free from the influences of any branch of the administration of criminal
justice” (Robinson 1928: 127). At the same time, Vollmer (quoted by Maltz 1977: 34)
considered, that “the only dependable data upon which safe conclusions may be based are
the actual number and kind of complaints received by law enforcement officials”. August
Vollmer was at that time chief of police of Berkeley, California, and president of the
International Association of Chiefs of Police (IACP), and he was concerned about the view
offered by the press of crime trends, which suggested that the United States were
undergoing a crime wave (Maltz 1977; Rosen 1995). The IACP committee on Uniform
Crime Records published in 1929 a very influential report (IACP, 1929) that –combined
with the efforts of the Laura Spelman Rockefeller Memorial (LSRM) and the Social
Science Research Council (SSRC) to promote a police-based crime data system (Rosen
1995)– led the Congress of the United States, one year later, to charge the Federal Bureau
of Investigation (FBI) to start collecting data for the UCR. Thus, in 1930, the national
police statistics of the United States were born.
Sellin (1931) published his article immediately after that, taking position in the debate
about the validity of police and conviction statistics, and suggesting indirectly the way in
which the future crime index elaborated on the basis of the data collected for the URC –that
he mentions in page 346, note 22– could be elaborated. This can be clearly seen in the
sentence that Sellin (1931) wrote immediately after the one that was going to become his
dictum: “In other words, police statistics, particularly those of ‘crimes known to the police’
are most likely to furnish a good basis for a crime index”. That sentence is
accompanied by a footnote stating that he was “in complete disagreement” with the
Report of the Commission for the comparative study of criminal statistics of various
countries, presented in the 18th session of the International Institute of Statistics –held in
Warsaw, in 1930–, which concluded that “for the purpose of determining the status and
the movement of criminality in each country, it is the statistics of crimes objectively
determined by irrevocable and definitive sentences which should be submitted to study”
(Sellin 1931: 346).
Taking into account the enormous international influence of research in criminology
conducted in the United States since the 1930s, it is not exaggerated to say that the decision
of the Congress to use police data for the UCR closed the scientific debate on the
“I maintain that before the records of our criminal courts are filed away in the burying grounds of the
Clerks of Quarter Sessions or similar officials, there should be something in the nature of a face-sheet
attached either to the bill of indictment or to the record of the procedure before the court as a basis for
criminal statistics” (Robinson 1920: 161).
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comparative validity of conviction and police statistics.6 The UCR became for at least two
decades –until the development of self-reported delinquency studies– the major source of
empirical data for research, and criminologists across the world turned also to their national
police statistics to conduct similar studies. Conviction statistics were reduced to a secondary
role that became still less important, at the international scale, when Interpol started its
collection of criminal statistics in 1954. Even the development of the United Nations
Surveys on Crime Trends and the Operations of Criminal Justice Systems, UNCTS
(UNODC 2010) in the second half of the 1970s –which included data on police and on
conviction statistics since 1970–, did not change that situation. Nowadays, cross-national
comparisons of crime levels and crime trends continue to be based mainly on police statistics
and WHO health statistics. In that context, one of the goals of this article is to test –through a
comparison of the trends in conviction statistics with the ones observed in police and
victimization statistics (Aebi and Linde 2010)– whether conviction statistics provide an
appropriate measure of crime trends at the European level.
Validity and Reliability of Conviction Statistics
In the previous chapter, we presented some of the criticisms that de Candolle (1830/1987a,
1832/1987b) addressed to the first judiciary statistics. Almost two hundred years later, his
criticisms are still relevant and they continue to affect the validity of conviction statistics.
Apart from the problems already mentioned, in his analysis of the problems involved in
cross-national comparisons of those statistics, de Candolle (1832/1987b) highlighted the
influence of the particularities of each national criminal justice system. In that context, he
paid particular attention to the presence or the absence of a jury, which he considered the
main cause of mistakes in the comparisons. He also identified legal definitions of offences
and the procedural system of each country as major sources of distortions of the
comparisons. At the beginning of the twentieth century these issues continued to be a
matter of discussion. Thus, Robinson (1912), pointed out that “some states [of the United
States of America] count double infractions of a particular species as separate crimes while
other consider them as one”, and that “where codes do not consider the continuity of a
crime it depends on the judge whether such acts shall be considered as one infraction or
two” (Robinson 1912: 246). Current research also continues to pay attention to these
factors, stressing the fact that the statistical counting rules applied by each country to
establish its national conviction statistics render cross-national comparisons almost
impossible. Thus, the metadata included in the 4th edition of the European Sourcebook
of Crime and Criminal Justice Statistics (Aebi et al. 2010: 165-6) shows that the majority
of the European countries apply a principal offence rule, which implies that an offender

6
August Vollmer (1876-1955) later became a university professor, and the American Society of Criminology
paid tribute to his memory by naming one of its Awards after him. Thorsten Sellin (1896-1994) deserved the
same honour, and his dictum of 1931 is almost systematically quoted when discussing the validity of crime
measures. Louis N. Robinson updated in 1933 his history of criminal statistics in the United States,
dedicating a chapter to the Association of Chiefs of Police and the decision of the Congress on the UCR. In a
major example of fair play in scientific research, Robinson declared: “The author has only the highest praise
to bestow upon the research performed by the Committee of the International Association of Chiefs of
Police” (Robinson 1933: 134). He also acknowledged that “Several very practical reasons led to the decision
to place the work in the Bureau of Investigation and it is very doubtful if the system could have been started
in any other way” (Robinson 1933: 134). It is extremely difficult to find biographical information about
Robinson. The Library of Congress Online Catalogue mentions that he was born in 1880, but provides no
information on the year of this death (http://catalog.loc.gov/, last accessed on 23-09-2011).
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convicted for several offences will be shown only once –for the most serious offence– in
conviction statistics. However, it is not completely clear whether countries determined
the seriousness of the offence on the basis of its nature, the punishment imposed or
the maximum applicable sentence. There are also differences regarding the point at
which data is collected for the statistics because some countries record court decisions
before any appeal and others record them after the appeals have been exhausted (Aebi
et al. 2010: 165-6).
Those and similar related problems affect the validity of conviction statistics not only
when they are used at the macro-level –e.g. for comparisons across countries–, but also
when they are used as a measure of crime at the individual level. Thus, in the framework of
the Swiss Heroin Prescription Programs (Ribeaud et al. 2004), a comparison of selfreported delinquency surveys, victimization surveys, police files and court files for a
sample of drug-addicts, showed that conviction data can be problematic when trying to
establish the frequency of continuous offences –such as drug consumption and drug
dealing–, because the whole series of acts is included under only one conviction (Aebi
2006: 260). They are also problematic when trying to establish the criminal career of an
offender because a criminal conviction is the last resource for a juvenile court and also
because only the most serious offences lead to a criminal conviction. As a consequence, the
first conviction of an offender will not necessarily reflect his or her first offence. In the
same perspective, when several offences are included in the same sentence, it is almost
impossible –without consulting the original files– to establish their temporary order.
Moreover, in countries with a civil law legal system, conviction data are based on the
articles included in the Criminal Code, which sometimes do not allow a detailed
criminological classification of the acts committed. For example, theft can include pickpocketing, shoplifting and other forms of theft that are committed with completely different
modus operandi. (Aebi 2006: 260). These problems exist when the counting unit of
conviction statistics is the conviction itself and also when the counting unit is the person
convicted, but they are more pronounced in the second case. Indeed, conviction statistics
based on the number of persons convicted represent a measure of the prevalence of
delinquency –the number of persons convicted could also be expressed as the percentage of
the population that has been convicted– that does not seem appropriate to measure the
frequency or incidence of delinquency –i.e. the number of offences that led to a conviction.
For example, an increase in the number of persons convicted may be the consequence of an
increase in the number of offences committed in group, even if the total number of offences
remains stable.7
In sum, if the validity of a crime measure is defined as its capacity to measure efficiently
the phenomenon under study –i.e. criminality–, one can say that conviction statistics are
less valid than police statistics. As we have seen, this was the main message of Sellin
(1931), although the language of research has evolved and the concept of value, used by
him, has been replaced by the concept of validity, and it has been complemented with the
concept of reliability. Police statistics are more valid than conviction statistics because they
are closer to the offence itself. They are influenced mainly by the propensity of the
population to report offences, the way in which those offences are recorded, and the
criminal policy priorities as well as the efficiency of police forces. Conviction statistics
7
The problems related to the counting unit used in criminal statistics were already discussed in the
nineteenth century by Georg von Mayr (Robinson 1910). Robinson (1910) also provided a discussion on the
advantages and disadvantages of the three main units used in criminal statistics (the affair or case, the
infraction of the law, and the delinquent).
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intervene at a later stage of the procedure and therefore are influenced not only by all
those factors but also by the intervention of the Public Prosecution Services, which
filters the suspects that arrive at the trial stage. Thus, they include fewer offences than
police statistics, and many of these offences have disappeared because of lack of
evidence. For example, analysing rape offences in Sweden, von Hofer (2000a) has
shown that, in 1997, the police had recorded 1,708 offences but had completed the
investigation of only 1,434. Thus, there was a drop of 16% between the offences known
to the police (input) and the offences forwarded to the prosecution authorities (output).
Among the 274 cases that disappeared during the police investigation, there were 42 in
which the reported offence did not constitute a rape and 179 cases in which it was not
possible to establish the presence of a criminal conduct (von Hofer 2000a).8 The
subsequent intervention of the prosecution services reduces even more the number of
cases brought before a court because of lack of evidence or lack of public interest in
prosecution. Thus, a comparative study of the role of the Public Prosecution Services in
Europe has shown that, roughly, between 40% and 50% of the cases treated by five of
those Services –France, Germany, Netherlands, Poland and Sweden– in 2004 ended in a
simple drop or in a drop based on the grounds that there was no public interest in
prosecution (Jehle et al. 2008).
In contrast, if the reliability of a crime measure is defined as its capacity to provide
measures that are inter-subjective and reproducible –i.e. to provide the same measure
independently of the person that manipulates the instrument–, one can say that conviction
statistics are more reliable than police statistics. The reason is that conviction statistics are
based on a decision taken by a judge that disposes of more detailed information than the
police officers who registered the offence. For example, for the police officers that
discover a person killed with a firearm, it is almost impossible to establish the intention of
the author of the lethal shot (did he/she want to kill the person or to wound her? Was it an
accident?).9 On the contrary, the judge has collected all the relevant information and can
pronounce an informed decision. At the same time, judges are obliged to take their
decisions according to the Criminal Code (in countries with a civil law system) or
according to previous jurisprudence (in countries with a common law system). Thus,
disposing of the same information, different judges should arrive at the same decision.
Moreover, if their decisions are dissimilar, a superior court will unify the jurisprudence
(Killias et al. 2012: 41-42).
As a consequence, we can conclude that conviction statistics are less valid but more
reliable than police statistics as measures of crime. Conversely, as crime measures, police
statistics are more valid but less reliable than conviction statistics.
Nevertheless, those considerations about reliability and validity concern mainly the use
of conviction statistics as measures of the level of crime and the formal social control. In
this article, on the contrary, conviction statistics will be used to measure crime trends. In
that context, it can be accepted that official statistics offer a reasonably valid basis to study
time series provided that the reporting and recording practices, as well as the legal
definitions of offences, have not experienced substantial changes during the period
8
In the same perspective, a study of the role of police forces in the criminal justice proceedings has shown
that, as far as minor offences are concerned, the police forces of several European countries can decide to
drop cases because of insufficient evidence or because the offender is unknown (Elsner, Smit & Zila, 2008).
Such interventions by the police reduce the number of cases that are treated by the Public Prosecution
Services and, later, by the courts.
9
See, for example, Ferracuti et al. (1962), who conducted an empirical study that highlighted many of the
mistakes in the identification and classification of crimes by police officers.
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considered, or whenever the influence of such changes can be measured by the researcher
(CoE 1999: 13; von Hofer 2000a).
Summarizing the criminological controversies on the pertinence of conviction statistics
as measures of crime, von Hofer (2000b, 2003) concludes that there are two opposite views
among researchers. The first one considers conviction statistics as an indicator of formal
social control –reflecting the exercise of State control through criminal law–, which are
useless as indicators of the true volume of offences and offenders. The second one
considers that they can describe basic trends in offending even if the slopes of increases and
decreases are not perfectly depicted. “This view of court statistics is primarily founded on
the idea that, in a constitutional state, court sentences do in fact reflect the guilt of the
accused. The State deploys a highly bureaucratic process to establish the guilt of the
accused person, and the parties finally recorded in court statistics do not find their way
there on an arbitrary basis. In most cases, there is a valid connection between the offence
and the sentence. Thus, to some extent, court statistics do mirror offending behaviour, even
if its true volume generally is greatly under-estimated” (von Hofer 2003: 163). The same
author concludes that this is an empirical problem which cannot be solved through
theoretical analysis and statements. As a consequence, he combines both approaches while
using conviction statistics to study crime trends in Sweden (von Hofer 2000b, 2003). The
same logic is applied in this article.

Data and Methods
The analyses included in this article are based on the data on conviction statistics included
in the four editions of the European Sourcebook of Crime and Criminal Justice Statistics
(hereafter European Sourcebook) that cover the years 1990 to 2007 (CoE 1999; Killias et
al. 2003; Aebi et al. 2006, 2010).10 However, almost half of the 26 countries studied in this
article were unable to provide data on persons convicted for 2007. For that reason the series
studied cover the period 1990 to 2006. Bearing in mind the problems mentioned in the
previous section, a series of validity checks were performed on that data in order to control
the influence of changes in legal definitions and data recording practices, as well as the
consistency of the time series obtained. In the following chapters we will present such
checks and describe the logic used to include or exclude offences and countries from our
analyses, as well as the interpolation, extrapolation and weighting procedures applied to the
data.
Offences Included
This article covers trends in persons convicted for six offences. We have excluded the
offences that were not included in all the editions of the European Sourcebook (e.g. fraud,
computer offences, money laundering) as well as those for which data were available for
less than ten countries (theft of motor vehicle, burglary, domestic burglary, and drug
trafficking). Thus, the offences included in our analyses are the following: intentional
homicide –total and completed (i.e. including and excluding attempts)–, assault, rape,
robbery, theft, and drug offences.

10
The raw data tables available on the European Sourcebook website (www.europeansourcebook.org) were
also consulted.
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Countries Included
Countries that did not participate –or that did not provide data on persons convicted– in the
first or the fourth editions of the European Sourcebook were excluded from the analyses
because it was impossible to establish trends for the beginning or the end of the time series
studied. The countries in that situation are the following: Armenia, Georgia, Iceland,
Ireland,11 Slovakia, Spain, and Ukraine.
Countries that did not participate –or that did not provide data on persons convicted– in
two or more consecutive editions of the European Sourcebook were excluded from the
analyses because it was also impossible to establish reliable time series. The countries in
that situation are the following: Lithuania, Luxembourg, Malta, The Former Yugoslav
Republic of Macedonia, and Turkey.
Countries with a population of less than one million were excluded because they may
experience substantial changes in crime rates from one year to another that are only due to
the addition or the subtraction of a few persons convicted. As Iceland, Luxembourg and
Malta had already been excluded for the reasons mentioned above, the only country in that
situation is Cyprus.
Albania was excluded because its time series were heavily affected by the collapse
of a pyramid lottery scheme in 1997 that led to a civil rebellion during which some
2,000 people were killed (Jarvis 2000). As a consequence, the Albanian figures for that
period show sudden ups and downs that do not necessarily reflect the real number of
offences committed. As an example, the rate of persons convicted for intentional
homicide –including attempts– went from 1.9 per 100,000 population in 1995 to 8.8 in
1996, before going down to 3.7 in 1997 and raising again to 11.5 in 1998.
Denmark was excluded because the figures for persons convicted provided for the
second edition included acquittals (Killias et al. 2003: 185) and therefore were not
comparable to the ones provided in the previous and following editions of the European
Sourcebook and to the ones provided by the rest of the countries, which include only
persons convicted. The addition of convictions and acquittals corresponds to the input of
cases received by the courts, which is also the output of the cases treated by the Public
Prosecution Services that transmitted those cases to the courts. That measure could be
useful for the study of the functioning of the criminal justice system –and, in particular, of
its funnel structure–, but does not correspond to the type of measure used in this article to
study crime trends (i.e. persons convicted by the courts).
As a consequence, the database used for our analyses includes information on 26
countries, of which 15 belong to Western Europe and 11 to Central and Eastern Europe.
The Western European cluster includes the following countries: Austria, Belgium, England
and Wales, Finland, France, Germany, Greece, Italy, Netherlands, Northern Ireland,
Norway, Portugal, Scotland, Sweden, Switzerland. The Central and Eastern European
cluster includes the following countries: Bulgaria, Croatia, Czech Republic, Estonia,
Hungary, Latvia, Moldova, Poland, Romania, Russia, and Slovenia.

11

Ireland presents also the particularity of showing zero persons convicted for intentional homicide in 1997
and, according to the second edition of the European Sourcebook, zero persons convicted for completed
intentional homicide from 1995 to 1999 (although the first edition mentioned 0.3 and 0.1 persons convicted
per 100,000 population in 1995 and 1996 respectively). The absence of convictions seems related to a
particular way of recording the convictions pronounced because, during the 1990s, Ireland registered roughly
50 victims of homicide per year (Dooley 2001).
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Measuring the Influence of Changes in Data Recording Methods
Conviction statistics compiled in the European Sourcebook refer to the number of persons
convicted and not to the number of sentences imposed. None of the countries included in
our analyses reported a change in that counting unit during the period under study.
When counting convictions, most countries apply the principal offence rule, which means
that, if a person is convicted for several offences, only the most serious one is counted. The
exceptions are Belgium, Hungary, and Switzerland, which count each offence.12 At the same
time, eight countries13 record court decisions before any appeal, 1514 record them after
appeals have been exhausted, and three15 did not provide information on that issue. The
principal offence rule and the moment in which data are collected for the statistics would have
a major influence if we were comparing crime rates across countries, but, as we are interested
in crime trends, we only need to control whether those rules suffered any changes –that could
provoke spurious modifications of the trends– during the period under study. In practice, none
of the countries included in our analyses reported such changes.
Finally, Wittebrood and Junger (2002) have suggested that increases in police recorded
violent offences may be partially due to increased computerization, which facilitates
registration.16 This hypothesis could be extrapolated to conviction statistics as most countries
have changed from paper statistics to computer statistics since the end of the 1980s. In that
context, the influence of computerization should be homogeneous across offences, in the sense
that the number of persons convicted for each type of offence should increase. However, that
hypothesis cannot be fully tested with the data available for this research, which do not include
details on the moment in which the different national statistical systems were computerized.
Measuring the Influence of Changes in Legal Definitions
It has been mentioned before that changes in legal definitions can affect the trends shown
by conviction statistics. As each edition of the European Sourcebook includes a question
about the eventual changes in the legal definitions of offences introduced in each country, it
was possible to check whether, between 1990 and 2006, such changes took place in the
countries and offences studied here and whether they had an influence on the number of
persons convicted. Those changes are presented in the two following chapters.
Nevertheless, we must warn the reader that these lists of changes may not be exhaustive,
as some changes may have not been reported by the national correspondents in charge of
answering the European Sourcebook questionnaire.
Changes in Legal Definitions in Western Europe
The concept of rape was enlarged in Switzerland in 1992, in France in 1994, in Germany in
1997 and in Greece in 2006. One of the main modifications introduced in Switzerland,
12
The following five countries did not provide information regarding whether they apply or not the principal
offence rule: Croatia, Estonia, Latvia, Moldova and Norway.
13
England and Wales, Finland, the Netherlands, Northern Ireland, Portugal, Russia, Scotland and Sweden.
14
Austria, Belgium, Bulgaria, Croatia, Czech Republic, Estonia, France, Germany, Greece, Hungary, Italy,
Poland, Romania, Slovenia and Switzerland.
15
Latvia, Moldova and Norway.
16
A similar, but broader, hypothesis has been suggested by van Dijk (2008), who considers that “The
number of crimes officially recorded by the police goes up with modernization because of the strengthening
of the official systems of social control, including their capacity to record crime and invite victim reporting.
Countries record more crimes to the extent that they are ‘modern’” (van Dijk 2008: 33).
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Germany and Greece was the inclusion of violent intra-marital sexual intercourse in that
concept. Such changes did not have major effects on the number of persons convicted for
rape. In Germany, their number remained stable between 1997 and 1999, and the same is
true for France between 1993 and 1995. In Greece, the modification intervened during the
last year of the series studied here, for which no figures were provided. Finally, in
Switzerland, contrary to what was expected, the number of persons convicted for rape
decreased by 16% between 1992 and 1994.
As far as assault is concerned, France introduced a new Criminal Code in 1994, which
changed the sanctions according to the physical injuries produced and, in 2003, the French
definition of assault was enlarged in order to include new aggravating circumstances.
Comparing 1995 to 1993, the number of persons convicted for assault in France decreased
by 50%, but two years later, in 1997, their number had increased again and was already
higher than in 1993. The modifications introduced in 2003 were followed by an increase of
26% of the persons convicted in 2004, and their number continued to increase after that.
Regarding property offences, in Switzerland, since the beginning of 1995, theft of small
value is considered a misdemeanour pursued only if the victim press charges. In that
perspective, comparing 1994 to 1995, the number of persons convicted for theft in
Switzerland decreased by 21%, but their number increased again from 1996 until 1999.
Finally, as far as drug offences are concerned, in Italy, a law of 1990 introduced the
criminalization of personal consumption, but that law was abolished in 1994, following a
referendum. In that context, between 1990 and 1991, there was an increase of 84% of the
number of persons convicted for drug offences. Then, in 1994 and 1995 there was a
decrease of roughly 10% –compared to 1993– but, in 1996, the number of persons
convicted for drug offences in Italy was already higher than in 1993. In France, the
Criminal Code of 1994 introduced a specific offence of organized traffic. A comparison of
1993 and 1995 shows that the new Criminal Code was followed by a decrease of 15% in
the number of persons convicted for drug offences, but in 1996 their number increased
again and was already higher than in 1993. In Austria, in 1998, the definition of drug
offences was enlarged in order to criminalize possession and handling of psychotropic
substances and raw material. However, the number of persons convicted for drug offences
in Austria decreased by 13% between 1997 and 1998, and it remained at that level until
2001, when it went up again to rejoin the level of 1997 and, after that, it continued to
increase until the end of the series.
In sum, in Western Europe, changes in legal definitions had only punctual effects
that, in general, did not alter the overall trend observed on convictions for each type
of offence.
Changes in Legal Definitions in Central and Eastern Europe
Most Central and Eastern European countries introduced major modifications in their
criminal law, or brand new Criminal Codes, after the breakup of the Soviet Union. For
example Croatia introduced a new Criminal Code in 1998, Estonia in 2002, Latvia in 1999,
Moldova in 2003, Poland in 1998, and Romania in 2005. Although such changes should
have a minor impact in very serious offences such as homicide, they surely had some effect
on the trends in convictions for other offences. Leaving aside the abolition of the death
penalty or the introduction of a moratorium on executions, as well as crimes not covered by
this article –such as computer related crimes and corruption–, changes in the criminal law in
Central and Eastern European countries affected mainly drug offences, sexual offences, and
property offences.
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In particular, the definition of sexual offences was enlarged in Croatia in 1998, in the
Czech Republic in 2000, and in Romania in 2000. The modifications regarded the inclusion
of sexual marital intercourse (for example, in Croatia) and the inclusion of men as possible
victims of crime (for example, in Romania and the Czech Republic). The enlargement of
the definition of rape did not lead to increases in convictions for rape.
Special laws or sections of the Criminal Code on drug offences were introduced in most
Central and Eastern European countries since the beginning of the 1990s, and the definition
of drug trafficking was enlarged in 1998 in Croatia, in 2000 in the Czech Republic, in 2003
in Moldova, in 1997 and in 2000 in Poland, in 1996 and in 2000 in Romania, and between
1996 and 2000 in Russia. Possession of drugs for personal use was decriminalized in
Estonia in 2002, in Moldova in 2003, in Hungary in 1996, in Poland in 1997 and in Russia
by the end of the 1990s. However, both Hungary and Poland criminalized it again in 1996
and 2000 respectively. Croatia criminalized possession of drugs for personal use in 2001.
All these modifications did not alter the general upwards trend observed in all countries in
drug offences.
Theft of small value is considered in some countries as a misdemeanour and not as a
criminal offence. As a consequence, it is not included in criminal statistics. In that context,
the threshold to qualify theft as a criminal offence was raised in 1995 in Poland (where it
was multiplied by ten), in 2000 in the Czech Republic in 2002 (where it was fixed at 5000
CZK or approximately 170 Euro), and in Russia in 2002 (where it was fixed at 60 Euro,
which represented five times the minimum wage at that period). These modifications may
have played a role in the decrease in theft observed in Central and Eastern European
countries since 2000 (see Fig. 7).
For some countries and some offences, the changes in legal definitions introduced major
modifications in the trends shown by conviction statistics. In such cases, the country was
excluded from the analysis of the offences affected by such changes. Thus, in Estonia, the
introduction of the new Criminal Code in 2002 made it impossible to compare most of the
offences registered since 2003 with the ones registered in previous years. For that reason,
Estonia has only been included in the analysis of trends on intentional homicide. The same
is true for Moldova –which presented also a lot of gaps in its time series for some
offences–, where the changes introduced by the 2003 Criminal Code had also a major
impact on the country’s crime rates. Latvia was in a similar situation due to the substantial
changes introduced since the early 1990s and, as a consequence, was excluded from the
analyses of assault, robbery and theft.
Measuring the Role of the Public Prosecution Services
We have seen that de Candolle (1832/1987b) had already identified differences in criminal
proceedings as one of the sources of distortion of international comparisons of conviction
statistics. Nowadays, the Public Prosecution Services are considered a key player in such
proceedings (Jehle et al. 2008), especially because some cases may not be transferred to a
court if they are solved through a sanction imposed by those services. The same is true –as
it was suggested by an anonymous reviewer of this paper– for informal measures or
sanctions imposed by the police.
According to the metadata included in the European Sourcebook, all countries included
in this analysis do not count sanctions and measures imposed by the police nor do they
count sanctions imposed by the prosecutors that do not lead to a formal verdict. On the
contrary, most countries count sanctions imposed by the prosecutor, or by the court but on
demand of the prosecutor –a procedure known sometimes as penal order and that implies a
89
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simplified procedure, similar to a plea bargain, in which the offender accepts the sanction
proposed by the prosecutor– that lead to a formal verdict which will be counted as a
conviction. The exceptions are Greece, Italy and England and Wales, which did not include
them, and the Netherlands, where this type of sanctions does not exist.
Interpolation and Extrapolation
Among the countries included in our analyses, some were unable to provide data for each
and every year of the time series. In that context, for those countries that had up to three
contiguous missing years, we used linear interpolation to calculate the missing values
between years.17 When the last year of the series was not available, we extrapolated it by
repeating the previous available year.18 Linear interpolation and extrapolation are the
standard procedures for the replacement of missing data. They are used, for example, by the
World Health Organization for the calculation of regional averages of homicides according
to health statistics (WHO 2010).
When there were only minor differences between the figures provided in two
consecutive editions of the European Sourcebook, we used the figures of the latest
edition, which is always considered as an update of the previous one (see, for example,
Killias et al. 2003: 5).
Weighting Procedure
Data have been counterchecked in order to identify sudden variations from one year to
another and, especially, from one edition of the European Sourcebook to another. Such
variations could be due to changes in legal definitions or statistical counting rules that were
not reported by the national correspondents that filled in the European Sourcebook
questionnaire, or to the fact that the country included (or excluded) in one edition of the
European Sourcebook some sub-categories of an offence that were excluded (or included)
in the previous one. Three countries (England and Wales, Moldova, and Romania)
presented time series with major variations in the rate of persons convicted for intentional
homicide (including attempts) in different editions of the European Sourcebook.
However, as each edition of the European Sourcebook includes also data for the last year
included in the previous edition (for example, 2003 is included in the 3rd and the 4th
edition), it is possible to correct some of these sudden variations by weighting the data
accordingly. The case of England and Wales is presented as an example in Fig. 1. In the
first edition of the European Sourcebook (CoE 1999: 116), covering the years 1990 to
1996, its rate for total intentional homicide varied from 0.9 in 1990 to 1.1 in 1996 (the
annual rates, including a second decimal not shown in the printed edition of the European
Sourcebook, were the following: 0.90, 0.99, 1.03, 1.03, 0.98, 0.99, and 1.10). In the second
edition (Killias et al. 2003: 102), covering the years 1995 to 2000, the rate oscillated
between 0.5 in 1995 to 0.6 in 2000 (the annual rates were: 0.53, 0.61, 0.67, 0.61, and 0.63).
As it can be seen, there was a huge difference between the figure for 1995 in the first
edition (0.99) and the one included in the second edition for the same year (0.53). The same
17
Taking as an example the case of total intentional homicide, we interpolated the figures for France in 1994,
Estonia in 2005 and 2006, Greece in 1998, 1999, 2003 and 2004, Latvia from 2000 to 2002, Norway in
1995, 1996, and from 2000 to 2002, and Russia in 1995, 2001 and 2002.
18
Taking once more the case of total intentional homicide as an example, we extrapolated the figures for
Belgium in 2005 and 2006, and Greece, Italy and Scotland in 2006.
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Fig. 1 Persons convicted for intentional homicide (including attempts) in England and Wales according to
conviction statistics (1990-2006), before and after weighting

is true for 1996, which presented a rate of 1.10 in the first edition and a rate of 0.61 in the
second one. This problem did not arise between the second and the third edition of the
European Sourcebook as the figure provided for 2000 (0.61) is the same in both editions.
However, between the third and the fourth edition, there is again a huge difference as the
figure for 2003 was 0.70 in the third edition but 2.79 in the fourth one. How can these big
differences be explained?
According to the authors of the European Sourcebook, the second edition is an updated
version of the first one (Killias et al. 2003: 5), the third one a partial update of the second
one (Aebi et al. 2006: 5), and the fourth one an extended update of the third one (Aebi et al.
2010: 5). This implies that, when different figures were provided for the same year in
different editions of the Sourcebook, the figures included in the latest edition are supposed
to be more reliable than the ones included in the previous one. Nevertheless, when there are
big changes in the figures provided for the same year in different editions, the countries
usually provide an explanation. That was not the case of England and Wales, which did not
explain the sudden changes in the level of its rates. Studying the time series, and taking into
account that such changes could be due to the inclusion or the exclusion of a sub-category
of an offence in the different editions of the European Sourcebook, we came to the
conclusion that the most plausible explanation is that the category of assault leading to
death was included in the first and the fourth editions, but excluded in the second and the
third ones. That explanation is corroborated by the fact that the time series for assault in
England and Wales present similar variations, but in the opposite way.
If the figures were kept as published in the European Sourcebook, it would be
impossible to use them for a comparison of crime trends. As can be seen in Fig. 1 (series
before weighting), they would show a decrease of 47% between 1994 and 1995 and an
increase of almost 400% between 2002 and 2003. As a consequence, the country should be
excluded from the analysis. Nevertheless, it is clear that the figures for the first and the
fourth edition are higher because the definition applied is larger than the one used for the
second and the third edition. Moreover, as we are interested in crime trends and not in crime
levels, there is no reason for rejecting the application of a weighting procedure that
eliminates the distortions introduced by the inclusion or the exclusion of a subcategory.
Such procedure would allow us to produce a comparable trend for the whole period. In that
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perspective, the assumption that we would be making while weighting the data is that the
general category of the offence did not change in a different way than its subcategory.
For these reasons, we decided to weight the data for the first and the four editions
according to the figures for the second and the third edition. Thus, in our time series, the
figure used for 1995 is the one provided by the second edition (0.53), which represented
53.19% of the figure provided by the first edition (0.99). Accordingly, the rest of the figures
provided by the first edition were reduced in the same proportion. This produced a new
series (0.48, 0.52, 0.55, 0.55, 0.52 and 0.53) which shows the same trend as the one
provided by the original figures but a similar level to the one showed in the second one (see
Fig. 1, series after weighting). The same procedure was applied to weight the data for the
fourth edition according to the level of the third one. In that case, a coefficient of 0.25 was
applied (the figure for 2003 was 0.70 according to the third edition and 2.79 according to
the fourth edition). Once more, after the weighting procedure, the levels are homogeneous
between the two editions of the Sourcebook and the trend remains the same as before the
weighting. According to the fourth edition, between 2003 and 2007, the rates were 2.79,
3.06, 3.12, 2.76 and 2.74, while, according to the weighted figures, they are 0.70, 0.77,
0.78, 0.695 and 0.689.
The same weighting procedure –but in the opposite way, because it was necessary to
give more weight to the figures from the first and the fourth edition– was applied to the rate
of persons convicted for assault in England and Wales. As it has been said, this
inconsistency in the trends corroborates the hypothesis that the category of assault leading
to death was twice included in the total figure for intentional homicide and twice included
in the total figure for assault. In addition, this weighting procedure was applied to persons
convicted for intentional homicide (including attempts) in Moldova from 1996 to 1999 and
in Romania from 1997 to 1999.
Apart from that, the time series for persons convicted for assault in Croatia and Romania
were discarded because they were inconsistent and could not be weighted. The same is true
for persons convicted for drug offences in Switzerland.
Statistical Measures
Finally, in order to reduce even more the negative impact –in terms of the reliability of the
time series– of changes in data recording methods or legal definitions in a particular
country, our analyses are based on trends in groups of countries. Thus, we consider (a)
Europe as a single cluster, which is then divided in a (b) Western European cluster and a (c)
Central and Eastern European cluster.
In that context, we use the rates of persons convicted per 100,000 population in each
country to compute geometric means for each cluster of countries, each offence, and each
year. The geometric mean represents the average of the nth root of n non-negative numbers
(Dodge 1993: 248-9). According to Dodge (1993: 248-9), the geometric mean is used in
particular to calculate the average of ratios and reduces the influence of extreme values
(outliers). As our data includes some outliers, the geometric mean was preferred to the
arithmetic mean, which is extremely sensitive to the presence of such outliers. Moreover, as
the analyses are based on rates per 100,000 population, the geometric mean was also
preferred to the median.
Apart from that, we include two measures of the evolution of the rates of persons
convicted during the time frame of our analyses. The first one is the percentage change
between 1990 and 2006, which is based on a direct comparison of the rates for both years.
The second one is the average annual percent change (AAPC), also known as average
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annual variation and annual growth rate. This measure is appropriated for time series data
that do not show a linear trend; it estimates the logarithmic growth of the model (Sarma
2001: 221). By taking into account the rates of each of the years included in the series, the
AAPC provides an estimation of the overall trend during the period under study in terms of
the constant percentage of increase –or decrease– experienced during each year of the
series.
All our calculations are based upon unrounded numbers. This means that they include all
the decimals that could not be shown in the printed versions of the European Sourcebook
and in Figs. 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7 and 8.
Available Data
Table 1 presents the time series available for each country and each offence. Unavailable
data have been indicated as such (N.A.) in the table. When data were available, the table
indicates the percentage change and the average annual percent change between 1990 and
2006 for each offence and each country. For example, Belgium provided completed series
for total intentional homicide, assault, rape, and theft. In the case of total intentional
homicide, the rate of persons convicted in Belgium in 2006 was 128% higher than in 1990,
and the average annual increase between 1990 and 2006 was 6.4%. In the case of assault,
the 2006 rate was 52% higher than the rate of 1990, and the average annual increase during
that period was 1.4%. Table 1 also indicates the number of countries included in each
analysis and, for each cluster of countries studied, the geometric mean of their percentage
change and average annual percent change. For example, in the case of total intentional
homicide, 26 countries provided data and the rate of persons convicted for that offence in
Europe in 2006 was 23% higher than in 1990, while the average annual increase between
1990 and 2006 was 0.6%. At the same time, in Western Europe, the 2006 rate was 14%
higher than the rate of 1990, and the average annual increase was 0.2%; while in Central
and Eastern Europe the 2006 rate was 36% higher than the rate of 1990, and the average
annual increase was 1.2%.
4.5

4.1

4.0
3.8

3.6

3.5
3.0

4.1

3.8

4.0

3.2

3.9

3.9

3.9

4.0

4.0

4.0
3.6

3.6

3.2

2.7
2.3

2.5

2.1

2.4
2.2

2.2

2.1

2.1

2.1

2.1

2.1

2.2

1.3

1.4

1.3

1.4

1.3

1.4

1997

1998

1999

2000

2001

2002

2.3

2.3

2.2

2.1

1.5

1.5

1.5

1.4

2003

2004

2005

2006

1.9
2.0

1.7

1.5

1.3

1.3

1990

1991

1.5

1.6

1.5

1.6
1.4

1.0
0.5
1992

1993

1994

1995

1996

Intentional Homicide - Total - 1990-2006
Europe

Western Europe

Central and Eastern Europe
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Findings
Intentional Homicide (Including Attempts)
The European Sourcebook is based on a questionnaire sent to national correspondents in
each country. The questionnaire includes a standard definition of each offence and a series
of sub-categories of that offence that should be included or excluded by the correspondents
when providing the figures for the publication. According to the standard definition,
intentional homicide means “intentional killing of a person” (Aebi et al. 2010: 349). In
principle, figures include assault leading to death, euthanasia, infanticide, and attempts; but
80.0
64.8

70.0
60.0

52.6
48.9

48.7

48.5

49.6

51.8

53.1

40.0

34.3

36.0

35.7

37.4

55.2

12.8

15.4

15.1

13.7

1991

1992

1993

56.8

36.0

39.0

16.9

15.7

1994

1995

17.7

66.5

53.7

52.9

53.4

28.0

27.9

26.7

2004

2005

2006

57.1
50.0

41.4

41.9

42.7

43.3

44.4

45.2

22.4

23.4

24.2

2001

2002

2003

30.0
20.0

54.8

48.4

50.0
36.9

54.8

20.6

19.8

20.9

22.4

1997

1998

1999

2000

68.3

67.8

10.0
0.0
1990

1996

Assault 1990-2006
Europe

Western Europe

Central and Eastern Europe

Fig. 4 Persons convicted for assault per 100,000 population between 1990 and 2006 in 19 European
countries (Geometric means)

94

Conviction Statistics as an Indicator of Crime Trends in Europe

121

3.5
3.1
3.0

3.0

3.0
2.5
2.3

2.5

2.6

2.5

2.6

2.5
2.4

2.4

1.6

1.6

1.7

1.3

1.3

1.3

1999

2000

2001

2.4

2.6

2.4

2.3

2.4

2.2
2.0

1.5

1.8

1.3

1.7

1.7

1.2

1.1

1991

1992

1.6

1.7

1.7

1.7

1.8

1.6

1.3

1.3

1993

1994

1.4

1.3

1.3

1996

1997

1.4

1.7

1.8

1.8

1.8

1.4

1.5

1.5

2004

2005

2006

1.6
1.2

1.3

1.0

0.5
1990

1995

1998

2002

2003

Rape 1990-2006
Europe

Western Europe

Central and Eastern Europe

Fig. 5 Persons convicted for rape per 100,000 population between 1990 and 2006 in 23 European countries
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they exclude assistance with suicide. The total rate of intentional homicides is completely
inappropriate for cross-national comparisons of crime because the percentage of attempts varies
widely from one country to another (Aebi 2010); however, it can be used for the comparisons
of trends. Figure 2 shows trends in persons convicted for intentional homicide (including
attempts), for which data are available for the 26 countries included in our analyses.
In Western European countries, the rate of persons convicted per 100,000 population for
intentional homicide registered an increase of 29% from 1990 to 1993, remained relatively
stable at the 1993 level until 1995, and decrease by 12% in 1996. Since then, the rate has
been relatively stable, oscillating between 1.3 and 1.5 convicted persons per 100,000
population. By 2006, the rate of persons convicted for intentional homicide was 14% higher
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than in 1990, and the average annual increase between 1990 and 2006 was 0.2%. An
individual analysis shows that eight countries experienced higher rates in 2006 than in
1990, with increases ranging from 21% to 165% (Austria, Belgium, Italy, Netherlands,
Sweden, Switzerland, England and Wales, and Scotland), two remained stable (Finland and
Germany), and five experienced decreases ranging from -22% to -48% (France, Greece,
Norway, Portugal, and Northern Ireland).
In Central and Eastern Europe, the rate of persons convicted per 100,000 population for
intentional homicide increased by 56% (from 2.7 to 4.1) between 1990 and 1996 and,
despite a punctual decrease in 1998 (3.8 persons convicted per 100,000 population),
remained relatively stable between 1997 and 2004, oscillating between 3.9 and 4.0, before
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Table 1 Percentage change (1990-2006) and average annual percent change between 1990 and 2006 in the
rates of persons convicted per 100,000 population, by offence and by country
Intentional homicide
Total
PC

Assault

Rape

Robbery

Theft

Drug offences

Completed
AAPC PC

AAPC PC

AAPC PC

AAPC PC

AAPC PC

AAPC PC

AAPC

Western Europe
Austria

21

−1.0

Belgium

128

6.4

N.A.

9

−2.3

−5.6

0

−1.1

44

52

1.4

59

2.7

N.A.

0

0.0

−36

14

1.7

87

2.7

−28

−1.7

N.A.

48

2.9

123

4.8

N.A.

0

−0.4

N.A.

114

5.1

4

0.2

62

Greece

−31

−3.2

−44

−4.1

−78

−7.7

−12

−3.6

Italy

165

6.4

149

6.7

658

11.9

190

97

3.6

N.A.

138

7.0

26

Norway

−48

−3.1

N.A.

N.A.

Finland
France
Germany

Netherlands
Portugal

−22

−3.9

−21

Sweden

22

1.5

N.A.

Switzerland

70

1.9

79

UK: England
& Wales

45

2.8

UK: Northern
Ireland

−40

UK: Scotland

42

−1.8

−45

−3.4

1.3

−4.0

377

45

0.9

N.A.

8.4

1

−0.3

867

14.3

−26

−2.1

76

2.6

2.2

−23

−2.2

92

3.9

211

5.2

−27

−2.9

87

4.2

4.4

82

3.0

40

1.3

160

3.5

5.3

44

2.7

1

−0.5

196

8.0

N.A.

0

−0.4

−43

N.A.

N.A.

N.A.

61

5.0

−77

−7.7

308

7.3

17

−3.3

101

2.7

18

0.0

131

2.5

50

2.6

−32

−3.2

181

6.6

0.2

253

8.7

50

3.6

10

−0.4

−34

−3.1

N.A.

−9

−1.7

−19

−0.4

51

2.8

60

3.1

−40

−2.1

53

4.5

−7.8

29

−1.9

57

2.8

−72

−6.3

−39

−2.5

−58

−6.2

552

6.7

1.8

31

1.2

6

0.6

32

3.9

−32

−2.2

−46

−3.9

138

4.4

8.6

69.3

Central and Eastern Europe
Bulgaria

26

1.1

11

0.8

179

Croatia

−19

−3.1

−16

−1.6

N.A.

Czech Republic

66

4.6

N.A.

Estonia

50

1.9

N.A.

Hungary

9

0.1

−2

Latvia

3

0.8

N.A.

120

4.0

N.A.

Moldova

91

4.3

N.A.
−0.5

18

1.8

479

12.1

287

11.0

61505

−39

1.1

291

8.7

10

2.3

4655

35.8

−26

−0.3

199

5.8

305

3.9

5072

31.3

0.2

7509

35.0
25.6

N.A.

N.A.

N.A.

N.A.

−57

−4.4

52

N.A.

−40

−2.9

N.A.

N.A.

1478

N.A.

N.A.

N.A.

N.A.

N.A.

89

Poland

147

4.4

N.A.

251

Romania

−21

−1.9

N.A.

N.A.

2.9

5.8

1.9

30

49

1.9

246

9.1

98

4.1

8718

−38

−4.5

195

3.2

10

−1.8

N.A.

26.6

Russia

83

3.5

N.A.

N.A.

−49

−4.9

156

4.8

96

2.4

1071

16.2

Slovenia

35

−1.8

N.A.

14

2.9

88

4.4

143

6.4

−48

−3.3

955

21.8

Geometric mean
Europe

23

0.6

6

−0.7

56

2.9

1

0.2

94

3.6

2

−0.6

769

15.5

Geometric mean
West

14

0.2

9

−0.8

40

2.3

18

0.9

45

1.8

−21

−2.3

186

5.8

Geometric mean
East/Cent.

36

1.2

−3

−0.4

110

4.9

−21

−0.9

200

6.4

63

2.3

4493

31.9

Number of
countries
included

26

12

19

23

20

22

20

Note: Calculations are based upon unrounded numbers (i.e. including the decimals not shown in Figs. 2, 3, 4,
5, 6, 7 and 8)
Abbreviations: PC: Percent change 1990-2006; AAPC: Average annual percent change between 1990 and
2006; N.A.: Not Available
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decreasing by 10% in 2005-2006 to reach a rate of 3.6. This rate was 36% higher than the
one registered in 1990, while the average annual increase between 1990 and 2006 was
1.2%. A country level analysis shows that nine out of 11 Eastern and Central European
countries (Bulgaria, Czech Republic, Estonia, Latvia, Moldova, Poland, Russia and
Slovenia) registered higher levels of persons convicted for intentional homicide, ranging
from 3 to 147%, in 2006 than in 1990. Only Croatia and Romania showed decreases of
19% and 21% respectively.
The general European trend is influenced at the beginning of the series (1990 to 1995)
by the increase registered in both regions but, since 1996, it remains stable oscillating
between 2.1 and 2.3 during 11 years. The 2006 European homicide rate was 23% higher
than the rate of 1990, while the average annual increase was 0.6%.
Completed Intentional Homicide
Only 12 countries –nine in Western Europe and three in Central Europe (for details, see
Table 1)– provided data on the subcategory of completed intentional homicide (i.e.
excluding attempts). Their trends are shown in Fig. 3.
In Western European countries, the rate of persons convicted for completed intentional
homicide increased by 41% between 1990 and 1993 (from 0.8 to 1.2 persons convicted per
100,000 population) and decreased in a similar proportion from the following year until
1997, when it reached a level comparable to the one registered in 1990, and remained
relatively stable (oscillating between 0.7 and 0.8) until 2002. Between 2003 and 2006 the
trend remained also relatively stable, but at a slightly higher lever (0.9 persons convicted
per 100,000 population). In 2006, the rate of persons convicted for completed intentional
homicide was 9% higher than in 1990, although the average annual percent change
indicates a 0.08% annual decrease from 1990 to 2006. In particular, five countries (Austria,
Italy, Switzerland, Northern Ireland and Scotland) registered higher rates in 2006 than in
1990, with increases ranging from 9% to 149%; but four other countries (Finland, Greece,
Portugal and England and Wales) registered lower rates, ranging from -9% to -44%.
Bulgaria, Hungary and Croatia present a trend punctuated by ups and downs in which,
leaving aside punctual decreases in 1991 and 1998, it is possible to distinguish three main
periods. An increase of 32% between 1990 and 1994 (from 1.8 to 2.4 persons convicted per
100,000 population). A decrease of 29% in 1995 that produced a relatively stable trend
(oscillating between 2.0 and 2.3) from 1995 to 2001. A second decrease, of 18%, that took place
in 2002 and led to another stable trend (ranging from 1.7 and 1.8) until 2006. Finally, the 2006
rate of persons convicted for completed homicide per 100,000 population was 3% lower than the
1990 one, and the average annual decrease of that rate was 0.04% between 1990 and 2006. In
particular, Hungary and Croatia showed 2006 rates that were respectively 0.05% and 1.6% lower
than in 1990, while Bulgaria presented a 2006 rate that was 0.8% higher than the rate of 1990.
For the whole of Europe, the trend shows an increase of roughly 30% between 1990-1991
and 1992-1994 (from 1.0 to 1.3 persons convicted per 100,000 population), followed by a
decrease in 2005 that led to a relatively stable trend (oscillating from 1.1 to 0.9) from 1995 until
the end of the series. The 2006 European rate was 6% higher than the rate of 1990, although the
average annual percentage change suggests an annual decrease of -0.7%.
Assault
The standard definition of the European Sourcebook describes assault (considered as a
synonym of bodily injury) as “inflicting bodily injury on another person with intent” (Aebi
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et al. 2010: 350-1). As a rule, figures include minor assault, aggravated assault, assault of a
public servant, domestic violence, and attempts; but they exclude assault leading to death,
threats, assault only causing pain, slapping, punching, and sexual assault. Nineteen
countries –14 in Western Europe and five in Central and Eastern Europe (for details, see
Table 1)– provided data on assault. Their trends are shown in Fig. 4.
After remaining stable from 1990 to 1992, the rate of persons convicted for assault in
Western European countries increased by 8% in 1993, before decreasing by the same
proportion in 1994-1995. The following year heralds the beginning of an upwards trend that
implied an increase of 18% until 2002, followed by a more steady increase (19% between
2002 and 2004) that led to an overall stable rate between 2004 and 2006. Thus, the 2006
rate of persons convicted for assault was 40% higher than the rate of 1990 and, between
1990 and 2006, there was an average annual increase of 2.3% of that rate. Only three
countries (Austria, Greece and England and Wales) registered lower rates in 2006 than in
1990. Such rates were between 19 and 78% lower in 2006 than in 1990. The other 11
countries (Belgium, Finland, France, Germany, Italy, Netherlands, Portugal, Sweden,
Switzerland, Northern Ireland, and Scotland) registered increases, with rates for 2006 that
were between 6% and 658% higher than the ones for 1990.
In Central and Eastern European countries, the rate of persons convicted for assaults
registered a relatively constant upwards trend from 1990 to 2004 (when the rate was 119%
higher than in 1990) and a very slight decrease (4%) in 2005-6, which suggests a stabilization of
the trend by the end of the series. The 2006 rate of persons convicted for assault was 110%
higher than the rate of 1990, and the average annual increase of that rate was 4.9%. The five
countries included in the analysis (Bulgaria, Czech Republic, Hungary, Poland, and Slovenia)
showed higher rates in 2006 than in 1990, with increases ranging from 14% to 251%.
The overall European trend shows a constant upwards trend that led to a 2006 rate of
persons convicted for assault per 100,000 population that was 56% higher than the 1990
rate. The average annual increase of that rate between 1990 and 2006 was 2.9%.
Rape
The standard definition of the European Sourcebook describes rape as “sexual intercourse
with a person against her/his will (per vaginam or other)” (Aebi et al. 2010: 354). As a rule,
figures include penetration other than vaginal (e.g. buggery), violent intra-marital sexual
intercourse, sexual intercourse without force with a helpless person, sexual intercourse with
force with a minor, and attempts; but they exclude sexual intercourse with a minor without
force and other forms of sexual assault. Figure 5 shows trends in persons convicted for
rape, for which data are available for 23 countries. Among them, 14 are in Western Europe
and 9 are in Central and Eastern Europe (for details, see Table 1).
In Western European countries, the rate of persons convicted for rape followed a
curvilinear but overall slightly upwards trend between 1990 and 2006. The 2006 rate was
18% higher than the rate of 1990, and the average annual increase of that rate was 0.9%.
Only three countries (Greece, Portugal, and Northern Ireland) showed 2006 rates that were
between 12% and 77% lower than the 1990 ones. Austria presented the same rate in both
years; while the other ten countries presented 2006 rape rates that were between 4% and
190% higher than the rates of 1990.
Central and Eastern European countries started the series with relatively high rates of
persons convicted for rape (3.0 per 100,000 population). This rate drop to 2.3 persons
convicted in 1993 and followed afterwards a curvilinear but overall stable trend, which
oscillated between 2.2 and 2.6 persons convicted per year. The 2006 rate was 21% lower
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than the rate of 1990, and the average annual decrease of that rate was 0.9%. Indeed, six
countries (Croatia, Czech Republic, Hungary, Latvia, Romania, and Russia) showed 2006
rates of persons convicted for rape that were between 26% and 57% lower than in 1990;
while three countries (Bulgaria, Poland, and Slovenia) showed 2006 rates that were
between 18% and 88% higher than in 1990.
The overall European trend oscillated between 1.6 and 1.8 persons convicted for rape during
the whole period –indeed the 2006 rate was only 1% higher than the rate of 1990–, revealing an
annual average increase of only 0.2%, which can be considered as a synonym of stability.
Robbery
The standard definition of the European Sourcebook describes robbery as “stealing from a
person with force or threat of force” (Aebi et al. 2010: 360). As a rule, figures include
muggings (bag-snatchings), theft immediately followed by force or threat of force used to
keep hold of the stolen goods, and attempts; but they exclude pick-pocketing, extortion, and
blackmailing. Trends in persons convicted for robbery in 20 countries –12 in Western Europe
and eight in Central and Eastern Europe (for details, see Table 1)– are presented in Fig. 6.
In the whole of Europe, the rate of persons convicted for robbery increased constantly
between 1990 and 2006. The increase was much more pronounced in Central and Eastern
Europe, where the average annual increase was 6.4%, in such a way that the 2006 rate of
persons convicted per 100,000 population was 200% higher than the 1990 rate. At the same
time, in Western Europe, the average annual increase was 1.8%, and the 2006 rate of
persons convicted for robbery was 45% higher than the rate of 1990. Out of the 20
European countries included in our analysis, only Northern Ireland and Scotland showed
lower rates (39% and 32% respectively) in 2006 than in 1990. For the whole of Europe, the
annual average increase of the rate of persons convicted for robbery between 1990 and
2006 was 3.6%, and the 2006 rate was 94% higher than the rate of 1990.
Theft
The standard definition of the European Sourcebook describes theft as “depriving a person
or organisation of property without force with the intent to keep it” (Aebi et al. 2010: 361).
As a rule, figures include minor theft, burglary, motor vehicle theft, theft of other items, and
attempts; but they exclude embezzlement, robbery, and receiving or handling stolen goods.
Figure 7 show trends in persons convicted for theft in 22 countries. Among them, 14 are in
Western Europe and eight are in Central and Eastern Europe (for details, see Table 1).
In Western European countries, the rate of persons convicted for theft increased by about
12% at the beginning of the 1990s (1991-3) and decreased in a similar proportion between
1994 and 1995, keeping afterwards, until 1998, a level comparable to the one of 1990. The
year 1999 heralds the beginning of a downwards trend that continued until the end of the
series. Thus, the 2006 rate was 21% lower than the rate of 1990, and the average annual
decrease of that rate between 1990 and 2006 was 2.3%.
Central and Eastern European countries experienced a steady upwards trend in the rate
of persons convicted for theft from 1990 to 1999 (when the rate was 88% than in 1990).
Since 2000, that rate started decreasing –with exceptions in 2004 and 2005– until 2006.
That year, however, the rate was still 63% higher than in 1990, and its average annual
increase between 1990 and 2006 was 2.3%.
When Europe is considered as a whole, the rate of persons convicted for theft
increased from 1990 to 1998 and have been decreasing since then. The 2006 rate was
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comparable to the one of 1990 (+2%) and the average annual decrease of that rate
from 1990 to 2006 was 0.6%.
Drug Offences
The European Sourcebook does not provide a definition of drug offences. Instead, it
indicates that such definition “is fairly uniform through international conventions” (Aebi et
al. 2010: 371). In principle, figures include consumption, cultivation, production, sale,
supplying, transportation, importation, exportation, and possession of large and small
quantities of drugs, as well as the financing of drug operations. Trends in persons convicted
for drug offences in 21 countries –12 in Western Europe and eight in Central and Eastern
Europe (for details, see Table 1) – are presented in Fig. 8.
The rate of persons convicted for drug offences increased constantly in Europe between
1990 and 2006. The increase was much more pronounced in Central and Eastern Europe,
where that rate was close to zero in 1990 and increased up to 30.6 per 100,000 population
in 2006. This implies an average annual increase of 32%, and a 2006 rate almost 4,500%
higher than the rate of 1990. At the same time, in Western Europe, the average annual
increase of the rate of persons convicted for drug offences between 1990 and 2006 was
5.8%, and the 2006 rate (60.5 persons per 100,000 population) was 186% higher than the
rate of 1990 (21.1 persons per 100,000 population).
The 20 European countries included in our analysis showed higher rates of persons
convicted for drug offences in 2006 than in 1990. The annual average increase of the
European rate between 1990 and 2006 was 15.5%, and the 2006 rate was 769% higher than
the rate of 1990.

Discussion
After presenting a brief summary of the trends shown in the previous figures, this section
tries to find a plausible explanation to the evolution of convictions in Europe. In that
context, trends are places in a wider historical perspective that takes into account the
evolution of delinquency after World War II. The influence of reporting rates on recorded
crime are also studied, and the analysis is complemented with an overview of the evolution
of the composition of European prison populations. Finally, the main theoretical
explanations of crime trends in industrialized countries –as well as those provided by
researchers that have studied the crime drop in the United States and those who have
suggested that such crime drop also affects Europe– are discussed, before proposing a
multifactor model that fits the trends observed.
Overview of the Trends in Persons Convicted in Europe
After an increase in the early 1990s, the rate of persons convicted for theft has been
decreasing in Europe. This decrease started in 1994 in Western Europe and in 2000 in
Central in Eastern Europe.19 The situation is quite different for violent offences. The rate of
persons convicted for robbery has been constantly increasing in Central and Eastern Europe
19
Trends in persons convicted for other property offences are available for a few countries only, but the
current downwards trend in theft is corroborated by the few available data on theft of motor vehicle, burglary,
and domestic burglary.
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from 1990 to 2006; in Western Europe there has also been a general increase, interrupted
only by two periods of relative stability between 1996 and 2002 and from 2004 to 2006.
The situation is similar for the rate of persons convicted for assault, which also shows an
upwards trend across Europe from 1990 to 2004. From 2004 to 2006, the trend in both
regions of the continent seems stable. In the case of the rate of persons convicted for rape,
Western Europe shows a slightly upwards trend from 1990 to 2006, while in Central and
Eastern Europe the rate dropped in 1993 and remained overall stable until 2006. The rate of
persons convicted for intentional homicide (including attempts) increased in both sides of
the continent at the beginning of the 1990s. This increase –more pronounced in
Central and Eastern Europe than in Western Europe– was followed, since 1996, by a
period of relative stability. The latter lasted in Western Europe until the end of the
series, while in Central and Eastern Europe there was a slight decrease in 2005-6.
Trends in persons convicted for completed intentional homicide (i.e. without attempts)
were only available for a few countries, but confirmed the increase at the beginning
of the 1990s. In Western Europe, this increase was followed by a similar decrease in
1994-5 and a period of relative stability until the end of the series. In the three
Central and Eastern European countries that provided data there was a first decrease
in 1995 and a second one in 2002 followed in both cases by periods of relative
stability. Finally, the rate of persons convicted for drug offences has followed a steady
upwards trend from 1990 to 2006 in the whole of Europe.
Are We Living in a More Intolerant Society? Reporting Rates Revisited
An argument often advanced to explain the rise of non-lethal violent offences is that
contemporary developed societies have become more sensitive to violence. As a
consequence, victims are more willing to report violent offences and police forces are
more willing to record them. This idea can be traced back, for example, to Garland (1996)
when he affirms that “The increases in recorded crime have also had the practical effect of
massively increasing the 'throughput' of the criminal justice process, with steep increases in
crimes reported to the police, prosecutions brought, cases tried and offenders punished”
(Garland 1996: 455). Later, that increased sensitivity has been taken for granted in
statements such as the following: “In all eight countries [Australia, Canada, England and
Wales, Netherlands, Scotland, Sweden, Switzerland, United States], including the United
States (see, e.g., Blumstein and Wallman 2000), reporting and recording practices changed
in the final decades of the twentieth century, reflecting reduced tolerance of violence
generally and domestic and sexual violence in particular” (Blumstein et al. 2005: 350). In
the same perspective, Mucchielli (2010) considers that “our society no longer tolerates
violence, no longer considers it legitimate or meaningful. Our threshold of tolerance is
lower and lower […]. The result is that interpersonal violence that is not new is now
denounced” (Mucchielli 2010: 813).
Much of the appeal of this hypothesis comes probably from the fact that it is related to
the everlasting idea that past times were always better. From a scientific point, it is therefore
indispensable to test it with empirical data. Such data can be found in the International
Crime Victim Survey (ICVS), which has measured the reporting rates (i.e. percentage of the
offences suffered during the previous 5 years that were reported to the police) for assault –
including threats– and robbery from 1998 to 2004.
Among Central and Eastern European countries, only Poland and Estonia dispose of
victimization data –based on four waves of the ICVS (van Dijk et al. 2007)– since 1992 and
1993 respectively. These data show a moderate increase in Estonia –from 22% to 26%– and
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a medium increase in Poland –from 25% to 38%– of the percentage of assault
victimizations reported to the police from 1992-3 to 2004. Regarding robbery, a less
pronounced increase was observed in Poland –31% in 1992 and 38% in 2004–, while the
reporting rates remained stable in Estonia –38% in 1993 and 39% 2004. The increases
observed are associated with an amelioration of police confidence –measured in terms of
the percentage of respondents that think that police are doing a good job in controlling
crime in the local area– in both countries during that period (van Dijk et al. 2007: 142).
In Western Europe, the hypothesis of an increase in reporting rates can be tested more
properly as nine countries (Belgium, England and Wales, Finland, France, the Netherlands,
Northern Ireland, Scotland, Sweden, and Switzerland) participated in at least four of the
five waves of the ICVS and provided such data.20 Trends in reporting rates for assaults
(including threats) and robbery are presented in Fig. 9 using, as in the rest of this article, the
geometric mean as a measure of central tendency.21
As can be seen in Fig. 9 , the ICVS data provide no empirical support for the hypothesis
of a reduced tolerance of violence in Western European societies between 1988 and 2004.
Indeed, the percentage of robberies reported to the police remained overall stable –the 13%
increase between 1992 and 2000 is counterbalanced by a similar decrease in 2004– during
that period of time, and the same is true for assaults and threats.
This does not mean, of course, that the perception of crime by the society has not
changed since the 1970s. Garland (2001) has described many of the transformations in such
perception in the British and American societies, and it seems reasonable to think that some
of these transformations concerned also other industrialized societies. It is therefore
plausible to think that nowadays interpersonal violence is less tolerated in Western
European societies than one generation ago and that, as a consequence, some violent
offences are more easily reported to the police and more easily recorded by them too.
However, it does not seem realistic to explain only through this reduced tolerance of
violence the trends observed in violent offences in Western Europe. As the increase in
such offences according to police and court statistics is practically linear since the
beginning of the 1990s until the mid 2000s, applying that explanation implies
accepting that we are living in societies that year after year become less and less
tolerant, in such a way that one wonders which would be the upper limit of that
intolerance. For example, threats –that are a less serious behaviour than a physical
assault or a robbery– should be reported more frequently to the police, but the ICVS
question on reporting rates of assault includes threats, and the results presented in
Fig. 9 show that the reporting rates remained stable.
Indeed, the limited increase in the reporting rates of violent offences in Central and
Eastern European countries –where the breakup of the Soviet Union produced different, but
not less dramatic, changes in the perception of crime by the society than the ones described
by Garland (2001)–, and the stability of such rates in Western European countries (Fig. 9),
mean that the constant upwards trend in violent offences shown by police and conviction
statistics from the early 1990s to the mid 2000s is not a social artefact.
20
England and Wales, Finland and the Netherlands participated in the five waves of the ICVS. France,
Northern Ireland, Scotland and Switzerland did not participate in the second wave, while Belgium did not
participate in the third wave. In these cases, the missing value was calculated using linear interpolation.
Sweden did not participate in the first wave and its value for that year was extrapolated by repeating the one
provided for the second wave. It can be seen that the logic for these interpolations and the extrapolation is the
same applied for the missing values in conviction statistics.
21
The authors wish to thank John van Kesteren, who provided them with the figures required to calculate
these rates (van Kesteren, personal communication, October 14, 2009).
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Violent Offenders and Drug Offenders in European Prisons
If reporting rates of violent offences are not increasing, the question is whether the increase
in the number of convictions for non-lethal violent offences reflects a real change in
criminality in Europe. In that perspective, the evolution of the composition of European
prison populations can provide an alternative measure of such change.
In this respect, the case of France is paradigmatic. According to Tournier (2011), on 1
January 1971, France had 29,540 persons held in penal institutions, of which 50% were
serving a sentence for common theft and 20% for violent offences (homicides, assaults and
sexual aggressions). Thirty years later, on 1 January 2011, the country had 68,561
detainees, but only 7% were serving a sentence for common theft and 47% for violent
offences (Tournier 2011). This radical overturn of the distribution of the prison population
suggests that there has been a genuine change in the types of crimes sanctioned in France.
Moreover, the case of France is not an exception. According to the latest available data on
the composition of European prison populations, on 1st September 2009, approximately
44% of the persons imprisoned in Europe were serving sentences for violent offences
(homicide, assault and battery, robbery, rape and other sexual offences), 19% were in detention
for drug offences, 20% for theft, 5% for economic and financial offences, and the rest for other
types of offences (Aebi and Delgrande 2011: 70). It must be emphasized here that we are not
facing only a change in the proportion of persons imprisoned for violent offences –that could
be explained by an enhanced use of alternatives to imprisonment for property offenders–, but
also an increase in the rates per 100,000 population of persons convicted for violent offences
as well as police recorded violent offences, until the mid-2000s.
The fact that drug offenders and violent offenders represent the majority of the European
prisoners corroborates indirectly the trends observed in this article. While, in the post-war
years, property offences played a major role in the composition of European criminality –
that was clearly highlighted by the so-called critical criminology in the 1970s (see, for
example, Taylor et al. 1973)–, in the twenry-first century, their weight is far less important.
As a consequence, the rise of violent offences in Europe does not seem to be an illusion, a
moral panic, or the consequence of unfounded fears, but a social fact.
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Crime Trends in Europe since 1950
Longitudinal analyses such as the one presented here are usually criticized for not taking
into account that the trends observed during a limited period of time may be influenced by
the previous evolution of the phenomenon under observation. As a consequence, we tried to
find reliable data on the evolution of crime in Europe before 1990. That task turned out to
be impossible for Central and Western European countries due to the selective way in
which criminal statistics were produced under the communist regimes that ruled those
nations. The same is true for Spain and Portugal, which spent several decades of the
twentieth century under dictatorial regimes. However, for other Western European
countries, data are available and have already been analyzed. Thus, studying trends from
1950 to 1988 in England and Wales, France, the Federal Republic of Germany, the
Netherlands and Sweden, van Dijk (1991: 31) concluded that “Crime has gone up from 1955
onwards across Western Europe. In Sweden the upwards trend started immediately after the
war”. The data collected by van Dijk (1991) shows that by the mid 1980s, crime trends were
roughly between three and five times higher than in 1950. However, “Between 1985 and
1986 registered crime in France, England and Wales, the Federal Republic of Germany (FRG)
and the Netherlands seems to have reached a ceiling […]” (van Dijk 1991: 29).
The upwards trend in police recorded crime in Western Europe since the mid 1950s is
similar to the one observed in the United States after World War II. As it is well known,
Cohen and Felson (1979) developed the Routine activity approach to explain that
evolution, showing that the major shift in routine activities away from home, experienced
in the United States after the war, had increased the probability that motivated offenders
would converge in space and time with suitable targets in the absence of capable guardians,
hence increasing crime rates. The same explanation can be applied to Western Europe,
where similar changes took place in terms of female labour force participation, the
multiplication of single-adult households, and the burgeoning of lightweight but valuable
goods.22 Thus, according to van Dijk (2006b), “Opportunities for crime have gone up
together with increasing affluence since the post-war economic boom. This has resulted in
epidemics in volume crime across the Western world. The finding that crime started to
boom latest in Ireland is in line with this interpretation since economic growth came
relatively late to that country” (van Dijk 2006b: 17). However, by the mid 1980s, the
increase in crime rates seemed to have reached its upper limit. With the exception of violent
offences in England and Wales and the Netherlands, crime rates were stable –or even going
down in France– between 1985 and 1988 (van Dijk 1991). Two years later, the break up of
the Soviet Union introduced a major socio-political and economic change that, according to
the data presented here, seems to have had a major impact on delinquency.
A similar evolution was found in an analysis of trends in homicide since 1970 in 15
Western European countries according to the World Health Organization health statistics.
Those data show that homicide increased by steps from 1970 to the mid-1980s and
decreased slightly during the second half of the 1980s, before increasing again to reach a
peak at the beginning of the 1990s (Aebi and Linde in press). In that context, the main
challenge is to find a plausible theoretical explanation to the changing trends observed since
1990.
22
Mobile phones provide a relatively recent example of the influence of lightweight valuable goods on crime
rates. For example, in England and Wales, the number of police recorded phone thefts doubled between
1998/1999 and 2000/2001, and it was estimated that 28% of the robberies in 2000/2001 involved a phone, a
proportion that represents an increase of 8% in such robberies in two years (Harrington and Mayhew 2001).
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Theoretical Explanations of Crime Trends from a Macro-social Perspective
LaFree (1999) classifies the predominant explanations for post-war crime trends in those
based on exogenous causes and those based on public policy causes.23 The main exogenous
causes are economic stress, political legitimacy, family disorganization, the proportion of
young people in the general population, the evolution of drug markets, and changes in
routine activities. The main public policy causes are related to police initiatives as well as to
the evolution of incarceration rates, education and welfare (LaFree 1999). Some of these
explanations have been subsumed in general crime theories. For example, even if “specific
arguments vary enormously, most theorists assume that economic stress undermines
legitimacy and weakens social bonds”; as a consequence it is theorized that increased levels
of economic stress will lead to an increase in crime rates (LaFree 1999: 148). This argument
can be found in a direct or indirect form in theories of strain, social disorganization, social
control, conflict, violent subcultures, and criminal motivation. The same is true for family
disorganization because family has always been considered as the first socialization agent,
as an agent of informal social control –that can supervise and regulate the activities of its
members– and as a protective factor for family members (LaFree 1999: 151).
The problem –as we have explained it with more detail elsewhere (Aebi and Linde
2010)– is that almost none of these theories can explain why the previous causes can lead to
a decrease in property offences and, at the same time, to an increase in violent offences and
drug offences. Indeed, the fact that there are no homogeneous trends in the evolution of
crime in Europe falsifies ab initio the reasons that has been proposed to explain the crime
drop in the United States as well as the explanations that can be drawn from most
criminological theories. All the theoretical constructions take as a premise that the majority
of the offences evolve in the same way, as it was the case in the United States, where both
property and violent offences started decreasing in the early 1990s. Thus, leaving aside the
fact that a few of the explanations of the American crime drop must be discarded because
they cannot be extrapolated to Europe –for example, some authors (Blumstein and
Rosenfeld 1998; Levitt 2004) suggested that the evolution of the crack epidemic in the
United States parallels the evolution of American crime rates, but such an epidemic did not
exist in Europe–, all those explanations cannot be taken into account because it is
impossible to justify why increasing imprisonment (Levitt 1996), the legalisation of
abortion (Donohue and Levitt 2001), an increase in the number of police officers (Levitt
2004) or changes in demographics and economic opportunities,24 would produce an
increase in violent offences and a decrease in property offences.
Only opportunity-based theories, which are extremely flexible, allow explanations that
could fit these heterogeneous trends. At the same time, the flexibility of opportunity-based
theories is one of its major weaknesses, as they can be extremely difficult to falsify. That is
indeed a common problem of macro-sociological theories, which are seldom falsifiable
(Chamlin and Cochran 2007; Lenski 1988). In that context, before proposing a multifactor
model inspired by opportunity-based theories, we will review the explanations that have
been proposed to explain the recent evolution of crime trends in Europe.
23

Although LaFree (1999) refers to the explanations given for postwar crime trends in the United States, his
classification can be extrapolated to the explanations of crime trends in Western Europe. Not only did both
regions undergo a similar evolution both in socioeconomic and political terms after World War II, but
European criminologists have not proposed alternative explanations for the trends observed in the Old
Continent.
24
For these and other explanations of the crime drop in the United States, see Blumstein and Wallman (2000,
2006) and Zimring (2007).
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The Crime Drop: Proof by Assertion?
In the previous section, we have mentioned the main explanations that have been given for
the crime drop in the United States of America. In that country, crime started decreasing at
the beginning of the 1990s, an evolution that had not been anticipated by any researcher. By
the end of the 2000s, some authors started suggesting that such drop was common to most
industrialized countries. For example, according to Rosenfeld and Messner (2009: 445),
“[…] the USA and European crime declines occurred in tandem […]”, and according to
Farrell et al. (2011: 147), “Major crime drops were experienced in the United States and
most other industrialized countries for a decade from the early to mid-1990s”.
Looking at the trends shown in this article, and the similar trends found by Aebi and
Linde (2010) on the basis of police statistics, one wonders what is the empirical evidence
behind such assertions. Usually, the main source invoked to support the hypothesis of a
general crime drop in Europe is the analysis conducted by van Dijk et al. (2007) of the fifth
International Crime Victim Survey (ICVS), which included a comparison with the four
previous waves of that survey. Thus, according to Farrell et al. (2011: 148), “With variation
by country and crime type, there were significant declines in crime across the European
countries for which reliable comparison could be made using the International Crime
Victim Survey (van Dijk 2006a, b; van Dijk et al. 2007)”. Rosenfeld and Messner (2009)
also refer to those analyses: “Drawing upon data from the International Crime Victim
Survey (ICVS) for those 15 nations that allow for comparisons over 10–15 year periods,
van Dijk et al. (2007: 16) observe that, similar to the general pattern in the USA, average
victimization rates peaked in the mid-1990s and steadily declined thereafter. These falling
trends were especially appreciable for property crimes such as burglary and vehicle-related
offences” (Rosenfeld and Messner 2009: 446).
The main problem with the reasoning presented by Rosenfeld and Messner (2009) is that
the United States are included in the 15 nations for which van Dijk et al. (2007: 100)
conducted that particular trend analysis. As a consequence, the overall trend shown by
victimization rates is influenced by the presence of that country. The second problem is that
there are no references or only veiled references to the evolution of violent offences. Going
back to the original source, one can read that “Personal thefts show the by now familiar
curve-linear trend with an all time peak in 1991. Threats and assaults do not fully conform
to this pattern: rates of victimisation peaked around 1999. Sexual offences and robberies
show no distinct trends but seem to be decreasing slowly” (van Dijk et al. 2007: 101). Apart
from the already mentioned problem of the presence of the United States among the
15 countries included in the analysis, one can see there are “no distinct trends” for
sexual offences and robbery and that the peak for assault and offences was registered
in 1999, which means that there is only one measure –the ICVS conducted in 2005–
to support the idea of a drop in those offences. Moreover, when the analysis is
restricted to the three European Union countries that participated in the five ICVS
waves, the situation is uncertain: “The picture of contact crimes is more varied.
Violent crime has remained stable in the Netherlands and has increased in England &
Wales from 1988 to 2000 and remained stable since then. Contact crimes have
dropped below the level of 1988 in Finland” (van Dijk et al. 2007: 102). In addition,
in a more detailed analysis of trends in contact crimes in Europe from 1988 to 2005, van
Dijk (2008) concluded that: “The ICVS data set indicates significant decreases in contact
crimes in Estonia, Poland, Finland, and France. In the other [five] countries [Belgium,
Netherlands, Sweden, Switzerland, and the United Kingdom], levels of robberies, threats
or assaults, and sexual offences have gone up between 1988 and 1992 and thereafter
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remained more or less stable” (van Dijk 2008: 127).25 Indeed, it is only when overall rates –i.e.
including all offences– are taken into account (see, for example, the rates presented by Tonry
2010) that a drop can be seen, and this is because property offences, which are much more
common than violent offences, have a predominant influence on such aggregated rates.
Furthermore, the evolution of violent offences is usually left aside by the researchers that
have conducted empirical research on the evolution of crime trends in Europe. For example,
Rosenfeld and Messner (2009) analyse the evolution of police recorded burglaries in the
United States and in nine European countries from 1993 to 2006, Farrell et al. (2011) study the
evolution of vehicle theft in England and Wales from 1991 to 2006 and in Australia from
1997 to 2007, and van Dijk (2010) concentrates himself in the evolution of burglary,
according to the ICVS, in five European countries from 1980 to 2008. In the three cases, the
results of their analyses coincide with the trends shown in this article for property offences.
However, when providing explanations for the trends observed in their analyses, all
these authors assume that there is a general crime drop in industrialized countries. Thus,
Rosenfeld and Messner (2009: 147) “suggest that the USA and European crime declines
occurred in tandem because they were both brought about by upturns in the economy”; van
Dijk (2010) considers that the increase in security measures in Europe may explain such
decrease –an evolution that he had already foreseen 16 years before (van Dijk 1994)–; and
Farrell et al. (2011) suggest that the drop in car theft is mainly due to security measures –in
particular, electronic immobilizers and central locking– and that the reductions in car theft
have disrupted the routine activities that facilitate other crimes. As a consequence, “reduced
car theft may have induced drops in other crime including violence” (Farrell et al. 2011: 147).
Two striking features –one explicit and one tacit– must be underlined here. The first one is the
overgeneralization of the crime drop observed in property offences to the rest of the offences, and
the second one is the absence of references to the relevant European literature on crime trends.
The overgeneralization of the crime drop reminds us of the logical fallacy known as
proof by assertion. It consists of repeating an argument despite its eventual inconsistencies
until it is commonly accepted. In this case, there is no clear evidence of a drop in violent
offences in Europe, but some researchers seem to accept it as a fact. In order to justify it,
they keep quoting the same reference (the appeal to authority fallacy) even if a detailed
analysis of that reference shows its inconsistencies.
The absence of references to the European literature on crime trends is probably a reflection
of the way in which the world of quotations works in social sciences. Three issues of the
European Journal on Criminal Policy and Research were devoted to the analyses of crime trends
in Europe from 1990 to 1996 (issue 8/1 in 2000) and from 1996 to 2000 (issues 10/2-3 in 2004),
but none of the articles included in those issues are quoted in the articles by Rosenfeld and
Messner (2009) and by Farrell et al. (2011).26 In particular, Farrell et al. (2011) arrive to the
conclusion that “Routine activity theory provided what is probably the most convincing
explanation, against expectations, for the coincidence between increasing crime levels and
25

The trends found by van Dijk (2008: 127) are similar to the ones found by Aebi and Linde (2010), even if
the latter combined all Western European countries in a single cluster and studied assaults and robberies
separately, while van Dijk (2008) combined three different types of victimizations in a single cluster (assaults
and threats, robberies, and sexual offences) and analysed trends in each country. In particular, the analysis of
van Dijk (2008: 127) shows that in six out of eight Western European countries there was no drop in violent
victimizations.
26
This critique is not addressed to the short articles published in Criminology in Europe, the Newsletter of
the European Society of Criminology (Tonry 2010; van Dijk 2010), which is not a peer-reviewed journal, but
to the ones published in the The British Journal of Sociology (Rosenfeld and Messner 2009) and the Journal
of Research in Crime and Delinquency (Farrell et al. 2011), which are two of the most prestigious peerreviewed journals in the field of social sciences.
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increasing levels of wealth and welfare in the second half of the twentieth century (Cohen and
Felson 1979). It is odd that it has been rarely drawn on as a starting point for looking at the
equally unexpected falls in crime since the early 1990s.” However, opportunity-based theories
were used by Killias and Aebi (2000) to explain the evolution of crime trends in Europe from
1990 to 1996, by Aebi (2004a) to explain such trends from 1990 to 2000 and, more recently –
and therefore without the possibility of being quoted–, by Aebi and Linde (2010) to explain
European crime trends from 1990 to 2007.27 A simple internet search in a non-scientific Web
search engine such as Google with the basic keywords “crime – trends – Europe” shows, as
the initial entry (under the heading “Scholarly articles for crime trends Europe”), the three
articles mentioned above. The reasons for which the authors and the reviewers of the articles
criticized here decide to ignore those references are unknown.
A Multifactor Explanation of Crime Trends in Europe
After having shown that the main theoretical explanations of crime trends in industrialized
countries cannot be applied to the recent evolution of delinquency in Europe, we will
present in this section an alternative explanation based on a multifactor model inspired by
opportunity-based theories. Our explanation is divided in two chapters. The first one is
devoted to explain trends in Western Europe and the second one to explain trends in Central
and Eastern Europe. The reason for that subdivision is that the general situation –in
economical, political and social terms– was completely different at the beginning of the
1990s in those two regions of Europe. However, in the conclusion of this article, we will
highlight some features that are common to both regions.
Explaining Trends in Conviction Statistics in Western Europe
Even if the time period and the countries and offences included do not overlap completely, the
trends in conviction statistics in Western Europe shown here are very similar to the ones found
in an analysis of the evolution of police recorded offences in Western Europe from 1990 to 2007
(Aebi and Linde 2010). A first difference between both studies is that the present analysis of
conviction statistics includes data on Norway and Portugal, two countries that were not
covered in the analysis of police statistics (Aebi and Linde 2010), which, on the other hand,
included police data on Denmark and Ireland, two countries that are not covered here. A
second difference is that the analysis of police statistics covered one more year (2007) than
this analysis of conviction statistics. The third difference is that the present study includes
trends in rape, which were only covered in a footnote in the research on police statistics,
which, in contrast, included trends in domestic burglary and motor vehicle theft that are not
covered here. Finally, the analysis of police statistics included also a comparison with the five
waves of the ICVS, covering the period 1988-2004, which showed remarkable similarities
between the evolution of both crime measures (Aebi and Linde 2010).
Summarizing these findings one can say that, in Western Europe, conviction statistics, police
statistics and victimization surveys show a general increase of delinquency at the beginning of
the 1990s. Drug offences continued to increase until the end of the period under study. Violent
offences such as assault, robbery and rape also continued to increase, though the first two ones
seem to have reached their upper limit by 2003-2004 and are relatively stable –or even slightly
decreasing in the case of robbery– since then. The main differences comes from the fact that,
27
In the three cases, opportunity-based theories were used to explain the decrease in property offences as
well as the increase in violent offences and drug offences.
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according to police statistics, homicide has been decreasing since 1992-1994, while conviction
statistics show a stable trend, and that the increase in rape is far more pronounced according to
police statistics than according to conviction statistics.
These similarities imply that the multifactor model –inspired by opportunity-based
theories such as the routine activities approach (Cohen and Felson 1979; Felson and Boba
2010)– proposed to explain trends in police statistics and victimization surveys (Aebi and
Linde 2010) also fits the trends in conviction statistics shown in this article. According to
that model, the increase of property offences in the early 1990s is related to the
consequences of the political and socioeconomic changes that took place at that moment in
Europe. The collapse of the Soviet Union introduced a substantial modification of crime
opportunities, leading to the development of a black market in Central and Eastern Europe
that was supplied, at least partially, by organized gangs operating in Western Europe, which
took advantage of the new paths of transportation for illegal goods and commodities across
Europe. The subsequent decrease of property offences seems related to the saturation of that
black market, the reinforcement of police measures against transnational crime at the
borders of the EU, the improvement of the socioeconomic situation in many Central and
Eastern European countries, the improvement of security measures in Western European
households, and the substantial increase in private security in most Western European
countries (for details and references, see Aebi and Linde 2010).
The increase in most violent offences seems related to a transformation in the lifestyle of
European youths and changes in their demographics. The distribution of the spare time of
the younger generations has been mainly influenced by the development of the Internet.
“Youths who have unlimited access to the internet spend more time at home –and are more
exposed to the risk of engaging in computer related offences, which have been increasing
constantly–, while those who have a limited access to the Web spend more time in the
streets and are differentially exposed to the risk of engaging in conventional delinquency.
However, as the increase in security measures and private security has reduced the
opportunities to commit property crimes, such risk exposition should have an influence
mainly on violent and drug related offences. In that context, among youths who have
limited access to the Internet, there is an overrepresentation of those with a low
socioeconomic status and, among the latter, there is also an overrepresentation of ethnic
minorities. This is probably one of the factors –combined with many others– explaining
their differential involvement in delinquency according to official statistics and selfreported delinquency studies. Moreover, the number of youths who are second-generation
ethnic minorities have increased in Europe during the last decades. In that perspective,
research suggests that their presence is related to the recent development of European street
gangs. Members of these gangs present high rates of violent offending, in particular group
fighting. Also, some street gangs are involved in drug trafficking, which is also related to
the commission of violent offences. Finally, research shows an increase in the percentage of
youths engaged in heavy episodic drinking (binge drinking), and has also shown that
among these youths there is a high prevalence of violent offending. Soft drug use has also
increased among adolescents during the most part of the period studied, although it seems
to have started decreasing lately” (Aebi and Linde 2010: 273).28
28
Regarding the presence of second-generation ethnic minorities in Europe, see Weerman and Decker
(2005). For the increase of security measures in Western Europe, see Lamon (2002) and van Dijk et al.
(2007). Concerning the rise of private security companies and employees in the EU, see de Waard (1999).
For the increase of the engagement of young people in binge drinking, see Hibell et al. (2009). Regarding the
involvement of European youth gangs in violence and drug trafficking, see Klein et al. (2006).
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The fact that intentional homicide did not follow the same trend as the rest of violent
offences could be related to the relatively low and stable rate of household gun ownership
(Killias et al. 2001), the absence of major social conflicts, and the quality of health services
in Western Europe. In particular, the low availability of guns and the improvements in the
health care system imply that persons that could have been victims of homicide have
become victims of assault.
In that perspective, three main hypotheses can be proposed for the divergence between police
statistics, which show that homicide is decreasing (Aebi and Linde 2010), and conviction
statistics, which present a stable trend.29 Such discrepancy could be due to a change in the
ratio of offences to perpetrators. If the proportion of homicides committed in group is
increasing, then the number of homicides can decrease while the number of persons convicted
remains stable. The same pattern could be produced by recent improvements in detection and
evidence gathering techniques –made possible through scientific and technological developments– that can be responsible for an increase in the proportion of cases solved by the police
with sufficient evidence to lead to a criminal conviction. Finally, a rise of the proportion of
domestic murders, which are easily solved by the police because the author is already known,
could also produce the divergent trends observed in police and conviction statistics.
The available data do not allow testing in a proper way for those three hypotheses.
However, the case of domestic murders merits particular attention. On the one hand, they
constitute a particular constellation of murder that could have been evolving in a different
way than the rest of the intentional homicides. On the other hand, one must take into
account that domestic violence has become one of the criminal policy priorities in many
European countries (see for example Graham-Kevan 2007). For example, in Spain –a
country not included in our analysis– a law of 200430 modified the criminal code in such a
way that every type of aggression against a partner or former partner must be qualified as
an offence, even if the same behaviour would be qualified as a misdemeanour if the victim
was not related to the offender. In an analogous way, the rate of convictions for intentional
homicide including attempts could be affected by the fact that some cases that could have
been qualified previously as serious assaults are now being considered as attempted
homicides. As domestic murders may represent up to one third of the total homicides
committed in some Western European countries (Geneva Declaration Secretariat 2008: 5),
this issue cannot be overlooked.31 In the same perspective, as there are no longitudinal data
available on the trends in convictions for domestic violence since 1990, it is impossible to
measure their influence on the number of persons convicted for assault.
Explaining Trends in Conviction Statistics in Central and Eastern Europe
The trends in conviction statistics in Central and Eastern Europe shown here are very
similar to the ones found in a study of trends in police recorded offences and WHO health
29

It must be reminded here that the countries covered in this article and the ones covered in the analysis of
police statistics (Aebi and Linde 2010) are not exactly the same, and that the counting units used in both
articles are different because police statistics refer to offences known to the police and conviction statistics
refer to persons convicted. These factors may also play a role in the divergences observed between the two
studies regarding trends in homicide.
30
Organic law 1/2004 on Integral protection measures against gender violence.
31
Reliable figures on the number of women victims of homicide (i.e. femicide) perpetrated by partners or expartners are not easy to find. For the year 2006, it is possible to combine the figures on femicide collected by
Nectoux (2010) with the figures on completed homicide included in the European Sourcebook. This
combination shows that, in Western European countries, femicides represent between 15% and 30% of all
completed homicides.
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statistics in 12 Central and Eastern European countries between 1990 and 2007 (Aebi and
Linde in press). The main differences are that the analysis of police statistics included
Lithuania –which is not covered here–, extended the time frame until the year 2007 –
instead of 2006 in this article–, and excluded rape, which is covered here. The convergence
of both studies increases the reliability of their findings and implies that the explanations
provided for the evolution of police recorded offences can also be applied to the trends
observed in conviction statistics.
The general increase in all types of police recorded offences at the beginning of the
1990s have been explained by Aebi (2004b) and Gruszczynska (2004) applying mainly the
routine activities approach (Cohen and Felson 1979; Felson and Boba 2010) and pointing
out that social changes increase criminal opportunities. The collapse of the Soviet Union led
to the development of a market economy —that multiplied the number of consumer goods
which are suitable targets for theft— and was accompanied by a social fracture between
those with power or influence and the rest of the population, creating thus the setting for an
increase of property offences (Aebi 2004b). However, since 2000, the rate of persons
convicted for theft in Central and Eastern Europe has been following a downwards trend.
According to Gruszczynska (2004), the fall of property offences is related to the
multiplication of private security companies and household security measures, which
occupied the role vacated by the criminal justice system, whose police forces and public
prosecutors were not properly prepared to react to the rise of criminality in the early 1990s.
This downwards trend seems to reflect also an improvement of the socioeconomic situation
in most Central and Eastern European countries, especially those that joined the EU, which
experienced a decrease in their unemployment rates (Eurostat 2011). It could also be
partially artificial because, as we have seen before, in some Central and Eastern European
countries, the threshold to qualify theft of a small value as an offence was raised between
1995 and 2002 and, as a consequence, some thefts that were previously recorded as
offences are now recorded as misdemeanours and therefore are not included in the statistics
collected in the European Sourcebook. Finally, taking into account that rates cannot
continue to rise endlessly, the drop in property offences as well as in homicides since the
mid-1990s could also be due, at least partially, to the phenomenon known in statistics as
regression towards the mean. The increase in persons convicted for theft and homicide in
the early 1990s was so extreme that it has logically been followed by a decrease (Aebi and
Linde in press).
In that context, Shelley (2002, with references) considers that the increase in violent
offences during the 1990s in Russia is also a consequence of the transition. The latter was
accompanied by an important growth of unemployment, a collapse of the social safety net,
the bankruptcy of unofficial financial entities with the consequent loss of the savings of
many citizens, the rise of youth crime, and the development of organized crime, enhanced
by the corruption of government officials. In particular, Shelley (2002) considers that the
rise of mortality in Russia is linked to the increased availability of weapons –whose trade
was on the hands of organized crime and former militaries–, the killings related to
organized crime, banditry, the division of the territory of major cities among crime groups,
and the deterioration of the health care system that implied –contrary to what happened in
Western Europe– that persons that could have been victims of assault became victims of
homicide. Most of these reasons apply also to the rise of violent offences in the rest of
Central and Eastern Europe.
At the same time, the opening of the European borders facilitated the distribution of drugs
and led to struggles between the criminal organizations that tried to take control of the illegal
drug market. The increased availability of drugs was correlated with a major increase in alcohol
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consumption and drug use in Central and Eastern Europe (EMCDDA 2008; Hibell et al. 2009;
Pridemore 2002). Thus, the upwards trend in persons convicted for drug offences is linked to
a real increase in drug consumption. However, as we have already mentioned, drug offences
were at an extremely low level in 1990. Such level of official consumption and trafficking of
drugs reflects the tendency of former communist countries to deny the presence of drug abuse
in their territories. In fact, it was only just before the breakup of the Soviet Union that the
Soviet government admitted that addiction to opiates and drugs other than alcohol existed in
the country (Schaeffer Conroy 1990). This implies that the increase in persons convicted for
drug offences in Central and Eastern Europe is also clearly correlated with a major change in
drug policy.

Conclusion
In this article, we have traced the history of conviction statistics, we have summarized the
unending debate on their validity and reliability, and we have used such statistics to
measure crime trends in Europe from 1990 to 2006.
In particular, we have seen that conviction statistics were the first official statistics
available in Europe. They started to be published during the first half of the nineteenth
century and, by 1832, de Candolle had already identified their main weaknesses as
measures of crime, as well as the problems involved in their use for cross-national
comparisons of crime levels. During the following one hundred years, the development of
police statistics led to a debate about which of these two official statistics would be the most
appropriate indicator of crime rates. The International Institute of Statistics preferred
conviction statistics but, in the United States, a majority of researchers and practitioners
arrived at the conclusion that police statistics were more valid than conviction statistics
because they were closer to the original offence than conviction statistics. As a consequence, in
1930, the United States chose police statistics to develop the UCR, which became immediately
the main measure for the analysis of crime rates in that country and, as time went by, for the
analysis of crime trends too. The fact that conviction statistics are more reliable than police
statistics –because different judges confronted with the same case should arrive to the same
decision– did not play a role in a debate whose goal was to find a measure that was close to the
total number of offences committed. A few years later, in 1954, Interpol started publishing
international police statistics. As a result, Interpol’s data collection and WHO health statistics
became the main databases for comparative criminologists, while conviction statistics –that
were barely available at the international level until the 1970s, when the United Nations
included them in the UNCTS– continued, until today, to be seldom used for comparative
purposes. In that context, the convergence between the trends in conviction statistics found in
this article and the trends shown in analogous analyses of police and victimization data suggest
that conviction statistics can be used as a relatively valid indicator of crime trends in Europe.
Certainly, some of the validity problems of conviction statistics are inherent to them and
therefore cannot be solved. Nevertheless, from a longitudinal perspective, we have seen that
the reliability of time series can be improved through a careful analysis of changes in legal
definitions and recording practices. These factors were taken into account when checking
the available European data on conviction statistics, and they led us to focus our study on
convictions for six offences for which reliable data were available in up to 26 European
countries.
The results of our analyses of trends in persons convicted from 1990 to 2006 show two
periods –at the beginning and at the end of the series– in which similarities can be found
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between Western Europe and Central and Eastern Europe. In the early 1990s, there was a
general increase in the rates of persons convicted for almost all of the offences studied. For
most of these offences, the trends diverged in the following years, with Central and Eastern
Europe registering in most cases –with rape as an exception– higher increases than Western
Europe. However, since the early 2000s, the trends are once again similar in both sides of
the continent. They show an increase in persons convicted for drug offences, an increase in
violent offences such as assault and robbery –which have probably reached their upper limit
because the rates were stable from 2004 to 2006–, and a decrease of property offences.
Only rape continued increasing slightly in Western Europe, but remained stable in Central
and Eastern Europe since the mid 1990s.
As official statistics are influenced by the propensity of the population to report offences
to the police, we have tested the hypothesis of an artificial increase of violent offences
provoked by a reduced tolerance of violence in European societies that would lead citizens
to report such offences more frequently. The empirical data did not corroborate that
hypothesis. Reporting rates of assault and robberies remained stable in Western Europe
from 1988 to 2004, and increased only slightly in Estonia and Poland.
We have also analysed the evolution of the composition of European prison populations
and found that the majority of the persons currently held in penitentiary institutions are no
longer serving sentences for property offences –as it was the case in the 1970s–, but for
violent offences and drug offences. That finding provides additional empirical support to the
trends in conviction statistics presented in this article. Moreover, as we have already
mentioned, such trends are similar to the ones found in an analysis of police and victimization
data for the same period. The only difference between conviction and police statistics
concerned the evolution of intentional homicide, which showed a decrease according to
police statistics, but a stable trend according to conviction statistics. This difference could be
related to different factors, but an eventual increase in the proportion of domestic murders
constitutes a hypothesis that deserves further investigation. Indeed, trends in domestic
violence could have also played a role in the increase of persons convicted for assault, but
currently there are no longitudinal data available to study that particular type of assault.
In sum, the trends in conviction statistics presented in this article corroborate that there is
no general crime drop in Europe (Aebi and Linde 2010). They also corroborate that
European crime trends do not follow a homogeneous direction. In particular, trends in
homicide are not necessarily correlated with trends in property and other violent offences.
As a consequence, the available explanations of the general crime drop in the United States
cannot be applied to Europe, and the same is true for the explanations that could be drawn
from most criminological theories. All of them suggest causes that have an influence on all
types of offences, but are unable to justify how these causes would produce a decrease in
property offences accompanied by an increase in violent offences and drug offences.
Only opportunity-based theories seem to provide a plausible explanation to these trends,
especially when they take into account their historical, political and socio-economic
context. In particular, the collapse of the Soviet Union facilitated transnational crime,
increased the number of guns circulating in the continent, and weakened social control in
Central and Eastern Europe where many countries also experienced a major increase in
alcohol consumption and a clear deterioration of their health care system. As a
consequence, the rate of persons convicted for all sorts of offences increased in both sides
of the continent in the early 1990s. During that decade, the slow amelioration of the
socioeconomic situation in Central and Eastern Europe was accompanied, in the whole
continent, by an important rise of private security, formal social control, and security
measures in households and stores. These developments reduced the number of
114

Conviction Statistics as an Indicator of Crime Trends in Europe

141

opportunities to commit crimes and seem responsible for the following decrease of the rate
of persons convicted for property offences and the stabilization of the rate of those
convicted for homicide. Drug trafficking became thus the main way of obtaining quickly an
illegal income. At the time, since the 1990s, there have been major changes in youth
lifestyle provoked mainly by the development of the Internet and the growth of drug use
and binge drinking. Youths who have unlimited access to the Internet spend more time at
home –and are more exposed to the risk of engaging in computer related offences–, while
those who have a limited access to the Web spend more time in the streets and are
differentially exposed to the risk of engaging in conventional delinquency. Among the
latter, there is an overrepresentation of youths with a low socioeconomic status and,
particularly in Western Europe, many of the youths with such status are second-generation
ethnic minorities. The number of the latter has clearly increased during the last decades, and
research suggests that their presence is associated with the recent development of European
street gangs, which are often involved in drug trafficking and group fighting. All these
changes in youth lifestyle seem to be the main cause of the increase of persons convicted
for violent and drug related offences in Europe.
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Abstract
This article analyses rates and correlates of homicide in 15 West European countries from 1960
to 2010. The results show that the levels of homicide in 2010 and the trends in homicide from
1960 to 2010 are not related to any of the traditional demographic and socioeconomic predictors
of crime. Homicide victimization rates show an increase from the mid-1960s until the early 1990s,
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Keywords
Crime drop, crime trends, homicide, lifestyle theory, Western Europe

Introduction
The availability of homicide databases has brought together a critical mass of research
on trends and explanations of homicide across countries, conducted by researchers from
different fields, including criminologists, sociologists and economists.1 Some of them
have conducted their studies in the framework of specific theories about crime in a
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comparative international perspective, whereas others have focused their research on
specific variables or concepts (such as alcohol consumption, deterrence and youth population) that seem intuitively related to homicide. Some use small samples and others relatively large ones, but almost all samples tend to over-represent industrialized nations, for
which more data are available.
However, as soon as these nations are analysed together with poorly industrialized
countries, the gap between them is so important that the results of the analyses usually
reach statistical significance. The situation has come to a point where the results of a
recent meta-analysis showed that one of the three strongest predictors of homicide in
cross-national samples is a ‘Latin American regional dummy variable’ (Nivette, 2011).
This means that the simple fact of being a Latin American country is a good predictor of
a high homicide rate. This variable was first introduced by Neapolitan (1994), who suggested that the explanation relies on the fact that these nations share cultural values
conducive to violence, among which machismo plays a central role.2 Such an explanation ignores the sizeable socioeconomic and cultural differences between Central
American, South American and Caribbean nations, and echoes in this oversimplification
the reasons given at the turn of the 20th century for the high levels of homicide in
Southern Europe shown in the data collected by Ferri (1895).3 A discussion of this issue
goes beyond the scope of this article.4 It seems however appropriate to remember, as
some criminologists pointed out long ago, that, in cross-national comparisons of crime,
the concept of statistical significance is meaningless because ‘significance tests assume
a random sample of a finite population’ (Braithwaite and Braithwaite, 1980: 48). That is
clearly not the case in research on homicide across nations, where the samples are not
random but conditioned by the availability of the data required for the analysis.
If less importance is attributed to finding positive and statistically significant results,
then it seems more challenging to study a specific region, where the profile of the countries is not radically different, than to include all the countries of the world in the analysis. This is also an application of the classic idea that we can compare only what is
comparable. Such an analysis would also allow for the testing of the overall pertinence
of the theoretical explanations of the correlates of homicide. If the gross domestic product (GDP) is a good predictor of homicide when one country is 20 times richer than
another, then it should remain a relatively good predictor when the ratio is 4 to 1, 3 to 1,
or 2 to 1. The latter are the differences between the GDP of Norway and that of Portugal,
Spain and the United Kingdom respectively (see Table 1).
Hence, in this article we analyse the rates and correlates of homicide in Western
Europe. On the one hand this region can be seen as relatively homogeneous because all
the countries are industrialized, all belong to the so-called Western culture, and most of
them are members of the European Union (EU) and share a common currency. On the
other hand, as we have just seen, the region hides major differences within countries in
terms of economic indicators, which have often been presented as related to the levels
and trends in homicides. These differences have become obvious since the beginning of
the latest world financial crisis in 2008 because they are constantly invoked and endorsed
by credit-rating agencies to justify the monetary policies, legislative reforms and credit
conditions imposed by the European Commission, the International Monetary Fund and
the European Central Bank on the countries whose economies have been most severely

120

Downloaded from euc.sagepub.com at University of Lausanne on August 22, 2014

Downloaded from euc.sagepub.com at University of Lausanne on August 22, 2014

121

0.4
2.9
7.1

0.3
1.9
6.5

0.2
0.8
5.3

0.52
0.68
0.40
0.84
0.44
0.47
0.22
0.36
0.65
0.71
0.76
0.49
0.56
0.48
0.16
0.5
0.5
0.5
0.2

Homicide and
intentional
injury, all
ages, per
100,000,
females

14.1
21.0
1.5

14.8
16.9
17.8
16.6
18.4
14.4
21.0
14.1
17.5
18.8
15.2
15.0
16.6
15.1
17.5
16.5
16.6
16.6
1.9

Percentage
of
population
aged 0–14
years

14.9
21.7
1.5

15.6
17.6
18.4
17.2
19.5
15.0
21.7
14.9
18.1
19.3
16.3
15.7
17.1
15.8
18.2
17.3
17.3
17.2
1.9
60.7
97.4
1.6

67.6
97.4
86.9
85.1
85.3
61.4
61.9
68.4
82.9
79.4
60.7
77.4
84.7
73.6
79.6
76.1
76.8
79.4
10.9
15.1
400.0
26.5

99.7
355.1
128.7
15.9
114.6
85.7
63.5
200.7
400.0
15.1
114.8
91.1
20.8
189.6
255.6
96.4
143.4
114.6
117.3
3.7
20.1
5.4

4.4
8.3
6.0
8.4
9.3
12.5
13.6
8.4
4.5
3.7
10.8
20.1
8.4
4.5
7.8
7.8
8.7
8.4
4.3

26.1
31.7
30.7
31.6
24.5
26.8
43.0
12.8
31.9
32.3
13.2
24.9
33.2
37.9
33.8
27.6
29.0
31.6
8.1

Percentage of
population with
post-secondary
education aged
25+ years

21,382 12.8
86,156 43.0
4.0 3.4

44,723
42,960
56,486
43,846
39,186
25,851
46,492
33,761
46,468
86,156
21,382
29,863
49,360
70,370
36,703
42,280
44,907
43,846
16,649

Unemployment GDP,
Percentage
Percentage Average
of population of urban
population rate (percent) US$ per
capita
aged 0–14
population density per
years, males
km2

Source: European Health for All Database for all variables except Gini index taken from Eurostat.

0.43
1.38
1.14
2.92
0.84
2.23
1.38
1.10
1.11
0.70
1.61
0.85
1.37
0.47
0.41
1.0
1.2
1.1
0.7

0.48
1.03
0.78
1.88
0.64
1.36
0.79
0.73
0.88
0.71
1.17
0.66
0.98
0.48
0.29
0.8
0.9
0.8
0.4

Austria
Belgium
Denmark
Finland
France
Greece
Ireland
Italy
Netherlands
Norway
Portugal
Spain
Sweden
Switzerland
United Kingdom
Geometric mean
Mean
Median
Standard
deviation
Minimum
Maximum
Ratio (1 to)

Homicide and
intentional
injury, all
ages, per
100,000,
males

Homicide
and
intentional
injury, all
ages, per
100,000

Country

0.8
1.0
1.2

0.89
0.90
0.90
0.89
0.89
0.87
0.92
0.88
0.92
0.95
0.82
0.88
0.91
0.91
0.87
0.9
0.9
0.9
0.0

UNDP
Human
Development
Index (HDI)

2.3
4.3
1.9

3.90
3.57
3.41
2.26
3.52
3.80
3.78
3.35
3.77
2.56
2.55
3.19
2.54
3.82
4.34
3.3
3.4
3.5
0.6

Infant
deaths per
1000 live
births

6.1
12.1
2.0

12.1
10.6
10.4
9.7
11.7
7.9
11.9
6.1
9.3
6.6
10.8
9.8
7.3
10.0
10.3
9.4
9.6
10.0
1.9

23.6
34.4
1.5

26.1
26.6
26.9
25.4
29.8
32.9
30.7
31.2
25.5
23.6
33.7
34.4
24.1
29.6
32.9
28.7
28.9
29.6
3.7

Pure alcohol Gini
consumption, index
litres per
capita, age
15+

Table 1. Homicide victimization rates per 100,000 population and the rates and percentages of several potential predictors of homicide, in 2010.
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affected. Nevertheless, such differences existed long before the financial crisis, and they
have conditioned the development of the countries of the region since the end of the
Second World War, when even democracy was not the rule because Portugal and Spain
where governed by dictators.
This article combines a cross-sectional and a longitudinal approach, and is structured
in five sections. In the first, we present the general trends in homicide in 15 West
European countries for which data are available from 1960 to 2010, including its distribution by gender and age group. This allows us to focus the rest of the article on explanations that might be relevant to explain the levels of homicide across these nations as well
as the trends observed. Consequently, in the second section we present the state of the
research on cross-national correlates of homicide. This enables us, in the third section, to
test these predictors against the data collected. Following a similar logic, the fourth section tests the main theoretical explanations of homicide across nations against the results
of the analyses performed in section three and the data presented in section one. Finally,
in the conclusion we summarize our findings and propose a plausible explanation of the
trends observed.

Trends in homicide in Western Europe, 1960–2010
The World Health Organization (WHO) produces statistics on the causes of death in its
member states, including death caused by homicide and intentional injury. According to
LaFree (2005: 195), who cites in his support work by Kalish (1988), Neapolitan (1997)
and Messner and Rosenfeld (1997), there is substantial agreement on the fact that ‘WHO
data are the most valid and reliable’ source for cross-national comparisons of homicide.
As a consequence, WHO data are used in this article to establish the rates of homicide in
the countries studied (using the number of victims as the unit of measurement). The
WHO has produced a chronological dataset that includes the rates of death by homicide
per 100,000 population since the 1950s to the mid-2000s, with a breakdown by gender
and age group of the deceased persons, standardized by 100,000 persons of the same
gender and age group.5 This database has been complemented with data from the WHO
mortality statistics available at the European Health for All Database, which does not
include a detailed breakdown by age categories.6 Thus, it has been possible to obtain
series up to 2010 with details on the gender of the victims, and up to 2004 with details on
the age group by gender.
The 15 countries for which data are available are Austria, Belgium, Denmark, Finland,
France, Greece, Ireland, Italy, the Netherlands, Norway, Portugal, Spain, Sweden,
Switzerland and the United Kingdom (England & Wales, Scotland and Northern
Ireland).7 Germany cannot be included because the reunification of the country took
place only in 1990, and data are not available before that date for the territory of the
former Democratic Republic of Germany. The series start in 1960 because the socioeconomic indicators that will be used as explanatory variables are available only since that
year and because there are important gaps in the available data for homicide in the 1950s
in some of the countries studied.8 The starting point of the series is not problematic,
because there is a general agreement on the fact that violent crime started increasing in
Western Europe during the 1960s (Eisner, 2008; Mucchielli and Spierenburg, 2009;
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Figure 1. Homicide victimization rates per 100,000 population in 15 West European
countries, 1960–2010.

Spierenburg, 2008). In the Figures 1–5, we present the main trends in homicide victimization, broken down by gender and age group. Here, we provide mainly a descriptive and
comparative analysis of them, because the explanations of the trends and patterns
observed will be provided later.
Figure 1 shows the trend year by year, whereas Table 3 in the Appendix presents average homicide victimization rates per country for five-year periods.9
Figure 1 shows an increase in victims of homicide from the mid-1960s to the early
1990s, followed by a decrease up to 2010. In particular, the trends are remarkably similar
in the 15 countries included in the study, giving relative support to the idea of an elite
convergence in cross-national homicide victimization rates advanced by LaFree (2005).
LaFree considers that convergence in these rates could be limited mostly to highly industrialized countries such as the 15 nations included in this analysis, which can be seen as
belonging to the industrial elite, in spite of the already mentioned important crossnational differences in terms of economic and industrial development.
The results for the period 1960–90 coincide with those shown by Eisner (2008), who
has studied that period in depth and has also put it in the context of the evolution of homicide since the 1840s, when there were marked differences across countries. The parallelism in the evolution of homicide trends after the Second World War has also been
observed in Scandinavia, where Denmark, Finland, Norway and Sweden show similar
trends (Von Hofer and Lappi-Seppälä, 2014). Nevertheless, despite showing comparable
trends in the evolution of homicide since the second half of the 20th century, Finland is
clearly an outlier as far as levels of homicide are concerned. The country consistently
records the highest homicide victimization rate, roughly three times higher than the West
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Figure 2. Homicide victimization rates by gender, per 100,000 population of the same gender,
in 15 West European countries, 1960–2004.

Figure 3. Homicide victimization rates by gender and age group, per 100,000 population of the
same gender and age group, in 15 West European countries in 2003.

European average at the beginning of the series and remaining double the average at the
end of the series. The exceptionally high levels of homicide in Finland are already well
known by researchers (LaFree and Drass, 2001; Savolainen et al., 2008). In that context,
we must recall that mortality statistics for the UK combine data from England & Wales,
Northern Ireland and Scotland, and that they underestimate the actual number
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Figure 4. Male homicide victimization rates by age group, per 100,000 male population of the
same age group, in 15 West European countries, 1960–2004.

Figure 5. Female homicide victimization rates by age group, per 100,000 female population of
the same age group, in 15 West European countries, 1960–2004.

of homicides for the reasons mentioned before (note 7). Data from police statistics on
homicide show that the average rate, from 2003 to 2007, was 1.5 completed homicides
per 100,000 population in England & Wales, 1.8 in Northern Ireland, 2.3 in Scotland and
2.8 in Finland (Aebi et al., 2010: 41). This means that, in the UK, rates of completed
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homicides according to police statistics are three times higher than according to mortality statistics. Furthermore, Scottish homicide rates are extremely high and relatively
close to those of Finland, so both countries could be seen as exceptions in the region.
Indeed, in 2010, the rates of homicide per 100,000 population were below 1.5 in almost
all West European countries (see Table 1), which places the region as the one with the
lowest levels of homicide in the world. These rates are comparable only to those recorded
in Eastern Asia (UNODC, 2014: 23).
Even if the evolution is similar in the 15 countries and there is a trend towards convergence, there are still significant differences across countries. In 1960, the ratio
between the country with the lowest rate (Ireland) and the one with the highest (Finland)
was 1 to almost 11, whereas in 2010 it was 1 to 5 (UK vs. Finland). Contrary to the
results of Gartner (1990: 98), who found rather strong rank order correlations when comparing the trends in 1950 and in 1980 in 16 industrialized nations, the rank order correlation between the rates in 1960 and those in 2010 is only .31. This means that, with a few
exceptions, there have been variations in the relative position of countries according to
their level of homicide.
A detailed analysis of Figure 1 shows also that there are particular years in which a
country appears as an outlier, usually because of a sudden increase in its homicide
victimization rate, which is explained by a punctual situation. For example, the increase
in Spain in 2004 was due to the terrorist attacks that took place in Madrid on 11 March
and killed 192 persons; the same is true for the UK in 2005, where the terrorist attacks
of 7 July resulted in 52 victims; and the increase in Italy in 1992 was due to a series of
mafia killings.10 Such exceptions for a particular year do not have an influence on the
kind of analysis that we are conducting here, which covers 51 years and focuses on the
general trend.
Figures 2–5 adopt a cluster approach. Hence they present West European averages
calculated on the basis of the data provided by the 15 countries included in the study.
These averages represent the general trend for the region and are not weighted by population size.
Figure 2 shows trends in homicide victimization by gender from 1960 to 2010. At the
beginning of the 1960s there was a decrease in the male homicide victimization rate that
is not mirrored in the female victimization rate, which registered a slight increase during
that period. Yet, since the mid-1960s, the parallelism of both trends is remarkable. This
similar evolution can be fully appreciated in Figure 9 in the Appendix, which shows the
trends on the basis of an index where 1960 = 100.
During the period under study, the male victimization rate was roughly two times
higher than the female victimization rate. In particular, the ratio oscillated between a
minimum of 1.5 (for example, in 1965, there were 0.93 males victims per 100,000
male population, and 0.6 female victims per 100,000 female population) and a maximum of 2.5 (in 1961, the respective ratios were 1.36 to 0.54). This places the region
as the one with the smallest difference between male and female victims, similar only
to Asia. By way of comparison, the victimization rates in 2012 were 29.3 (male victims) versus 3.7 (female victims) in the Americas, 19.0 to 6.0 in Africa, 4.2 to 1.7 in
Oceania, 4.0 to 1.8 in Asia, and 9.7 to 2.7 at the overall international level (UNODC,
2014: 28).
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In sum, the increase in homicide since the mid-1960s to the early 1990s, as well as its
decrease since then, affected male and female victims in the same proportion. Nevertheless,
because the absolute number of male victims is higher than the number of female victims,
the general homicide trend is mainly driven by the evolution of male victims.
Figure 3 presents the distribution by gender and age group of the victims of homicide
in 2003, computed per 100,000 population of the same gender and age group. The situation in 2003 must not be seen as an exception because it corresponds roughly to the situation observed throughout the whole series.
As far as the distribution of ages is concerned, the most significant result is that victims belong mainly to the 30–44 age group. This is an exception as, at the international
level, victims of homicide are mainly in the 15–29 age group. Indeed, the global distribution of the age groups of victims of homicide, from the one with the highest homicide
rate to the one with the lowest rate, is the following: 15–29, 30–44, 45–59, 60 and over,
and 0–14 (UNODC, 2014). Figure 3 shows that the West European distribution is different for the three first groups (it follows the sequence 30–44, 45–59 and 15–29), which
account for the large majority of the victims. This means that, on average, victims of
homicide in Western Europe are generally older than in other regions of the world. This
particularity has also been observed for the whole European continent by the United
Nations Office on Drugs and Crime (UNODC, 2014: 30), which suggests that it ‘may be
explained by the relatively greater importance of interpersonal homicide than homicide
related to other criminal activities in Europe’.
Let us also mention that, as far as female victims are concerned, the distribution of the
groups at risk is similar to that for male victims. In particular, gender makes no difference to the distribution of the victims of infanticide.
Figure 4 shows the trends in the male homicide victimization rate by age group from
1960 to 2004. Male infanticide (victims aged 0–14) decreased continuously. The trends
for the rest of the categories match the general trend in homicide (see Figure 1). The lowest and the highest increases were registered respectively by the elderly victims (aged 60
and over) and by those aged 30–44.
Figure 5 shows the trends in the female homicide victimization rate by age group
from 1960 to 2004. As in the case of males, the rates show a decrease in infanticide. The
trends for the other age groups also match the general trend in homicide (see Figure 1),
and female victims aged 30–44 registered the highest increases too. No clear distinction
can be made for the rest of the age groups, whose evolution shows more ups and downs
than in the case of male victims. The reason for this unstable evolution is that the rates of
female victimization are quite low and, from a statistical point of view, this generates
instability in the series.
The following section presents the state of research concerning the correlates of homicide, which could be used to find an explanation for the rates and trends presented thus far.

The state of research on the correlates of homicide across
nations
A comparison of the reviews of cross-national research on homicide conducted by
LaFree (1999), Pridemore and Trent (2010) and Nivette (2011) comes to the worrying
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conclusion that, analysing basically the same universe of studies based on trends since
the 1950s, they found different results as to which are the best predictors of homicide
(Eisner, 2012). In particular, the narrative review by LaFree (1999) suggests that the
most significant predictor of homicide is economic inequality, whereas the review by
Pridemore and Trent (2010) found that the results are inconsistent, but most studies find
a positive association between homicide and absolute or relative deprivation (measured
through child poverty and income inequality, respectively), and a negative association
between homicide and modernization.11 In her meta-analysis of 55 empirical studies of
homicide across nations, Nivette (2011) identifies a series of factors positively and negatively associated with homicide rates, such as the Gini index for the former and the
Human Development Index (HDI) for the latter.
Another noticeable result of these reviews is that most of the research on the correlates of homicide is cross-sectional, and that the ‘indicators are theoretically vague, with
considerable empirical overlap and no agreement on operationalization’ (Nivette, 2011:
123). The vagueness in the operationalization of the independent variables is related to
the limitations in the availability and reliability of such indicators (LaFree, 1999). Indeed,
the reader has the impression that researchers are forced to look for the available macrolevel indicators and to try to adapt them to theoretical concepts, sometimes slightly forcing them. Thus, the available research is full of limitations and contradictions in the way
predictor variables are operationalized and interpreted (Stamatel, 2006).
In the next section, we test some of the main variables identified as predictors of
homicide by the studies discussed above, first from a cross-sectional point of view and
then from a longitudinal one. Selected economic indicators from 1960 to 2010 (Figures
6–8) are taken from the annual macroeconomic database of the European Commission’s
Directorate General for Economic and Financial Affairs (DG ECFIN), known as the
AMECO database,12 while those for 2010 (Tables 1 and 2) are taken from the European
Health for All Database and Eurostat.13

Findings
Table 1 shows the rates and percentages recorded in 2010 for a series of predictors of
homicide in the 15 West European countries covered by our study. These predictors
include the percentage of the population aged 0–14, the percentage of that age group that
are males, the percentage of urban population, the average population density per square
kilometre, the unemployment rate, GDP per capita in US dollars, the percentage of the
population with post-secondary education aged 25 and over, the HDI, infant deaths per
1000 live births, alcohol consumption in litres per capita for the population aged 15 and
over and the Gini index. These variables operationalize most, but not all, the constructs
that have been considered as potential predictors of homicide. The table also includes the
homicide victimization rates per 100,000 population by gender.14
Table 2 shows the results of the bivariate correlations between homicide rates and the
predictors presented in Table 1. It can be seen that the only strong and significant association regards the relationship between the total homicide rate and the male homicide
victimization rate (rho = .97; p ≤ .001), which corroborates what we have said about
the influence of the total number of male victims on the overall levels of homicide.
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.518*

.048

15

.966**

≤ .001

15

Homicide and
intentional
injury, all ages,
per 100,000,
females

15

.810

–.068

Percentage
of population
aged 0–14
years

15

.742

–.093

Percentage
of population
aged 0–14
years, males

15

.950

.018

15

.397

–.236

15

.167

.376

Unemployment
Percentage Average
of urban
population rate (percent)
population density per
km2

15

.439

–.216

GDP, US$
per capita

15

.671

–.120

15

.699

–.109

15

.043

–.527*

Percentage of
UNDP Human Infant deaths
population with Development per 1000 live
post-secondary Index (HDI)
births
education aged
25+ years

Source: Own calculations based on data from the European Health for All Database for all variables except Gini index taken from Eurostat.
*p ≤ .05; ** p ≤ .001.

Correlation
coefficient
Significance
(2-tailed)
N

Homicide and
intentional
injury, all ages,
per 100,000,
males

15

.408

–.231

15

.620

–.140

Pure alcohol Gini
consumption, index
litres per
capita, age
15+

Table 2. Bivariate correlations (Spearman’s rho) between homicide victimization rates and several potential predictors of homicide, in 2010.
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Figure 6. GDP at current market prices per head of population in 15 West European
countries, 1960–2010 (1,000 Euro per capita).

The correlations between the total homicide rate and the female victimization rate as
well as the rate of infant deaths per 1,000 live births are significant but weak.
In order to test whether these predictors are correlated with homicide in a longitudinal
perspective, we have selected three for which data are available for the period 1960–
2010. These are unemployment, GDP at current market prices per head of population (in
thousands of euros) and the percentage of the population aged 0–14. Thus the three indicators measure economic and socio-demographic variables. The evolution of these indicators is presented in Figures 6–8.
Most of the scientific research currently being published uses sophisticated statistical
models to measure the association of the measures presented in Figures 6–8 with trends
in homicide. Against this background, there is a growing group of statisticians, sociologists and criminologists who are warning against the use and abuse of regression models
(Breiman, 2001; Freedman, 1991) and econometric models (Goertzel, 2004; Goertzel
and Goertzel, 2008) and promote the advantages of visualizing the data before proceeding to any sophisticated analysis (Maltz, 2010; Von Hofer and Lappi-Seppälä, 2014). In
this article, we follow that logic because a simple visual inspection of the figures shows
that homicide rates are not related to any of these variables. Indeed, the GDP of the 15
nations included in our study grew continuously (Figure 6), the percentage of youths in
the general population decreased continuously (Figure 7) and unemployment followed a
curvilinear upward trend (Figure 8). None of these trends mirrors the one shown by
homicide rates (Figure 1), and the same is true even when a time lag is taken into account.
Indeed, one might expect that certain variations in these factors would have a visible
effect on the homicide rate only one, two or more years later, but that is not the case in
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Figure 7. Population aged 0–14 years in 15 West European countries, 1960–2010 (percent).

Figure 8. Unemployment rates in 15 West European countries, 1960–2010 (percent of
working age population).

Western Europe. Of course, as we have seen in Table 1, there are important differences
in the levels of these variables across countries, but the results are clear: none of the classic predictors of homicide fits the levels and the trends of homicide in Western Europe.
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Looking at this situation, it is not surprising to see cultural explanations of trends in
homicide flourishing. As stated by Rosenfeld (2000: 157): ‘“culture” is the final recourse
of social scientists in search of explanations when existing economic, social and political
theories have been exhausted.’ In the following section we will present a brief overview
of the main theoretical approaches to the study of cross-national crime trends and test
whether they can explain the rates and trends shown in our analyses.

Bridging theoretical approaches and empirical findings
In a review of cross-national studies on crime published in English mainly during the
1970s and early 1980s, Neuman and Berger (1988) considered that one could identify
three main theoretical approaches to the study of cross-national differences in homicide
and property crime rates: the Durkheimian-Modernization perspective, which had
inspired most of the studies conducted up to the time they published their review, and
continued to inspire most subsequent studies (Nivette, 2011); the Marxian-World System
perspective; and the Ecological-Opportunity perspective.15 More than a decade later,
Howard et al. (2000) conducted another review of comparative criminology studies and
added Civilization theory as a fourth grand theory that inspired such studies.
The late addition of the civilizing perspective seems to be explained by the fact that
criminologists working in the 1970s and 1980s were mainly concerned about increasing
crime rates. As a consequence, they paid little attention to the work of historians, who
were interested in explaining the decrease in interpersonal violence observed since the
Early Modern period (Gurr, 1981). Civilization theory was actually developed by Elias
([1939] 2000) to explain cultural changes since that period. Its adaptation to criminology
shows that it can be properly tested only with data covering several centuries (Eisner,
2001, 2003; Pinker, 2011), which is not the case with ours. More recently, Eisner (2008)
has deviated from the ideas of Elias, proposing an explanation based on the concept of
models of conduct of life, developed by Max Weber ([1920] 1982), for the decrease in
homicide observed in Europe from the 1850s to the 1950s and its increase from the
1960s to the 1990s . He argues that changes in interpersonal violence were correlated
with changes in what was considered to be appropriate conduct of life by members of the
society. In particular, Eisner’s explanation ‘proposes linking the major fluctuations in
homicide rates to change in norms and expectations about how young men interact in
public space’ (Eisner, 2008: 312) even if he is fully aware that it would be difficult to
move this idea from the level of speculation and test it empirically. However, we have
just seen that the increases and decreases in homicide from 1960 to 2010 affected male
and female victims from several age groups (Figures 2–5) and not just younger
generations.
The Marxian-World System perspective cannot provide an explanation for the data
presented in the previous section because its theoretical framework requires a sample
that includes poorly industrialized nations, and ours is composed only of highly industrialized ones. The Durkheimian-Modernization perspective, as its name indicates, found
its inspiration in the work of Emile Durkheim ([1893] 1997). However, its use in criminology is heavily influenced by the simplification of the concept of anomia by Merton
(1938) and its adaptation to comparative criminology by Shelley (1981). Since then,
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studies finding higher homicide rates in non-industrialized countries than in the industrialized ones usually justify this by saying that the former are undergoing a process of
modernization, suggesting sometimes that such rates will decrease as industrialization is
fully achieved. We have seen that there are important differences in terms of economic
development across the 15 countries included in this study (Table 1). However, economic indicators are associated neither with current rates of homicide (Table 2) nor with
the trends in homicide observed in these countries (Figures 1 and 5–7). This finding suggests that the disparities across countries have to be enormous in order to find statistically significant differences. The lack of correlation may also be due to the fact that, at
different times in the 20th century, all the countries included in our study became welfare
states. Hence, even in periods of economic crisis, citizens are protected by the state and
social conflicts never attain the levels of violence they can reach in poor countries
(Savolainen, 2000). Thus, the correlation between absolute deprivation and violence
may well be explained by the welfare state acting as a third variable. Finally, one must
bear in mind that, if Durkheim is interpreted as having predicted that crime would rise in
periods of transition, then the decreasing trend in homicides from the 1850s to the 1950s
proves that he was wrong (Killias, 1991: Chapter 3).
The Ecological-Opportunity perspective refers mainly to the routine activities
approach developed by Cohen and Felson (1979) and sometimes called opportunity theory (Cohen et al., 1981). This theory was developed to explain the rise in crime in the
United States after the Second World War, which is mirrored in Western Europe with a
slight time lag. This rise could be explained by an increase in ‘suitable targets’ and a
decrease in ‘capable guardians’, which led potential offenders to find more opportunities
to commit crime (Cohen and Felson, 1979; Felson, 1987). Eisner (2008) considers that
this theory cannot explain the decrease in homicide observed before the 1950s because
several potential drivers of violence in public space, including alcohol consumption and
more leisure time, were already increasing at the beginning of the 20th century. However,
he also points out that the homicide levels reached in the 1950s in Western Europe ‘represent the lowest levels of criminal killing documented in Europe since the start of written records eight hundred years ago and may well be the lowest rates ever recorded
anywhere in the world’ (Eisner, 2008: 305). If that is the case, then the post-war period
may well represent the beginning of a new cycle. Hence, the major changes in lifestyles
that took place at that time could be taken into account in order to provide an explanation
of the trends shown in this article, as we will do in the conclusion. Indeed the theory of
personal crime (Hindelang et al., 1978), best known as lifestyle theory, has often been
combined with the routine activities approach to explain the risk of victimization
(Maxfield, 1987; Sampson and Wooldredge, 1987). However, both theories need to be
updated in order to reflect the new range of opportunities and changes in lifestyles introduced by computer technologies and the development of the Internet (Aebi and Linde,
2010).
Ignoring quite often that other countries were experiencing similar trends in homicide, many researchers have provided national explanations of the trends observed in
their countries. These explanations are usually not inspired by the four main theoretical
approaches presented above. Moreover, the explanations provided until the mid-1990s
focused on the increasing rates observed from the 1960s to the 1990s, and those provided

133

Downloaded from euc.sagepub.com at University of Lausanne on August 22, 2014

567

Aebi and Linde

afterwards focused on the decreasing rates observed from the early 1990s to the 2000s,
but they seldom apply to the whole period of 50 years. Explanations given by US
researchers deserve particular attention because quite often they focus on the particularities of that country, such as the crack epidemic in the 1980s or the criminal policies
applied (Blumstein and Wallman, 2000, 2006), forgetting that most industrialized nations
were experiencing similar trends in homicide. As a consequence, such explanations look
rather ‘parochial’ (Eisner, 2008), and the same can be said of some of the explanations
provided by European researchers of the trends observed in their countries. For example,
Young (1999) suggests that the change from the Fordist to the post-Fordist mode of
industrial production implied a change from an inclusive to an exclusive society, characterized by the dismantling of the welfare state, the downgrading of manual work and the
end of stable employment, thus creating frustration, which can lead to violence and
explain the rise of homicide. Eisner (2008: 308) develops three arguments that contradict
this approach: first, workers were badly protected in the 19th and early 20th centuries
when homicide was going down; second, homicide started increasing one decade before
the oil crisis of 1973; and, third, the dismantling of the welfare state started in the US and
the UK by the end of the 1970s, but it began much later in countries such as Denmark,
Sweden and Switzerland, which nevertheless experienced an increase in homicide at the
same time as the UK.16

Conclusion
This article has studied homicide trends in 15 West European countries from 1960 to
2010. During that period, homicide victimization increased in a linear way from the mid1960s to the early 1990s, and then decreased in the same way until 2010. Our analyses
show that none of the traditional demographic and socioeconomic predictors of homicide
is significantly correlated with the rates of homicide in West European countries in 2010.
At the same time, the evolution of classic predictors such as the GDP, the percentage of
the population aged 0–14 and the unemployment rate from 1960 to 2010 shows that they
are not related to trends in homicide over the same period. Thus, neither the levels nor
the trends in homicide in Western Europe can be predicted with the variables typically
used by criminologists. This lack of correlation probably explains why the decrease in
homicide from the early 1990s was not foreseen and why the explanations of this
decrease, as well as the previous increase, vary widely among researchers.
A detailed analysis of victims by age group shows that infanticide, operationalized
through the number of victims of homicide aged 0–14, is a less common form of homicide and the only one that decreased during the whole period under study. This decrease
can be explained by the development and public accessibility of contraceptive methods
such as the birth control pill since the 1960s. Although there are no gender differences
among the victims of infanticide (that is, the female and male victimization rates for
those aged less than 15 years are relatively similar), for the rest of the age groups, males
are systematically more often victims of homicide than females. The ratio between the
two rates is roughly 2 to 1. This means that, from a merely numerical point of view, the
overall rates and trends in homicide in Western Europe are mainly driven by the number
of male victims, which have a greater weight than female victims in global measures of
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homicide. Nevertheless, the West European ratio between male and female victims is the
lowest in the world. Moreover, the evolution of homicide by gender was remarkably
similar from 1960 to 2010. Both male and female victims increased and decreased in the
same proportion. As a consequence, any explanation of the trends observed must identify
factors that have an influence on the victimization of both genders. In this context, it is
difficult to measure the contribution of intimate partner homicide to the trends in female
homicide victimization. Data for the year 2012 show that, in 21 European countries,
victims of intimate partner homicide represented 28 percent of all victims and 55 percent
of female victims; in 14 European countries, the number of victims of intimate partner
homicide remained stable between 2006 and 2011.
Another particularity of homicide in Western Europe over the past 50 years is that
its victims, both male and female, belong mainly to the 30–44 age group. The secondhighest rate of victimization by homicide is found in victims from the 45–59 age group,
followed closely by those aged 15–29. This is an important difference from other
regions of the world, where homicide peaks in the 15–29 age group and then decreases
with age. Indeed, the evolution of homicide by age groups from 1960 to 2010 in
Western Europe shows that all categories (except infanticide) followed roughly the
same trend as the overall rate of homicide. During the period of rising rates, there was
however a slightly higher increase in victims aged 30–44, whereas those aged 60 and
over recorded the lowest rise. This means that the overall homicide trend cannot be
explained by the evolution of aggression between young men in public space, which
seems to have been the main cause of the decrease in homicide recorded from the
1850s to the 1950s. On the contrary, a holistic explanation of homicide trends in
Western Europe after that period must cover all age groups of the active population as
well as both genders.
Such an explanation can draw its inspiration from the theoretical framework provided
by lifestyle theory (Hindelang et al., 1978). In that perspective, the 1960s were undoubtedly a turning point in the way of life of West European populations. According to
Wallerstein (1989), the year 1968 produced a revolution in the world system. That year
is engraved in the collective imagination by the outbreak of protests, university occupations and general strikes in May 1968 in Paris, but many other revolts were taking place
across Europe (Klimke and Scharloth, 2008). Indeed, 1968 is often considered to be a
turning point in history in several regions of the world, as it was the year of the approval
of the Civil Rights Act in the United States and of several rebellions in Latin America
(Aguirre Rojas, 2006). The 1960s also witnessed a relaxation of the norms that controlled relations between young people, the generalization of rock and roll as the music
identifying a whole new generation, and the development of the first gangs, such as the
mods and rockers in England.17 Although the effect of such gangs on delinquency was
greatly overestimated in the moral panic that followed their expansion (Cohen, 1972;
Goode and Ben-Yehuda, 2009), they symbolize the change in lifestyles that we want to
illustrate. We have already mentioned the influence of the birth control pill, which
became available in the 1960s, on infanticide, but one must not underestimate the role of
contraception in the full integration of women in the labour market. If intimate partner
violence has remained stable (a topic on which more research is needed into its prevalence in the 20th century), this integration could explain the parallel trends observed in
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victimization by homicide of males and females, who now share similar lifestyles and
are therefore exposed to similar risks outside their homes. Similar changes observed
since the 1960s include the later age of marriage, an increase in the average age of parents at the birth of their first child, and a decrease in the average number of children per
family. This means that West European populations were maintaining the single lifestyle
until an older age. Yet victimization surveys have shown that such a lifestyle, which
implies going out more often, increases the risk of victimization (Van Dijk et al., 2007).
In fact, one of the main manifestations of the change in lifestyles since the 1960s was
the increase, for both males and females, in the time spent in public places, especially at
night, which is the main predictor of personal victimization according to Hindelang et al.
(1978). As a consequence, contact offences such as homicide and assault started showing
an upward trend. Indeed, the increase in homicides might have been worse without the
quality of health services and the low availability of handguns that characterize West
European countries.
In that perspective, the Second World War can be seen as a turning point in the history
of the region. The confiscation of firearms during and immediately after the war reduced
the number of guns in the hands of the civilian population. Hence the low availability of
handguns, combined with the fact that there is no tradition of carrying guns in public,
could explain the low levels of homicide with firearms recorded in the region even now
(UNODC, 2014: 66) as well as the prominent role of firearms in domestic female homicides, which usually take place at home (Killias and Markwalder, 2012).
The low availability of firearms also means that potential homicides remain at the
level of assault or threats. In that context, while all types of crime increased in the postwar period, recent research based in conviction statistics (Aebi and Linde, 2012), police
statistics and victimization surveys (Aebi and Linde, 2010; Van Dijk, 2012) shows that,
even if homicide started decreasing in the early 1990s, other forms of non-lethal violence, such as assault, continued to increase in most West European countries. Our findings suggest that part of the explanation of these different trends is that, in Western
Europe, the profile of victims of assault is different from the profile of victims of homicide. Victimization surveys conducted in the region regularly show that the main victims
of assault are young men aged less than 30 (Van Dijk et al., 2007), whereas victims of
homicide, as we have seen, are older.
Another major factor in the divergent evolution of assault and homicide is the
improvement in healthcare services in industrialized countries. Hence, research in the
United States has shown that the lethality of serious assault dropped dramatically after
1960 (Harris et al., 2002). In Sweden, Estrada (2006) did not corroborate that hypothesis,
but for the rest of Europe more research is still needed. In particular, the current trend
towards the use of fully equipped ambulances whose personnel can treat a wounded
person on the spot, should have improved the chances of surviving an assault, as it has
improved the chances of surviving a car accident.
The next turning point in West European lifestyles can be located in the 1990s and is
related to the reunification of the European continent as well as the development of computer technologies and the Internet. Nevertheless, the transformation of lifestyles should
be seen as a process in which changes take place gradually, and not as a succession of
causes that produce immediate effects. In that perspective, by the 1990s the use of the
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public space had also achieved a transformation that started some years before and is
mainly related to the development of ‘mass private property’ (Shearing and Stenning,
1981). During the 1990s, people were already spending a lot of their spare time in places
such as shopping malls, multiplex movie theatres and nightclubs, which are under the
supervision of private security companies whose guards can intervene to disrupt a discussion or a fight (Robert, 2001). At the same time, the development of the Internet led
to an increase in the time spent at home, especially for young people in sectors of the
population who could afford a household connection, and played a role in the general
evolution of delinquency in the 1990s and 2000s (Aebi and Linde, 2010). Such changes
in lifestyle seem related to the decrease observed in homicide since the early 1990s.
Our explanation of trends in homicide, based on changes in lifestyle, adopts a victim
perspective. Nevertheless, given the well-known connection between delinquency and
victimization, it could be complemented with factors that might explain the actions of the
offenders. According to Boudon (2002), social phenomena are the result of individual
actions, which are motivated by the reasons that each person has for acting in that way in
a given context. Our explanation provides the context in which the actions take place,
whereas the reasons for acting in a given way can be influenced, for example, by changes
in the general level of self-control or in models of conduct of life (Eisner, 2008). Grasmick
et al. (1993), for example, have tested the interaction between criminal opportunity and
low self-control and found that, even if opportunity was a major predictor of delinquency
per se, its interaction with self-control helped to improve the prediction. Something similar is true in the case of situational action theory (Wikström, 2006). Thus, Wikström and
Svensson (2008) found that a risky lifestyle (measured by the number of nights spent in
the city centre, alcohol use and delinquent friends) was a significant predictor of delinquency, but its interaction with crime propensity (the likelihood of perceiving criminal
behaviour as a valid alternative, which depends on morality and the ability to exercise
self-control) also helped to improve the prediction. Both examples show that opportunity
is the main correlate of crime, but it is not the only one. Thus, we consider that our explanation provides a key element for understanding homicide trends in Western Europe
since the 1960s; but we are willing to include additional explanatory factors if the
researchers suggesting them propose an appropriate operationalization as well.
Finally, the reader must bear in mind that the results presented here are affected by the
classic limitations of comparative longitudinal research. In particular, the reliability and
the validity of the data used to operationalize both the dependent variable and the independent variables are an ongoing matter of discussion, because changes in data-recording methods can introduce significant variations across time. At the same time, our
results may be influenced by the fact that the data provided by the WHO are based on
age-standardized rates, which assume a similar distribution of the age structure of the
population across countries. As always, more research is needed, especially concerning
changes in lifestyles, which we present as the main cause of the variations observed in
homicide since the 1960s. The same is true for research on the concrete effects of the
improvements in health services on homicide in Europe and trends in intimate partner
homicide in the second half of the 20th century. Indeed, researchers agree on the general
trends in homicide in Europe since the Second World War but disagree on the explanations of these trends. This suggests that future research should concentrate in finding
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reliable indicators of the variables proposed by each researcher to explain the trends
observed.
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Notes
1. See, for example, Smith and Zahn (1999) and Liem and Pridemore (2011) as well as the
reviews by Nivette (2011), Pratt and Cullen (2005), and Pridemore and Trent (2010).
2. On the contrary, according to Eisner (2012), variables such as Latin America ‘are best considered as substantially meaningless markers of something that is not understood’.
3. It seems appropriate to remind that the denomination Latin America makes reference to countries that speak Romance languages, which are tongues derived from Vulgar Latin. In the
American continent these languages are Spanish, Portuguese and French. Neapolitan (1994)
does not give a list of the Latin American nations included in his analysis but, in one of
the few concrete examples proposed in his article, he mentions the Bahamas and Barbados
(Neapolitan 19994: 20), which are English-speaking countries.
4. For an analysis of the links between violence observed in Europe and the immigration policy
of the United States and other American countries at the beginning of the 20th century, see
Aebi (2005).
5. The WHO dataset is available at http://www.who.int/violence_injury_prevention/surveillance/databases/mortality/en/ (accessed 5 December 2013). Regarding the WHO age-standardization rates, see Ahmad et al. (2001).
6. The European Health for All Database is available at http://www.euro.who.int/en/data-andevidence/databases/european-health-for-all-database-hfa-db (accessed 9 June 2014).
7. UK data probably underestimate the number of homicide victims because data for England &
Wales, which account for roughly 90 percent of the population of the UK, come from coroners’
returns relating to the first hearing at the Coroner’s Court. At subsequent hearings this decision may change, but the WHO statistics will not (Gordon Barclay, personal communication,
25 March 2014). Indeed, since 1978, coroners can use the temporary category of ‘probable
homicide’ for dubious cases, and change it once final information on the causes of death are
available (Griffiths, 2003). However, this reclassification is not transmitted to the WHO.
8. Following the same procedure applied by the WHO for the replacement of missing data when
calculating regional averages of homicides (see the technical notes for the Health for All
Database at http://data.euro.who.int/hfadb/help/Technicalnotes.htm, accessed 10 June 2014),
linear interpolation was used to calculate the missing values between years for Belgium in
2001 and 2002, Portugal in 2005 and 2006 and Denmark from 2007 to 2010, because data
were available for 2011, and the value for Greece in 1960 was extrapolated by repeating the
value for 1961.
9. For each five-year period, Table 3 includes three measures of central tendency (the geometric
mean, the mean and the median), one measure of dispersion (the standard deviation), the
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minimum and the maximum values observed, and the ratio between these two values. These
measures provide an indicator of the general trends at the level of the region.
On the contrary, the 215 patients killed by the General Practitioner Harold Shipman between
1975 and 1998 (but discovered between 1999 and 2002) are not included in our analysis
because they were not counted during the years in which they were discovered, and the data
for the years in which the murders were committed had already been transmitted to the WHO
(see note 7). In England & Wales, the mortality statistics published by the Office for National
Statistics after the discovery do include tables with historical series in which the data for the
years in which the homicides were committed have been updated (Griffiths, 2003). It is interesting to note that the police recorded most of these deaths in the 2002/3 statistics. Indeed, the
943 homicides in the Homicide Index for 2002/3 include 172 of Harold Shipman’s victims
(Chaplin et al., 2011: 17). This introduces a peak in the series, as can be seen also in the
data published in the 3rd edition of the European Sourcebook of Crime and Criminal Justice
Statistics (Aebi et al., 2006: 40).
From the same perspective, analysing data for 2010 in 165 countries, Ouimet (2012b) finds
that economic development, inequality and infant mortality are significant predictors of
homicide for the whole group of countries. When restricting the sample to 160 countries,
Ouimet (2012a) also finds a negative correlation between incarceration rates and economic
development measured by GDP and a positive correlation between incarceration rates and
homicide rates, which had already been identified in Europe by Aebi and Kuhn (2000) and
Lappi-Seppälä (2011).
The AMECO database is available at http://ec.europa.eu/economy_finance/db_indicators/
ameco/index_en.htm (accessed 10 June 2014).
The Gini index was taken from the Eurostat database, available at http://epp.eurostat.
ec.europa.eu/tgm/table.do?tab=table&init=1&plugin=0&language=en&pcode=tessi190
(accessed 10 June 2014).
As mentioned before, data for Germany are not available for the whole period 1960–2010;
nevertheless, there is information for 2010. Therefore, we have also calculated the indicators
shown in Table 1 for a sample of 16 countries that includes Germany. The results (not presented here) show that its inclusion does not change the results of the analyses conducted with
the original sample of 15 countries.
These theories are sometimes presented under slightly different names. Thus, the DurkheimianModernization perspective may simply be called Modernization theory and the MarxianWorld System perspective may be called Conflict theory (LaFree, 2005). Howard et al. (2000)
label them the Modernization, Civilization, Opportunity and World System theories.
Additional explanations of crime trends in England & Wales, Finland, France, Germany, Italy,
the Netherlands, Spain, Switzerland and Sweden can be found in Liem and Pridemore (2011:
287–419).
See Pinker (2011: 106–116) for many other examples of such changes, particularly in the
United States.
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Appendix
Table 3. Average rates of homicide victimization in 15 West European countries, five-year
periods, 1960–2010.
Country

1960–4

1965–9

Austria
Belgium
Denmark
Finland

1.03
0.62
0.54
2.59
1.46
1.22
0.30
1.04
0.34
0.49
1.14
0.15
0.67
0.76
0.59
0.69
0.86
0.67
0.61
0.15
2.59
17.07

France
Greece
Ireland
Italy
Netherlands
Norway
Portugal
Spain
Sweden
Switzerland
United Kingdom
Geometric mean
Mean
Median
Standard deviation
Minimum
Maximum
Ratio (1 to)

1970–4

1975–9

1980–4

1985–9

1990–4

1995–9

2000–4

2005–10

1.04
0.77
0.58
2.27

1.46
1.06
0.78
2.66

1.42
1.07
0.72
3.00

1.49
1.51
1.19
2.79

1.27
1.68
1.22
2.79

1.33
1.56
1.24
3.04

0.98
1.90
1.10
2.69

0.80
1.59
0.94
2.38

0.62
1.31
0.81
2.14

0.80
0.83
0.35
0.85
0.43
0.51
1.04
0.16
0.81
0.67
0.73
0.68
0.79
0.77
0.48
0.16
2.27
14.38

0.83
0.59
0.54
1.03
0.61
0.68
1.00
0.37
1.02
0.86
1.09
0.87
0.97
0.86
0.54
0.37
2.66
7.20

1.00
0.69
0.81
1.43
0.83
0.79
1.71
0.77
1.22
0.88
1.44
1.09
1.19
1.00
0.59
0.69
3.00
4.34

1.13
0.81
0.96
1.88
0.86
1.19
1.42
0.99
1.24
1.16
0.88
1.23
1.30
1.19
0.50
0.81
2.79
3.43

1.10
0.90
0.84
1.63
0.91
1.26
1.39
0.99
1.34
1.25
0.95
1.24
1.30
1.25
0.48
0.84
2.79
3.31

1.05
1.15
0.69
2.10
1.09
1.09
1.52
0.87
1.28
1.43
0.92
1.27
1.36
1.24
0.58
0.69
3.04
4.44

0.86
1.24
0.92
1.26
1.24
0.94
1.28
0.80
1.09
1.03
0.82
1.14
1.21
1.09
0.49
0.80
2.69
3.35

0.78
0.86
0.91
0.94
1.19
0.98
1.21
1.00
1.01
0.88
0.56
1.01
1.07
0.94
0.43
0.56
2.38
4.24

0.68
1.11
0.97
0.86
0.96
0.72
1.04
0.74
0.97
0.67
0.39
0.87
0.93
0.86
0.40
0.39
2.14
5.50

Source: Own calculations based on data from WHO mortality statistics.
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Figure 9. Indexed homicide victimization rates in 15 West European countries, 1960–2004, by
gender (1960 = 100).
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Introduction
From a theoretical point of view, prison population rates are sometimes seen as the consequence of
crime rates, and sometimes as their cause. When prison population rates are seen as the consequence
of crime rates, the logical reasoning is that countries with high crime rates will have higher prison
population rates than countries with low crime rates. When prison population rates are seen as the
cause of crime rates, the typical reasoning is that an increase in prison population rates could reduce
crime rates. The reasons for that decrease would be (a) that the offenders neutralized can no longer
commit offences (incapacitation); (b) that potential offenders can be discouraged from engaging in
crime (general deterrence) but also, in the opposite sense, (c) that the release of an important number
of prisoners —like the one that took place in Italy in 2006, when an amnesty reduced by one-third
the prison population— can lead to an increase of crime. Indeed, a more rigorous methodological
approach suggests that the linear model of cause and effect is not appropriate to describe this
relationship. Circular causality (see, for example, Morin, 1977/1992) offers a better framework as,
from a longitudinal perspective, crime comes first and is followed by punishment, which in turn
could affect future crime, and so on.
From an empirical point of view, the relationship between crime rates and prison population
rates is still a matter of discussion. Modern criminal justice systems are based on the principles
of specific and general deterrence, trusting that the fear of incarceration will discourage
offenders or potential offenders from committing offences. Policy makers often invoke
incarceration as a panacea when hardening criminal laws. Criminologists, on the opposite,
are extremely cautious when discussing the association between imprisonment and crime. The
purpose of this article is to test whether there is a relationship between prison population rates
and crime trends in contemporary Western Europe. Subsidiary, if such relationship exists, we
will briefly discuss whether it has a causal nature and which is the causal order observed.
In the first section of the article we conduct a brief review of the literature on the
relationship between prison population rates and crime rates. Then we include a methodological chapter that presents the data that will be used in the study. After that, we analyze the
evolution of the stock of inmates and the flow of entries into penal institutions from 1982 to
2011 in Western Europe. In order to explain these trends, the following sections take into
consideration the average length of detention during that period, the distribution of the
sentenced prisoners by type of offence, and the evolution of crime according to police and
conviction statistics. Finally, we discuss our main findings and their implications for criminological research and theory.

Prior Research
The relationship between prison population rates and crime rates can be studied both from a crosssectional and from a longitudinal perspective. A cross-sectional approach implies comparisons
between these two rates in different countries, while a longitudinal approach concentrates on
trends in these rates in one or in several countries.1 The following overview of the contemporary
literature starts with studies that apply a longitudinal methodology and continues with those that
use a cross-sectional one, although there are some studies that combine both perspectives.
1

While in this article the units of analysis are countries, it is also possible to conduct similar studies using states
or cities as units.
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Among the longitudinal studies, those analyzing the case of the United States are the most
quoted in the recent criminological literature. The reason is that the increase in imprisonment
has been used as one of the explanations of the crime drop observed in that country since the
early 1990s. According to the economist Steven Levitt, the increase in incarceration in the
United States during the 1990s accounted for a reduction of crime of approximately 12 % for
homicide and violent crime, Band 8 % of property crime, or about one-third of the observed
decline in crime^ (Levitt 2004: 179). However, incarceration rates started increasing in the
United States since the early 1970s and violent crime followed an upward trend since the early
1960s to the early 1990s (Tonry 1999). This parallel increase of incarceration rates and violent
crime in the 1970s and the 1980s clearly contradicts the conclusions of Levitt (2004). The
latter is aware of that contradiction and, in a footnote, he considers that Bit is perhaps surprising
that the rising prison population of the 1980s did not induce a commensurate decline in crime
in that period^, and that B[a]mong adults, crime rates were in fact steadily falling throughout
the 1980s^, but that these declines Bwere masked by sharply rising youth crime in the 1980s^,
which appear to be due in part to the crack epidemic […], as well as to falling punishments in
the juvenile justice system over this same time period (Levitt 1998)^ (Levitt 2004: 179).
However, in his 1998 article, Levitt had stated that B[t]he rate at which juveniles were arrested
for violent crime rose 79 % between 1978 and 1993, almost three times the increase over that
time period for adults^ (Levitt 1998: 1156), and the only decrease that he mentions refers to the
murder arrest for adults, which had fallen by 7 %. Reviewing the literature on this topic —
which includes mainly the works of Levitt (2004), Spelman (2000), and Donohue and
Siegelman (1998)— Zimring (2007: 52) arrives at the conclusion that Bincarceration played
a rather modest role in the crime decline^. The reason for the confusion about that role is the
use of the term Belasticity^ —taken from the economic literature and related to the relative
effect of price changes and the quality of goods demanded— in a discussion of incapacitation
effects, because Bthere is no mechanism remotely analogous to supply or demand in the
mechanics of incapacitation^ (Zimring 2007: 53).
In Europe, the relationship between prison population rates and crime rates has been studied
through longitudinal analyses conducted mainly in Belgium, Italy, and France. Thus, analyzing
the evolution of prison population rates in Belgium during almost 170 years (1831–1993),
Vanneste (2001: 185) concludes that there is no relationship between the image of crime
provided by police statistics and the one provided by prison statistics; but that, in terms of
secular trends, the size of the prison population is best measured through the Bstrong signal^
provided by the harsher sentences. For example, from 1843 to 1875, for one life sentence
imposed, the size of the prison population grew by 38 inmates, and for one sentence to forced
labor (ranging from 5 to 20 years), it grew by 31 inmates (Vanneste 2001: 87). In the second
half of the twentieth century, Vanneste (2001: 158) also found a strong long-term correlation
(r=.85) between the sentences to forced labor following a crime against persons and the prison
population size. Melossi (2001) has analyzed long-term trends in Italy —from 1863 to the
1990s— and found a correlation between the murder rate and the prison population rate,
especially for the period 1947 to 1994. He suggests as an explanation that the increase of
murders —often related in Italy to those committed by the Mafia— creates a climate of
generalized moral panic, fuelled by the mass-media, which leads the authorities of the criminal
justice system to increase repression and therefore produces a rise of the prison population
(Melossi 2001). Studying the situation in France from 1974 to 2005, Kensey (2007) considers
that the increase in the length of the sentences imposed is responsible for the upward trend in
the French prison population during that period. Her analysis of the distribution of the
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sentenced prison population is revealing: prisoners sentenced for simple theft represented
48.8 % of the sentenced prison population in 1975 but only 7.5 % in 2005; while, comparing
the same years, those sentenced for assault increased from 6.1 to 17.6 %, and those sentenced
for rape and sexual assault on minors and adults increased from 4.9 to 21.9 %. At the same
time, homicide and qualified theft —which includes robbery— show stable percentages of
roughly 9 % each (Kensey 2007: 94). French police statistics also reflect an increase in rape,
sexual assault, and assault from 1974 to 2004, while homicide increased from the 1970s to the
mid-1980s, reached a peak in the early 1990s, and decreased until the end of the series in 2004
(Kensey 2007: 104–107).
Researchers that apply a cross-sectional methodology usually compare trends in crime rates and
prison population rates in different countries, and they arrive to the conclusion that there is no
relationship between them. For example, Newburn (2007: 15) points out that, with the noteworthy
exception of homicide, Bthe main crime rates in the big cities in the United States and the United
Kingdom are on a similar scale^, but that B[even] though Britain is the highest incarcerator in
Western Europe, its incarceration rate is only one-fifth (or less) of that in America^. As a
consequence, he arrives to the conclusion that Bthere is no direct link between crime rates and types
and levels of punishment^ (Newburn 2007: 15). The incredibly high incarceration rate of the United
States compared to the ones of other Western democracies, led Tonry (1999) to apply, in a somehow
ironic way, the concept of BAmerican exceptionalism^ which can be traced back to Alexis de
Tocqueville. Tonry considers that a crudely empirical explanation, such as BAmerican crime rates
are higher or have increased more than other countries’, and punishment patterns and policies are no
more than a reflection of that reality […] has virtually no validity^ (Tonry 1999: 420–1). The reason
is that the International Crime Victim Survey (ICVS) has shown that B[c]rime rates in the United
States in the 1990s are, for the most part, no higher than in other countries^ (Tonry 1999: 421).
Referring to the work of Zimring and Hawkins (1997), Tonry concludes that B[w]here the United
States stands out is in gun violence; our [U.S.] rates of robberies and assaults involving guns, and of
gun homicides, are substantially higher than elsewhere^ (Tonry 1999: 421).
At the same time, other international cross-sectional analyses have found that the European
prison population rates were positively correlated with the rates of unsuspended custodial
sanctions imposed for homicide and with the rates of homicide according to police statistics
(Aebi and Kuhn 2000), as well as with the rates of homicide according to the World Health
Organization mortality data (Lappi-Seppälä 2011).2 However, even when a correlation between homicide rates and imprisonment rates is found, researchers are extremely cautious as to
the interpretation of their findings, which go against the mainstream position.3
The general impression that the reader gets after going through the scientific literature on
the relationship between imprisonment and crime is that criminologists are extremely sceptical
about it. The reader can also perceive a nuance between the position of criminologists working
with data from the United States —who, overall, seem willing to accept a weak and indirect
relationship— and criminologists working with European data who, in general, tend to deny

2

Ouimet (2012) also found a positive correlation between incarceration rates and homicide rates for the year
2010 and using a sample of 160 countries.
For example, Aebi and Kuhn (2000: 73) Bhave serious doubts about the veracity^ of their findings; while,
according to Lappi-Seppäla (2011: 308) Bwe cannot rule out the possibility that incarceration rates are partly
influenced by differences in crime, especially in the East European and Baltic countries. This applies especially to
homicide. […] However, it is equally possible that high incarceration and homicide rates are both a product of a
third factor. […] This hypothesis deserves further examination in the future^.
3
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any relationship in theoretical papers or, when confronted to empirical evidence of it, to treat it
as an exception.
In practice, most contemporary researchers prefer relatively sophisticated models to explain
imprisonment rates across nations, such as the ones developed by Cavadino and Dignan (2006a,
b), Solivetti (2010), or Lappi-Seppälä (2011), which include several independent variables in
the equation. The purpose of this article is much more modest as it concentrates only on the role
of crime trends. In that context, the available research suggest that, in Europe, the hypothesis of
a lack of relationship between crime rates and prison population rates seems valid only as far as
cross-national comparisons of the levels of the total prison population and the total volume of
crime are concerned. Indeed, in spite of the reluctance of most researchers, from a crosssectional point of view, European prison population rates seem partially influenced by crossnational differences in homicide (i.e., in general, countries with the highest homicide rates also
present the highest prison population rates) and, from a longitudinal point of view, there is
evidence from a few countries suggesting that trends in homicide and serious offences have
been historically correlated with trends in prison population rates. Hence, the available literature
seems to support the advise given by Garland (2013) in the sense that Bwhen we compare rates
of imprisonment across jurisdictions, or across time, any inferences we draw about repressiveness or punitiveness should be modified by consideration of the patterns, trends, and rates of
crime to which these penal measures are a response^ because Bthere is generally some
relationship, however mediated and indirect^ (Garland 2013: 487, emphasis in the original).4
This study tests whether the latter affirmation is corroborated in a group of Western European
countries, adopting a longitudinal perspective that covers more than two decades and takes into
consideration not only trends in homicide, but also in five other offences.

Data and Methods
The data on prisons and prisoners used in this article are taken mainly from the Council of Europe
Annual Penal Statistics, which were started in 1983 and are better known by their acronym SPACE5
(Aebi and Delgrande 2012).6 The exceptions concern data on prison populations and entries into
penal institutions taken from the Nordic Criminal Statistics 1950–2010 (von Hofer et al. 2012) for
Finland, Norway, and Sweden, and from the Direction of the Prison Services of the Ministry of
Justice for France (Kensey 2007). Similarly, data on the distribution of sentenced prisoners in
England and Wales are taken from the Home Office and Ministry of Justice series on Prisons and
Probation Statistics and Offender Management Caseload Statistics.7
Data on persons convicted for criminal offences come from the five available editions of the
European Sourcebook of Crime and Criminal Justice Statistics (CoE 1999; Killias et al. 2003; Aebi
et al. 2006, 2010, 2014). The same is true for offences recorded by the police, with the exceptions of
Finland, Norway, and Sweden —whose data come from the Nordic Criminal Statistics 1950–2010
4
In a similar perspective, one of the main critics that Nelken (2009, 2010) addresses to the work of Cavadino and
Dignan (2006b) is that they, Blike most of those comparing a large range of incarceration rates, spend little time
on persuading us that crime rates are really the same in all the countries they are comparing^ (Nelken 2010: 61).
5
The acronym SPACE derives from the French title of this series: Statistiques Pénales Annuelles du Conseil de
l’Europe.
6
The annual SPACE surveys since 2000 are available at www.unil.ch/space (last accessed on 14 December
2014). The previous surveys are available only in paper format.
7
Available at www.gov.uk/government/organisations/ministry-of-justice/about/statistics. Last accessed on 14
December 2014.
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(von Hofer et al. 2012)— as well as Spain, whose data from 1994 to 2011 come from the database of
Eurostat on crime and criminal justice.8 Police and conviction data are used with the adjustments
described in previous articles that have used the same sources (see Aebi and Linde 2010, 2012a, b).
Offences recorded by the police refer to the criminal offences subject to criminal proceedings
registered by the police forces of a country. Correspondingly, persons convicted refer to persons
found guilty, according to the law, of having committed an offence. This includes court convictions
and sanctions imposed by the prosecutor —or by a court that ratifies a decision of the prosecutor
without a formal court hearing— that lead to a formal verdict (for details and exceptions see Aebi
et al. 2014).
The other indicators used in this research are the stock of inmates (available from 1983 to
2011), the flow of entries into penal institutions (available from 1982 to 2010), the average
length of detention, and the distribution by offence of the prisoners serving a final sentence
(available from 1994 to 2011). The stock of inmates (hereafter referred to as the stock) refers to
the total number of prisoners, including pre-trial detainees, held in prison on a given date,
which in the case of SPACE is the 1st September of each year. When calculated on the basis of
100,000 population, this indicator is indistinctly referred to as the imprisonment rate, the
incarceration rate, the detention rate, and the prison population rate (Kuhn et al. 2000: 16). In
this article, all these terms are used as synonyms. The flow of entries into penal institutions
(hereafter referred to as the flow) corresponds to the total number of entries of persons in
detention facilities —including those for pre-trial detainees— during a whole year. As Tournier
(2004: 2) has shown, it is possible in this context to apply to the study of prison populations the
demographic model of the stationary population. In this model, the stock (S) is the product of
the flow (F) multiplied by the length (L), i.e., S = F x L. This formula can then be transposed to
calculate an indicator of the average length of detention (L) expressed in months by computing
the quotient of the average number of prisoners in 1 year (S) by the flow of entries during the
same period (F), and multiplying the result by 12 in order to express it in months.9
 
L ¼ 12  S F
This formula produces similar results when the stock refers to a given date of a year X and
the flow to the previous year (X-1), and it is used in this article to calculate the average length
of detention in the countries studied. In the case of stock, flow, sentenced prisoners by type of
offence, police recorded offences and persons convicted for criminal offences, the rates per
100,000 population in each country are used to compute geometric means for the group of
countries under study (Figs. 1, 2, 4 and 5).10 The average length of detention is also calculated
8

Available at http://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/data/database. Last accessed on 14 December 2014.
Imagine a country in which ten persons enter into prison every year, of which two persons are sentenced to
5 years, two to 4 years, two to 3 years, two to 2 years, and two to 6 months. If one places this figures on a
spreadsheet, it can be seen that, from the 5th year onward, the prison population of that country would be stable at
29 prisoners yearly. Thus, the stock of that hypothetical country is 29 and the flow 10, while the average length of
the sentences is 2.9 years (5+5+4+4+3+3+2+2+0.5+0.5=29÷10=2.9). This means that knowing two of these
numbers is it always possible to calculate the third one through the above formula. For example, with a stock of
29 and a flow of 10, the average length can be calculated by dividing the stock by the flow (29÷10) as 2.9 years
or 34.8 months (2.9*12).
10
BGeometric means are often more meaningful than arithmetic means, because they are closer to the central
figure (median). […] To calculate the [geometric] mean of n numbers, […] multiply them, then take the nth root^
(Taagepera 2008: 120). According to Dodge (1993: 248–9), the geometric mean is used in particular to calculate
the average of ratios and reduces the influence of extreme values (outliers). Thus, it seems particularly
appropriate for the data analyzed in this article, which include rates per 100,000 population and some outliers.
In the field of crime trends, the geometric mean have been used namely by Eisner (2003) and Pinker (2011: 64).
9
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Fig. 1 Trends in the stock of inmates per 100,000 population in Western Europe from 1983 to 2011

as the geometric mean of the average lengths of detention of the countries included in the
analysis (Fig. 3). Finally, the percentage change between the first and the last year of the series
—based on a direct comparison of the rates for both years— and the average annual percent
change, also known as average annual variation, annual growth rate, and average annual
change rate (Harrendorf et al. 2010: 147) are used to measure the evolution of rates during the
time frame of the analyses.
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Fig. 2 Trends in the flow of entries into penal institutions per 100,000 population in Western Europe from 1982 to 2010
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Fig. 3 Trends in the average length of detention in Western Europe from 1983 to 2010

Countries with a population of less than one million inhabitants are not included in our study
because their presence can affect the reliability of the statistical analyses. For example, they may
show substantial changes in their rates from 1 year to another that are only due to the addition or the
subtraction of a few inmates, offences, or persons convicted. Germany cannot be included because,
until the late 1990s, data are available only for the Federal Republic of Germany, usually known as
Western Germany. Finally, as some countries had been unable to provide data for every year covered
by our data sources, linear interpolation was used to calculate the missing values. When the first
years of the series were not available, their values were extrapolated by repeating the value available
for the first available year. When the last year of the series was not available, its value was
extrapolated by repeating the previous available year.11 In spite of these adjustments, some countries
cannot be included in all the analyses because they did not provide data on all the indicators required
(e.g., in the case of Austria, data are available for the stock, but not for the flow). As a consequence,
and in order to maximize the available data, three data sets are analyzed: (a) stock, (b) flow and
average length, and (c) distribution of the sentenced prisoners by type of offence.
Stock data for the period 1983 to 2011 are available for the following 17 countries: Austria,
Belgium, Denmark, England and Wales, Finland, France, Greece, Ireland, Italy, Netherlands,
Northern Ireland, Norway, Portugal, Scotland, Spain, Sweden, and Switzerland. Flow data for
the period 1982–2010 are available for 14 countries, because Austria, Greece, and Switzerland
did not provide such type of data. As both stock and flow data are needed to calculate the
average length of detention, the latter is available for the same 14 countries.12 Data on the

11
Linear interpolation and extrapolation are the standard procedures for the replacement of missing data, which
are used, for example, by the World Health Organization for the calculation of regional averages of homicide
according to health statistics (WHO 2014).
12
Belgium, Denmark, England and Wales, Finland, France, Ireland, Italy, Netherlands, Northern Ireland,
Norway, Portugal, Scotland, Spain, and Sweden.
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distribution of sentenced prisoners by type of offence from 1994 to 2011 are available for eight
countries because Belgium, Denmark, Ireland, Italy, Netherlands, and Northern Ireland did not
provide reliable data. In order to improve comparability, the same eight countries are included
in the analyses of offences recorded by the police.13 In the case of persons convicted for
criminal offences, it was impossible to obtain reliable series for Norway and Spain, and
therefore only six countries are included. Whenever possible, the three main datasets are
included in the Figures. For example, Fig. 1 shows the trends in stock for the sample of 17
countries and the subsamples of 14 and eight countries. This kind of presentation of the results
allows establishing whether the subsets show convergent or divergent trends.

Findings
This section presents the results of our analyses. It starts with a general overview of the trends in the
stock and the flow of entries into penal institutions, which are then combined to establish the average
length of detention. This is followed by an analysis of the distribution of sentenced prisoners by
offence. Finally, we present crime trends according to police and conviction statistics.

Trends in the Stock of Inmates
Figure 1 shows the evolution of Western European prison population rates (number of inmates per
100,000 population) since 1983. As mentioned before, in order to compare rates according to different
indicators, the figure presents three clusters of countries. These clusters include the 17 countries that
provided stock data since 1983, a subset of 14 of them that will be used for the comparisons with flow
data, and a subset of eight of these countries that will be used for the comparisons with the distribution
of the sentenced prisoners by offence as well as with offences recorded by the police.
Figure 1 shows an almost constant linear increase in prison populations, interrupted by short
periods of relative stability during the second half of the 1980s, the second half of the 1990s,
and, particularly, in the second half of the 2000s, when prison populations started to stabilize
and even decrease in some countries. For the clusters of 17 and 14 countries the annual average
increase is 1.5 % and for the cluster of eight countries it is 1.6 %. In particular, the 2011 rates
were respectively, 51, 54, and 59 % higher than the ones of 1983. The analogy in the evolution
of these rates for the three clusters of countries suggests that the inclusion or exclusion of a few
countries does not affect the overall Western European trend. This similarity in the evolution of
crime measures at the European level has also been observed in the case of police and
conviction statistics (Aebi and Linde 2010, 2012a). Indeed, a country-by-country analysis
(not presented here) shows that only Austria, Finland, and Northern Ireland show lower prison
population rates in 2011 than in 1983. At the same time, the average annual variation of the
stock from 1983 to 2011 is negative only in the cases of Finland and Northern Ireland.

Trends in the Rates of Entries into Penal Institutions
Figure 2 shows the evolution of the rate of entries (flow) into penal institutions per
100,000 population. Once more, in order to allow comparisons, the figure includes the
13

This means that data on the distribution of the sentenced prisoners by offence as well as offences recorded by
the police are available for England and Wales, Finland, France, Norway, Portugal, Scotland, Spain, and Sweden.
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14 countries that provided flow data since 1982 and the eight countries for which
information on the distribution of the sentenced prisoners by offence and police
recorded offences are available.
The trends shown in Fig. 2 are almost the opposite to the ones of Fig. 1. With the exception
of an increase in the first half of the 1980s and a period of relative stability in the first half of
the 2000s, the flow of entries into penal institutions has been decreasing almost constantly for
more than 20 years. All in all, in the cluster of 14 countries the 2010 rate is 20 % lower than the
one of 1982 and the average annual decrease is 0.9 %; while in the cluster of eight countries
the rate is 29 % lower in 2010 than in 1982 and the annual decrease is 1.6 %. Once more, both
clusters show a similar evolution (Rho=.94; p≤.001); even if the decrease is more pronounced
in the smaller one. A country-by-country analysis shows that only Ireland, the Netherlands,
and Northern Ireland show a higher flow in 2010 than in 1982, and that these countries and
Scotland also show a positive annual average variation of their flow from 1982 to 2010.
A comparison of the trends in stock (Fig. 1) and flow (Fig. 2) for the years 1983 to 2010
shows negative and significant Spearman’s rank correlations for the cluster of 14 countries
(Rho=−.82; p≤.001) as well as for the cluster of eight countries (Rho=−.90; p≤.001).

Trends in the Average Length of Detention
Figure 3 shows the evolution of the average length of detention for the 14 countries that
provided stock and flow data, and for the eight countries that provided data on the distribution
of the sentenced prisoners by offence and police recorded offences.
The trend in Fig. 3 is similar to the one in Fig. 1 and consists in an almost constant linear increase
in the average length of detention of all persons held in custody. The average annual increase is
2.4 % for the cluster of 14 countries and 3.3 % for the cluster of eight. Overall, for the cluster of 14
countries the average length of detention increased by 94 % from 1983 to 2010, while for the cluster
of eight countries it increased by 141 %. The Spearman’s rank correlation between the evolution of
both time series is .99 (p≤.001). In particular, a country-by-country analysis shows that only
Northern Ireland showed a longer average length of detention in 1983 than in 2010 as well as a
negative annual average variation of such length during that period.
A comparison of the trends shown in Figs. 1, 2, and 3 for the period 1983 to 2010 reveals
positive and significant Spearman’s rank correlations between the stock and the average length
of detention of .97 (p≤.001) for the cluster of 14 countries and of .98 (p≤.001) for the cluster
of eight countries. For the same period, it also shows negative and significant Spearman’s rank
correlations between the flow and the average length of detention of -.89 (p≤.001) for the
cluster of 14 countries and of -.94 (p≤.001) for the cluster of eight countries.

Distribution of the Sentenced Prisoners by Offence
Figure 4 presents the trends in the distribution by offence of the sentenced prisoners in eight
Western European countries, expressed as rates per 100,000 population, from 1994 to 2011.
These rates correspond thus to the stock of prisoners by type of offence. For example, the rate
of prisoners sentenced for homicide was 6.2 per 100,000 population in 1994 and it followed a
curvilinear but overall upward trend until reaching 8.3 in 2011.
It can be seen that, from 1994 to 2011, the rates of prisoners sentenced for homicide,
assault, rape, robbery, and drug offences have increased, while the rate of persons sentenced
for theft has decreased. In particular, the upward trend in the rates of persons sentenced for
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Fig. 4 Distribution of the sentenced prisoners by type of offence in eight Western European countries from 1994
to 2011 (rates per 100,000 population)

violent and drug offences tended to stabilize in the late 2000s. Comparing 2011 to 1994, the
rate of persons sentenced for robbery increased by 15 %, for homicide by 35 %, for drug
offences by 52 %, for rape by 78 %, and for assault by 101 %. On the opposite, the rate of
persons sentenced for theft decreased by 17 %. The computation of the average annual percent
change during the same period shows annual average increases of 0.5 % for robbery, 2.1 % for
drug offences, 2.3 % for homicide, 4.4 % for rape, and 5.4 % for assault; while theft shows an
annual average decrease of −1.5 %.
The country-by-country analysis of the average annual variation by offence presented in
Table 1 corroborates these trends with a few exceptions. The rates of persons sentenced for
homicide and assault increased constantly in each of the eight countries, the rates of persons
sentenced for rape and drug offences increased annually in all countries with the exception of
Portugal, while the rates of persons sentenced for robbery increased annually in all countries
with the exception of Finland and Scotland. Finally, the rate of persons sentenced for theft
decreased annually in all countries with the exception of Spain.

Crime Trends
Figure 5 shows crime trends according to police statistics for the same countries and the same
offences presented in Fig. 4 and Table 1.14 The figure also includes crime trends according to
14

It was impossible to include assault figures for England and Wales because of several major modifications in
the legal definition and the statistical counting rules of that offence, which have increased artificially the number
of assaults recorded by the police. Similarly, no reliable police data were available for theft and drug offences in
Spain. Drug offences correspond to drug trafficking in England and Wales and to the total number of drug
offences in the rest of the countries included in the analysis. Homicide corresponds to intentional homicide
excluding attempts.
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Table 1 Average annual variation from 1994 to 2011 in the rate of sentenced prisoners per 100,000 population,
by type of offence, in eight Western European countries
Finland

France

Norway

Portugal

Spain

Sweden

UK : England
and Wales

UK : Scotland

Homicide

0.8

0.4

0.4

1.8

3.3

6.3

3.8

Assault

4.6

13.8

1.5

3.4

10.3

5.4

5.8

0.3

Rape

6.9

3.3

10.6

−1.6

3.9

5.1

5.9

1.3

−2.9
−4.1

2.5
−4.4

3.2
−3.8

0.5
−4.2

0.7
10.7

2.4
−5.9

2.9
−0.5

−5.0
−0.2

1.7

0.9

2.2

−2.7

2.3

4.5

5.0

1.2

Robbery
Theft
Drug offences

3.3

conviction statistics for six out of those eight countries because, as mentioned in the section on
Data and methods, the full time series were not available for Norway and Spain. The left part
of Fig. 5 presents the evolution of offences recorded by the police from 1990 to 2011, while
the right part of it shows trends in persons convicted from 1990 to 2010.15 In both cases, trends
are presented on the basis of an index where 1990=100.
It can be seen that the rate of police recorded offences for the six crimes included in this
study increased at the beginning of the 1990s. Immediately after, homicide and theft started
decreasing, while the rest of the offences continued increasing until the beginning of the 2000s
in the case of robbery —which have been decreasing since then— and the mid-2000s in the
cases of assault and rape –which have been relatively stable at the end of the series. Only drug
offences increased constantly during the whole period under study. Conviction statistics
corroborate in general this evolution, although there are some differences especially during
the last period of the series. Thus, the rate of persons convicted for homicide is rather stable
since 1998 and those convicted for assault and rape not only stabilized in the mid 2000s but
even show a slight decrease in the late 2000s, while in the case of robbery the downward trend
was interrupted during that period. In general, the increases and decreases shown in conviction
statistics are smaller than the ones shown in police statistics.16 These trends are consistent with
the ones found by studies covering shorter time series but using larger samples of countries
(Aebi and Linde 2010, 2012a, b, c; Gruszczyńska and Heiskanen 2012).
A country-by-country analysis (not presented here) shows that, in the case of police
statistics, there are only a few exceptions to this general trend. In particular, Portugal shows
a downward trend in the case of rape (the same is true for Spain) and drug offences (probably
due to the decriminalization of drug use in 2001) and an upward trend in the case of theft.17
Trends in robbery must be interpreted cautiously. This offence is usually considered as an
aggravated theft (i.e., theft with violence) in continental Europe, and it is not registered in the
same way across countries. In particular, there seem to be huge differences as far as robberies
of small electronic devices, such as mobile phones, are registered. As a consequence, robbery
is currently the less appropriated offence for cross-national comparisons. Consequently, the
trends in police and conviction statistics are not homogeneous. In particular, police recorded
15

Conviction data for 2011 were not yet available for most countries. Data on persons convicted usually includes
attempts.
Only the rate of persons convicted for drug offences registered a higher increase than the rate of police
recorded drug offences.
17
As mentioned in the section on Data and methods, no reliable data on police recorded assaults were available
for England and Wales.
16
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Fig. 5 Police recorded offences (left) and persons convicted (right) per 100,000 population in up to eight
Western European countries, 1990–2010/11 (Geometric means, index 1990=100)

robberies decreased in England and Wales, Finland, Scotland, and Spain, while in France,
Norway, Portugal, and Sweden they increased in the 1990s and remained relatively stable in
the 2000s. At the same time, persons convicted for robbery increased in England and Wales,
Portugal and Sweden, decreased in Scotland until the mid-2000s and remained stable after that,
in the same way that they remained stable in Finland during the whole period.18 For the rest of
the offences there are only a few exceptions to the general trends shown by conviction
statistics in Fig. 5. In particular, the rates of persons convicted have remained stable in Finland
for theft, they have decreased in England and Wales for assault, in Portugal for rape and in
Scotland for robbery, and in France and Portugal for homicide. Regarding the latter, the trend
is rather stable in the other four countries. This divergence between a stable trend in person
convicted for homicide compared to a downward trend according to police data and World
Health Organization mortality statistics (Aebi and Linde 2014) has also been observed with a
larger sample of countries (Aebi and Linde 2012b). It seems related to an increase in the
certainty of arrest and in the certainty of conviction for homicide (Aebi and Linde 2012b). The
relative stability of the rate of persons convicted for homicide since the late 1990s (Fig. 5),
accompanied by the increase observed in the average length of detention (Fig. 3), provide a
plausible explanation to the growth of the rate of prisoners serving sentences for homicide
since the early 2000s (Fig. 4).
In sum, at the very beginning of the 1990s, there was a general increase in police recorded
crime and persons convicted for criminal offences. Then, drug related crime pursued its
upward trend, while the increase in non-lethal violent crime lasted until the mid-2000s and
18

Data on persons convicted for robbery in France were not available.
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was followed by a period of stability —and even slight decrease according to conviction
statistics— until 2010/11. On the other hand, property crime and homicide decreased since the
early 1990s to 2010/11, even if the rate of persons convicted for homicide remained rather
stable in the 2000s. We will not discuss here the possible causes of these trends because the
purpose of this article is not to explain crime trends but to analyze their relationship with prison
population rates.19

Discussion
Increased Punitiveness and its Relationship with Crime Trends
In Western Europe, prison population rates (stock) increased rather constantly from 1983 to
2005 and remained afterward relatively stable until 2011 (Fig. 1). At the same time, after an
increase in the early 1980s, the annual entries into penal institutions (flow) decreased rather
constantly from 1987 to 2011 (Fig. 2). These trends show a strong and significant negative
correlation, which reflects the fact that, during roughly 15 years (mid-1980s and 1990s), they
were completely opposite. This apparent contradiction between stock and flow trends is
explained by the constant increase of the average length of detention during the period under
study (Fig. 3). Indeed, the latter presents a strong and significant positive correlation with the
stock.
The increase in the average length of detention has usually been considered as the
consequence of increased punitiveness, which is related to the rise of populist punitiveness
(Bottoms 1995) or penal populism (Roberts et al. 2002) in Anglo-Saxon countries. Since the
1980s, these countries would have experienced the development of a culture of control
(Garland 2001). One of the characteristics of that culture it the growth of tough on crime
policies that include the introduction of harsher penalties for offending, which later extended to
continental Europe (Wacquant 1998), even if with important differences across countries
(Snacken and Dumortier 2012).20 This increased punitiveness seems corroborated by the
upward trend shown by the rates of prisoners serving sentences for drug and violent offences;
but not by the decrease of the rates of prisoners serving sentences for theft (see Fig. 4).
These divergent trends could be partially explained by the fact that the effects of harsher
penalties are more visible for the most serious offences —i.e., violent offences and drug
trafficking— because they lead to the longest sentences. Furthermore, such effects are even
more visible in Fig. 4 because the figure is based on stock data, which implies that prisoners
serving long sentences —namely those imprisoned for violent offences and drug trafficking—
will be counted during several consecutive years in the annual stock. On the contrary, since
sentences for property offences are shorter, an increase in their average length plays a less
important role in the annual evolution of the stock of prisoners sentenced for them. However,
according to these theoretical explanations, we should observe a higher increase in the rate of
persons imprisoned for violent offences than in the one of those imprisoned for property
offences, but not a decrease of the latter as in Fig. 4. Only the replacement of short sentences
19

The reader interested in such explanations can consult the essays collected by van Dijk et al. (2012) and Tonry
(2014a). Solivetti (2010) has also provided a multivariate explanation that pays particular attention to the
integration of foreigners in Western Europe.
20
Nelken (2010: 56–70) has clearly addressed the issues at stake in the debate on punitiveness in industrialized
societies, and the complexity of such a debate from a cross-national perspective.
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by alternatives to imprisonment could justify such evolution, but such a replacement does not
fit the theoretical framework provided by the authors that place increased punitiveness as one
of the characteristics of contemporary industrialized societies. Moreover, as community
sanctions and measures seem to be used as supplementary sanctions and not as alternatives
to imprisonment —i.e., they are widening the net of the criminal justice systems (Cohen
1979)—, their rise in Western Europe since the 1990s does not seem to have had a major
impact on the evolution of prison populations Aebi et al. (2015, forthcoming).
All in all, while increased punitiveness is undoubtedly one of the causes of the rise in prison
populations across Europe –as has been shown by the detailed analyses of Cavadino and
Dignan (2006a)–, the changes in the composition of such populations require additional
explanations. In that context, Garland’s (2013) suggestion of taking crime trends into consideration seems particularly appropriate. Hence, Fig. 4 and Table 1 show that the composition of
prison populations is changing because, since the mid-1990s, the rate of inmates serving
sentences for property offences has been decreasing while the rates of those serving sentences
for drug and violent offences have been increasing. Figure 5 shows that such trends are
mirrored to a large extent by the trends observed in police and conviction statistics. The drop in
property offences shown by these statistics is reflected in the fact that, as time goes by, less
persons stay in prison for theft. The same is true for the increase in non-lethal violent offences
registered by police and conviction statistics until the mid-2000s, which is also mirrored by a
rise in the rate of inmates serving sentences for assault and rape.
Hence, the results presented in this article do not support the hypothesis of independence
between crime and imprisonment. We have observed a correlation between them, and there is
no plausible reason to believe that it is merely due to chance. Indeed, the correspondence
between crime and imprisonment according to several types of offences, which followed
different trends, suggests that there is a causal relationship. When we place these results in the
framework of the model of circular causality presented in the introduction, it seems reasonable
to conclude that crime came first and was followed by punishment in the form of imprisonment, but the latter did not have an impact on future crime. For example, as property offences
decreased, the rate of sentenced prisoners serving sentences for such offences decreased too,
and the opposite happened with non-lethal violent offences. However, the increase in the rate
of persons held in custody for the latter —and the general increase in the length of detention—
did not have any noticeable deterrent effect on the rate of non-lethal violent crime.

Implications for the Study of the So-called Crime Drop
During the last two decades, criminologists have been trying to explain the decline in property
and violent crime experienced in the United States since the early 1990s.21 Since the second
half of the 2000s, some authors have suggested that this so-called crime drop could also be
taking place in other industrialized countries,22 and references to it can be found in articles
published in the first half of the 2010s.23 In the United States, trends in homicide are frequently
used as an indicator of the general trends in crime, because most offences follow a similar
trend as the one shown by homicide. Thus, according to the National Crime Victimization
21

For a review of the main explanations proposed by researchers, see Blumstein and Wallman (2006) and
Zimring (2007).
22
See van Dijk (2006, 2008), van Dijk et al. (2007), Rosenfeld and Messner (2009) and Tonry (2010).
23
See, for example, Farrell et al. (2011), Knepper (2012), and most of the essays collected by Van Dijk et al.
(2012) and Tonry (2014a).
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Survey (NCVS) and the Uniform Crime Reporting Program (UCR), both property and violent
offences, including homicide, have been decreasing since the early 1990s and during the 2000s
(Blumstein and Wallman 2006; Truman and Planty 2012; Zimring 2007). On the contrary, as
can be seen in Fig. 5, a particularity of Western Europe is that different types of crime follow
dissimilar evolutions. Not only is there a difference between property and violent offences, but
there are also nuances among the latter. While non-lethal violence increased until the mid
2000s, homicide was decreasing.24
In that perspective, one cannot discard the possibility that the increase in non-lethal violent
offences in the 1990s and early 2000s could correspond to an artificial upward trend triggered
by a growing sensitivity to violence in Western European societies, which led to changes in
their criminal laws and in police recording and reporting practices (Tonry 2014b). Nevertheless, the findings of this article suggest that such increase cannot be seen only as an artefact.
Indeed, serious non-lethal violent offences —serious enough to lead a person to prison— did
increase in Western Europe during that period, although not in the proportion shown by police
statistics. In particular, not only the percentage of prisoners serving sentences for violent
offences increased (Aebi and Delgrande 2012) but, as we have seen in Fig. 4, their rate per
100,000 population also followed an upward trend in the 1990s and early 2000s. Furthermore,
since the mid-2000s, the stabilization of the prison population rates coincides with the
stabilization of the rates of non-lethal violent offences recorded by the police and also of the
rates of offenders convicted and prisoners serving sentences for such offences. These trends are
compatible with the hypothesis that crime rates in industrialized countries follow similar trends
but with time lags between them, as has been the case with homicide throughout history
(Eisner 2014).
Previous research has suggested that the divergences between trends in lethal and in nonlethal violence in the last decades in Western Europe could be the result of a combination of
factors including (a) the growing sensitivity to violence mentioned above, (b) an increase in the
reporting and recording rates of domestic violence, (c) the absence of major social conflicts,
(d) the quality of health services, and (e) the relatively low rate of household gun ownership
(Aebi and Linde 2010, 2012a, with references). Thus, the divergence would be partially
artificial and partially factual. In particular, the low availability of guns and the improvements
in the health care system imply that persons that could have been victims of homicide have
become victims of assault.25

24

Only England and Wales seems to be experiencing a general crime drop since the 1990s (Britton et al. 2012).
The evolution of offences involving the use of guns deserves particular attention. As mentioned before, Tonry
(1999) considers that the main difference in crime between Europe and the United States is that the US rates of
homicides, robberies, and assaults involving guns are substantially higher than in Europe. In this perspective,
serious violent crime involving weapons has decreased by 26 % in the United States from 2002 to 2011 (Truman
and Planty 2012: 2). In Europe, in 2002/3, the police forces of England and Wales recorded 10,248 offences
involving firearms; while in 2012/13 that number decreased to 5094 (Office for National Statistics 2013). In
France, police statistics show that robberies with a firearm increased from 6500 in 1987 to 11,000 in 1993, and
decreased after that until reaching in 2005 a lower level than in 1987; a similar trend was observed in prosecution
statistics as the number of persons prosecuted for armed robberies decreased from 4200 in 1994 to 2500 in 2005
(Kensey 2007: 104). In our opinion, this decrease in the use of firearms could be one of the explanations of the
contradiction between the decreasing homicide rates and the increasing rates of non-lethal violent offences in
France. Indeed, the presence of a gun has a clear influence on the fatal outcome of cases of assault and domestic
violence (Cook and Moore 1999: 281, with references). As a consequence, the decrease in lethal violence could
be due to the decrease in the use of firearms. Indeed, as France shows in this respect the same general trends as
Western Europe, the authors of this study are currently extending this kind of analysis to the rest of Europe.
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Finally, one must take into consideration that, as violent offences are uncommon, their
influence on the trend of the total volume of crime is very limited. For example, in 2006, in the
42 countries included in the 4th edition of the European Sourcebook of Crime and Criminal
Justice Statistics (Aebi et al. 2010: 37ss), the police registered a median number of 4113
offences per 100,000 population; but the median number for homicide including attempts was
3.6, for rape it was 6, for robbery it was 55, and for assault it was 105. Thus, homicide, assault,
rape, and robbery represented less than 5 % of the total volume of police recorded crime in
Europe. In contrast, during the same year, the police registered a median number of 1697 theft
offences —including burglary, motor vehicle theft, and other types of theft— per 100,000
population. This means that the total volume of crime is mainly affected by the evolution of
property offences, which in 2006 represented more than 40 % of it. Taking into account that
police statistics, conviction statistics and victimization surveys unanimously indicate a decrease in property offences in Europe since the early 1990s, it is appropriate to talk about a
Bdecline of total volume crime^ (Van Dijk et al. 2012).
In sum, the evolution of violent offences can seldom have an impact on the evolution of the
total volume of crime. On the contrary, when they are serious enough to lead the offenders to
prison, they can have an impact on the evolution of the prison population rate.

Implications for Criminological Theories
The findings of this article could have implications for theoretical approaches on the causes of
crime. For example, in the 1970s, the overrepresentation of property offences and offenders in
official statistics was often invoked by Marxist approaches to support the hypothesis of crime
as a by-product of capitalist societies. According to Taylor, Walton & Young (1975/2012: 33)
an examination of official statistics on crime and its control Breveals the highly patterned, and
indeed the class nature, of society and its law enforcement (and something of the patterned
nature of the crimes committed)^. These authors point out, for example, that 96 % of crimes
reported to the police in Britain were offences against property and quote Clark (1970) to assert
that, in the United States, approximately seven-eighths of the reported FBI Index crimes were
crimes against property, and they conclude that:
Bthe important feature of the official statistics is that they demonstrate what should be
obvious: namely, in an inequitable society, crime is about property (and that even the
various ‘offences against the person’ are often committed in the pursuit of property).
[…] Simply put, a society which is predicated on the unequal right to the accumulation
of property gives rise to the legal and illegal desire to accumulate property as rapidly as
possible^ (Taylor, Walton & Young, 1975/2012: 34).
As we have seen, property offences continue to represent an important part of the crimes
recorded by Western European police forces but, unlike in the 1970s when they corresponded
to more than 90 % of all recorded offences, their proportion fell to roughly 40 % in the mid2000s. In the same perspective, according to the 2011 SPACE report, in Western Europe the
number of prisoners sentenced for theft offences in 2011 represented less than 10 % of the total
(Aebi and Delgrande 2012). In this context, one must take into account that the development of
Internet and social networking services led to new forms of property offences (e.g., illegal
download of intellectual property such as songs, movies or books, credit card fraud, or ebanking fraud), which are probably not included under the category of theft. However, even if
all the offences included under the general heading of others in the SPACE report were
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property offences, their total proportion would still be less than 50 %. This inversion of the
proportion of property and violent offenders held in prisons has been observed in France by
Kensey (2007) and Tournier (2011). According to the latter, in 1971, 50 % of the persons held
in French penal institutions were serving a sentence for common theft and 20 % for violent
offences (homicide, assault, and sexual aggression); while, in 2011, 7 % were serving a
sentence for common theft and 47 % for violent offences. This means that theoretical
approaches based on the axiom that Bcrime is about property^ have currently much less
empirical support than in the 1970s. At the same time, the global financial crisis that started
in 2008 suggests that there is still a lot of research to be done on the crimes of the powerful,
including white-collar crime, corporate crime, and state crime.

Limitations of This Research
The first limitation of this research is that there are no available data on the number of annual
entries into penal institutions (flow) by type of offence. Nevertheless, the trends in persons
convicted by type of offence shown in Fig. 5 can also be seen as a proxy of that figure and, as
we have already mentioned, they corroborate the trends shown by prison statistics on stock. A
second limitation is that there are no data available on the average length of detention by type
of offence. This limitation obliged us to assume the premise that the increase in that length was
distributed homogeneously across offences (i.e., that the average length of detention has
increased in the same proportion for all types of offences), although this premise is clearly a
matter of debate.26 Finally, a third limitation comes from the fact that one of the risks of
analyzing Western European countries in a single cluster is that the general trend may hide
differences across countries.
In that context, we have mentioned that the countries that did not follow the general
Western European trend were Austria, Finland, and Northern Ireland in the analysis of trends
in stock in 17 countries (Fig. 1), Ireland, the Netherlands, Northern Ireland, and Scotland in the
analysis of trends in flow in 14 countries (Fig. 2), and Northern Ireland in the analysis of the
average length of detention in the same 14 countries (Fig. 3). The Northern Ireland exception is
explained by the evolution of the internal conflict related to the constitutional status of the
country (Bthe Troubles^) and its consequences on imprisonment. Finland applied, from the
mid 1960s to the mid-1990s, a series of liberal reforms that resulted in a decrease in the length
of custodial sentences and an extended use of fines and suspended sentences, which led to a
major decrease of its imprisonment rate (Lappi-Seppälä 2012). In the case of Austria, the
exception concerns only the decrease of the stock, while in the cases of the Netherlands and
Scotland the exception concerns an increase in the flow.
Thus, one can conclude that, with the noteworthy exception of Finland, trends in the use of
imprisonment have been strikingly similar across Western European countries during the last
three decades. Even if each country has had its own particularities in terms of criminal policies,
crime patterns, or political orientation of its successive governments, the overall trends in the
26

For example, the analysis of Lappi-Seppälä (2012: 213) shows that, in Finland, from 1998 to 2005, the length
of uncustodial prison terms imposed by the courts for aggravated assault increased by 30 %, but for sexual
offences the increase was 17 % and for aggravated drug offences 16 %, while the author provides no information
on the length of the sentences imposed for property offences. Even if the analysis of Lappi-Seppälä (2012) also
starts from a premise (i.e., the characteristics of the offences judged by the courts have been identical during the
period under study), it seems plausible to accept —at least as a working hypothesis— that trends in the average
length of detention vary across offences.
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use of imprisonment are parallel. In the same perspective, crime trends according to police and
conviction statistics from 1990 to 2011 are quite similar in the vast majority of Western
European continental countries. The same is true for punitiveness, whose rise seems widespread across industrialized countries, although it is possible to identify some of its local
causes and mechanisms (Cavadino and Dignan 2006a, b).

Conclusion
This article has shown that prison populations (stock of inmates) increased in Western Europe
from the 1980s to 2005 and seem stable since then until the end of the series in 2011. At the
same time, the annual number of entries into penal institutions (flow of entries) has decreased
during most of that time. This apparent paradox is explained by the fact that the average length
of detention has been increasing constantly during the whole period under study. In plain
words, the number of persons sent to prison decreases, but they stay in prison for longer
periods of time.
The upward trend in the average length of detention is related to the development of tough
on crime policies across Western Europe and to the increase in the rate of prisoners serving
sentences for drug offences and for violent offences until the mid-2000s. Hence, the trends
observed in the composition of prison populations mirror to a large extent the ones observed in
police and conviction statistics. This means that we can answer affirmatively to the question
raised in the introduction of this article: There is a relationship between crime trends and trends
in imprisonment in Western Europe. Moreover, it seems fair to assert that this correlation has a
causal nature in the sense that the evolution of crime affects the evolution of imprisonment.
Besides, the rise of imprisonment and punitiveness did not have any deterrent effect on the
rates of non-lethal violent crime and drug offences.
The findings of this article falsify thus the hypothesis of total independence between crime
rates and prison population rates (see, for example, Newburn 2007) and give support to the
opposite hypothesis, which suggests that there is some relationship (Garland 2013). In
particular, prison population rates are influenced by the evolution of the more serious
offences. This result is not completely new because historical research covering
periods of more than one century conducted in Belgium (Vanneste 2001) and Italy
(Melossi 2001), have already found a link between trends in the most serious offences
and trends in imprisonment.
Our findings also suggest that the deterrent effect of imprisonment has been highly
overestimated by some researchers (see, for example, Levitt 2004). Finally, they imply that
criminological theories that place property as the main cause of crime —like the version of
critical criminology presented by Taylor, Walton and Young (1975/2012: 33)— have lost the
empirical support they had in the 1970s. Currently, persons imprisoned for property offences
represent a minority of the prison population of Western Europe.
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Abstract This paper addresses whether improvements in healthcare that have taken place
since the second half of the twentieth century have contributed to a decrease in the number of
homicide victims in Germany. Our study accessed data on healthcare medical resources,
mortality, and life expectancy primarily from the World Health Organization (WHO) and the
Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) Health Statistics, as well
crime data from Interpol’s International Crime Statistics and the European Sourcebook of
Crime and Criminal Justice Statistics. The results corroborate the hypothesis when the
analysis takes into consideration a time span of more than half a century and remains plausible
when it covers the last two decades.
Keywords Homicide . Medical care . Firearms . Aggravated assault . Germany

Introduction
According to research conducted in the United States by Harris et al. (2002), the developments
in medical technology that took place from the 1960s to the 1990s led to a major decrease in
the number of homicide victims. The authors consider that without such developments, the rate
of homicides in the United States in the second half of the 1990s would have been between
45,000 and 70,000, instead of the 15,000 to 20,000 homicides that were actually recorded.
This hypothesis has seldom been tested empirically in Europe. The aim of this study was to test
our hypothesis using data on medical developments and homicide rates in Germany from the
second half of the twentieth century to the first decades of the twenty-first. A simple negative
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correlation between these two variables would not be enough to consider the hypothesis as
corroborated, as homicide rates could increase or decrease due to other factors. As a result, this
article pays particular attention to the evolution of unintentional deaths, such as those related to
infant mortality or deaths due to road traffic accidents. Furthermore, the article analyses the
distribution of attempted and completed homicides, which is a typical distinction in continental
European countries. The hypothesis is that an increase in the percentage of attempted
homicides can be seen as an indirect indicator of the efficacy of medical care because fewer
aggressions are fatal. In the United States, where the charge of murder only includes completed
homicides, the same hypothesis has been tested through a comparison of the evolution of
murder and aggravated assault. As the latter offence also exists in the German criminal code,
this article also takes it into account when establishing trends in violent crimes. Finally, the
article looks at the evolution of firearm-related homicides. A decrease in their number can
reflect changes in criminal policy—e.g., a tougher control of firearm possession—but can also
be attributed to improvements in medical care.
The first part of the article presents an overview of previous research on the hypothesis
being tested. The second presents data available regarding the evolution of healthcare
resources and different measures of violent crime, also showing how the selected measures
have been used in the past. The results of the analysis are presented in the third part and
discussed in the fourth. Finally, the conclusion summarizes the article’s findings and how they
fit in with previous research on this topic.

Previous Research
General Research on the Link between Medical Improvements in Healthcare
and Lethality
Many researchers have studied the link between medical resources and homicide rates (Chon
2010; Harris et al. 2002; Doerner 1983, 1988; Doerner and Speir 1986). This kind of research
can adopt a cross-sectional or a longitudinal approach, both of which can be applied to crossnational (or cross-state) samples or to a single country.
The only published study applying cross-sectional and cross-national approaches is that by
Chon (2010), with data for 2002 and a sample of 170 countries. The results showed that
medical resources partly explain variations in rates of homicide among countries, with
countries with better medical resources having lower homicide rates. Using a similar
approach but comparing states instead of countries, Doerner (1983) and Doerner and Speir
(1986) found that in the United States, states with high levels of medical resources also showed
low levels of homicide-related deaths.
Research applying a longitudinal approach usually compared trends in the availability of
medical resources and in homicide. Harris et al. (2002) studied this evolution in the United
States from the 1960s to the 1990s and concluded that the levels of homicide would have been
roughly three times higher without such improvements. Lattimore et al. (1997) analyzed trends
in eight cities in the United States from 1985 to 1994. They studied the proportion of
aggravated assaults resulting in the death of the victim—as a measure of the capacity of
emergency medical services (EMS) to affect homicide rates—but results showed that the
proportion of deaths did not seem attributable to changes in EMS. Estrada (2006) studied the
situation in Sweden from 1974 to 2002 and found that improvements in healthcare practices
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implied an increase in survival rate of victims of serious acts of violence. Although the results
indicated that hospital admissions for cases of aggravated assault did not increase between
1974 and 2002, a reduction was observed in the number of hospital admission days, implying
greater efficiency and speed on the part of medical services. However, when studying a shorter
period —the 1990s and early 2000s—Granath (2011) suggested that studies on the influence
of improvements in healthcare on homicide trends in Sweden did not provide conclusive
results and that such services played a merely palliative role in homicide reduction. In the same
sense, Ganpat et al. (2011), who studied the four years from 2000 to 2003 in Sweden, Finland,
and The Netherlands, found that healthcare resources did not have a significant effect on
homicide levels.
The common trend between these US and European studies is that when the period of study
is long, the authors find a correlation between healthcare improvements and homicides (Harris
et al. 2002; Estrada 2006), but this correlation is not found when the study period is relatively
short (i.e., <20 years, as in the studies by Lattimore et al. 1997; Ganpat et al. 2011, and Granath
2011).

Research on the Relationship Between Homicide and Assault
Some researchers have been interested in explaining the divergence between trends in
homicides and aggravated assaults, with the aim of measuring the influence of the effects of
medical improvements on lowering the lethality of severe attacks (e.g., Chon 2010; Estrada
2006; Harris et al. 2002; Blumstein 2000; Lattimore et al. 1997; Doerner 1988; Wolfgang
1958). For example, in the United States during the 1970s and 1980s, aggravated assaults
increased in a much more pronounced way than homicides (Blumstein 2000). In this context,
Doerner’s analysis (1988; Doerner and Speir 1986) suggested that levels of available medical
care were associated with the increase in aggravated assaults. Harris et al. (2002) also argued
that developments in medical technology and related medical support services explained the
divergence between the two trends. Conversely, Blumstein (2000) argued that the improved
quality of EMS in the United States could only partly explain this divergence, which was
principally due to increased reporting to the police of conduct previously regarded as a private
matter or simple assault (e.g., domestic violence) but which is now the subject of greater
scrutiny from the general public. However, Harris et al. (2002: 155-156) isolated those
domestic violence cases classified as aggravated assaults and showed that even excluding
them, aggravated assaults had increased remarkably between 1960 and 1999.
Regarding European research, similar reasonings can be found in studies by Aebi and Linde
(2010a) and Tonry (2014). The former suggested that even if homicide had been decreasing in
continental Europe since the early 1990s, there was an increase in the ratio of attempted
homicides to homicides, which could have been due to improvements in medical care reducing
the lethality of the aggressions. Tonry (2014), however, adopted a position similar to the one of
Blumstein (2000) and considered that divergences between the downward trend in homicide in
Europe since the early 1990s and the upward trend in assaults up until the first decade of the
2000s did not reflect a real increase but could be explained as a social factor. According to
Tonry (2014), there has been a shift in Bcultural thresholds of tolerance.^ This means that
people are more sensitive to different forms of violence—e.g. domestic violence—and are
therefore more likely to report such behavior to the police. The same argument is used by
Mucchielli (2010). This hypothesis can be tested only through periodical victimization surveys
that test whether or not the propensity to report violent crimes to the police has changed, but
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only a few countries have such surveys covering a long period. In England and Wales, data on
reporting rates from the British Crime Survey (BCS) show an increase since 1981 in the
number of victims reporting aggravated assault (wounding) to the police (Tonry 2014).
National victimization surveys in the Scandinavian countries also reflect an increase since
the early 1990s (Kivivouri 2014). Nevertheless, these increases in reporting rates were
relatively low. In parallel, an analysis of data from the International Crime Victims Survey
(ICVS) shows that reporting rates for assault and threats remained relatively stable between
1989 and 2005 in the nine countries participating in the five rounds of the survey (Aebi and
Linde 2010a: Fig. 8, p. 264). In the case of Germany, which only participated in the first and
fifth rounds of the ICVS, the reporting rate of assaults and threats increased only from 21% in
1989 to 24% in 2005 (Van Dijk et al. 2007: 264). However, the country has no periodical
national victimization survey (Aebi and Linde 2010b) that would allow testing this hypothesis
properly.1 The increase of 14% in the reporting of assaults and threats observed through the
ICVS is several times lower than the increase in police-recorded assaults (see Fig. 8). At the
same time, changes in the German legislation regarding domestic violence, which is taken into
account in the BDiscussion^ section, intervened only in 1999.
Finally, it must be mentioned that trends in aggravated assault and murder in Germany were
analyzed by Baier and Hanslmaier (2016) for the period 1995–2010 and by Jehle (2015)—
who uses the concepts of intentional homicide and serious and dangerous bodily injury—for
the period 1993–2013, but these authors did not test the hypothesis of this article.

Research on Firearm-Related Homicides
The potential for violence to end in death depends to a large extent on the power of the
weapon used. In this context, firearms are much more lethal than bladed weapons, as they
provide the possibility of killing at a certain distance and even killing multiple victims in a
short period (Zimring and Hawkins 1997). The role that medical resources play in homicide
rates has also been studied from the angle of how firearm-related homicides have evolved.
Harris et al. (2002) considered that the intervention of medical services and improvements in
medical technology from the 1960s to the late 1990s was the reason for decreased fatalities
from attempted homicides involving a firearm. Similarly, Mokkonen (2001) highlighted the
influence of the speed with which medical services acted upon the survival of firearm
victims.2
Firearm-related homicides can also act as a Bconfusion factor^ in this regard, eg., when
the availability of firearms varied during the period under study, which is often the case.
Thus, a reduction in the number of firearm-related homicides could be due to a decrease in
According to Blath (2007: 64): BThere is some evidence from criminological research (local victimizations
surveys) and from other sources that the reporting behavior of the general public but also control and enforcement
behavior of the police have changed^. However, these research findings, available in German language only, do
not allow establishing trends in reporting and recording practices.
2
More generally, Barlow and Barlow (1988) showed how emergency service response times were correlated
with aggravated assaults and homicides in such a way that death rates fell substantially (from 20% to 4%) when
the patient received care within 20 min subsequent to the attack. The importance of emergency services response
times has been highlighted by several authors (e.g., Granath, 2012, Smit et al. 2012). Indeed, this kind of
indicator has a relatively longstanding tradition in criminology. In the 1950s, explaining trends in the United
States, Wolfgang (1958) was already emphasizing its impact upon death. However, there are no reliable
indicators of the response time of emergency services that intervene in cases of attempted homicide or assault
in Germany.
1
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the availability of firearms rather than an improvement in medical resources. Ozanne-Smith
et al. (2004) analyzed trends in firearm-related mortality rates following the 1996 implementation of legal reforms imposing stricter arms controls in Australia. They noted a significant
reduction in death by firearms in the cases of homicides, suicides, and assault. Also in
Australia, Neil and Leigh (2007) observed how reduction in the availability of firearms—a
result of the implementation of a gun buyback program that reduced the stock of firearms by
about one fifth—represented a decrease of ∼70% in firearm suicide rates and between 35 and
50% in firearm-related homicide rates. In Europe, Killias and Markwalder (2011) studied the
influence of gun availability on lethal events in England, The Netherlands, Finland, and
Switzerland and found that gun ownership was strongly correlated with females victims of
firearms homicide, and males and females victims of suicide but not with males victims of
firearms homicide. In the United States, an opposite trend was found by Lott and Mustard
(1997), but the methodology of their research has been severely criticized (e.g., Martin and
Legault 2005; Rubin and Dezhbakhsh 2003; Zimring and Hawkins 1997). During the period
studied in our article, possession of arms in Germany was first regulated by the Weapons Act
of 1972, which was replaced by a new and stricter law adopted in 2002 and amended in
2008 and 2009 to make it more restrictive. Although there are no official statistics, it is
estimated that the number of firearms increased from the 1970s to the beginning of the 2000s
(Small Arms Survey 2007: 51). However, it seems to have slightly decreased since then
according to data on registered firearms published by the German National Firearms Register
(2015). In the beginning of the 2000s, it was estimated that between 25 and 30 million
firearms were circulating in Germany, which represents one of the highest levels of private
firearm ownership in Europe and puts Germany in the 15th place in world ranking (Small
Arms Survey 2007).

Methodology
This section presents data sources on healthcare resources and crime used to test the hypothesis
of the article. The aim was to use the longest possible time series. In some cases, however,
series are relatively short because data were not available. Germany was chosen as a subject of
study because it is the only Western country for which aggravated assault series are available
from 1977 to 1999 through Interpol statistics. Also, that series is compatible with the one
provided by the European Sourcebook of Crime and Criminal Justice Statistics since 1990
(CoE 1999; Killias et al. 2003; Aebi et al. 2006, 2010, 2014), which covers the period 1977–
2011. Our analyses consider healthcare improvements as the independent and violent crimes as
the dependent variable. The reason for this causal order is that there is no plausible reason to
infer that trends in violent crimes could have any effect on healthcare improvements, while it
seems reasonable to consider—as research quoted previously unanimously does and medical
research has repeatedly shown—that improvements in healthcare reduce mortality rates. As a
control variable, we included deaths due to road traffic accidents for all ages per 100,000
population, which is also affected by healthcare improvements (among other factors such as
progresses in automobile and road security). Data on such deaths are available from 1952 to
2013 for the German Federal Republic and for the German Democratic Republic, and from
1990 to 2013 for the whole of Germany. Finally, we use Spearman’s rank-order correlation
coefficient (Rho) as a nonparametric measure of the strength and direction of the association
between variables.
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Measures of Healthcare Resources
For this study, we selected a series of health indicators that have, to a greater or lesser degree,
been employed previously by other researchers. These are:
1. Indicators used as a proxy of health status:
a. Health expenditure per capita: expressed in US dollars, available from 1970 to 2014.
b. Infant mortality rates: ratio of deaths involving children under 1 year old per 1000
births, available from 1968 to 2013.
c. Life expectancy at birth in years, available from 1960 to 2014.
2. Indicators used as a proxy of availability of medical resources:
a. Number of physicians3 per 1000 inhabitants, available from 1991 to 2012.
b. Number of nurses4 per 1000 inhabitants, available from 2000 to 2011.
c. Number of hospital beds per 1000 inhabitants, available from 1990 to 2011.
3. Indicators for medical technology5 used as a proxy of medical development:
a. Number of magnetic resonance imaging (MRI)6 units per million inhabitants, available from 1991 to 2011.
b. Number of computed tomography (CT)7 scanner units per million inhabitants, available from 1994 to 2012.
c. Number of positron emission tomography (PET)8 scanner units per million inhabitants, available from 1994 to 2013.
Data were taken from the World Bank (2016) -for infant mortality and life expectancy-, the
World Health Organization, European Health for All database -HFA-DB (WHO 2016a) -for
deaths due to road traffic accidents; number of physicians, nurses, and hospital beds-, and the
Organization for Economic Co-operation and Development, Health Statistics (OECD 2016)for public health expenditure and medical technologies such as CT, MRI, and PET.
Infant mortality rates have been widely used as an indicator of a country’s health status
(Chon 2010; Matteson et al. 1998; Van der Gaag and Barham 1998). According to Chon
(2010: 112-3): Binfant mortality rate is a reliable measure of the national health care level
because it is based on actual counts of dead bodies of infants, similar to the homicide rate.^
Research shows that infant mortality rates are lower in countries with a better health status
(e.g., Matteson et al. 1998; Pritchett and Summers 1996). Conversely, countries with high
3

Data on physicians refer to practising physicians and covers the number of physicians who are actively
practising medicine in public and private institutions and provide services directly to patients (OECD 2016).
4
Data on nurses refers to practising nurses and includes professional nurses with a 3-year education and associate
professional nurses with a 1-year education (OECD 2016).
5
Data includes equipment installed in all types of hospitals and in all sectors (public, not-for-profit, and private)
(OECD 2016).
6
MRI is an imaging technique designed to visualize internal structures of the body using magnetic and
electromagnetic fields, which induce a resonance effect of hydrogen atoms (OECD 2016).
7
CT scanners are X-ray machines that combine many with the aid of a computer to generate cross-sectional
views and three-dimensional images of internal organs and bodily structures (OECD 2016).
8
PET scanners are a highly specialized imaging techniques using short-lived radioactive substances that
produces three-dimensional images (OECD 2016).
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infant mortality rates also have high homicide rates (e.g., Chon 2010; Loftin and Hill 1974).
Research has also associated levels of life expectancy with levels of health welfare in the sense
that countries with better medical care resources tend to have higher life expectancy (Bunker
2001; Riley 2001). In that perspective, a comparison between East and West Germany showed
that changes in the healthcare system related to the political transition explained differences in
life expectancy (Nolte et al. 2002).
Health expenditure has been widely employed as an indicator of national healthcare levels.
Countries with higher social welfare spending tend to have lower homicide rates (e.g., Savage
et al. 2008). A strong correlation has also been noted between high rates of health expenditure
and low infant mortality rates (Chon 2010). In other words, countries with higher health
expenditure have better health resources, and this, in turn, entails lower infant mortality and
lower homicide rates (Matteson, et al. 1998).
Chon (2010) was the first to use deaths due to road traffic accidents as an indicator of a
country’s health status. According to this author, the only difference between traffic-accidentrelated deaths and homicides is the perpetrator’s intent, and so medical resources play a
significant role in mortality rates for both. The results of Chon’s s research indicated that high
road-traffic-accident mortality rates were strongly correlated with high homicide rates.
Doerner (1983) used the indicators of hospital beds, nurses, surgeries, and emergency room
visits and found that high levels of available medical care were associated with lower homicide
levels in the United States. More particularly, Doerner (1988) found that the variables of number
of paramedics, hospital beds, and nurses were more relevant predictors than structural variables.
Similarly, a high number of physicians, nurses, and hospital beds has been associated with low
infant mortality rates (Doerner and Speir 1986; Doerner 1988). Gastil (1971) also noted that
number of physician rates and hospital bed rates were inversely related with homicide rates.
With regard to technology indicators MRI, CT, and PET: Esmail and Wrona (2008) argue
that no advanced diagnostic equipment has previously allowed for greater accuracy, speed, and
efficiency in medical diagnostics than these three medical imaging techniques. Their speed,
ease of use, and accuracy permit better assessment of illnesses and injury, increasing diagnostic
quality and reliability (Catana et al. 2012). With improvements in trauma detection and
diagnosis and reductions in the risk of severe complications came an increase in treatment
success rates and a consequent reduction in patient mortality (Scatliff and Morris 2014). A
study analyzing differences in mortality rates across OECD nations indicated that the availability of MRI and CT scanners played a significant role in the effectiveness of care provided
by physicians in reducing patient mortality (Or et al. 2005). To date, few studies have analyzed
health indicators in relation to medical technology and homicide and assault rates. Among
other indicators, Doerner (1988) used the number CT scanners and found a significant effect of
this variable on mortality rates in relation to homicide. Harris et al. (2002) were the first to take
into account a great number of indicators in medical technology related with telecommunication services, victim care processes provided by medical services and medical hardware, such
as CT scanners and portable defibrillators.

Measures of Violent Crimes in Germany
Germany is a federal state, and its police function falls within the powers of each individual state,
which produce their own police statistics (Oberwittler and Höfer 2005). The first annual
compilation of said statistics in the former Federal Republic of Germany took place in 1954,
but it was not until 1957 that national guidelines were introduced to compile them on a uniform
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basis. Germany’s 1990 reunification entailed an adaptation of police statistics, but for bureaucratic reasons, they are only comparable from 1993 on (Bundeskriminalamt 2013). In particular,
this means that police statistics from 1990 to 1992 showed a downward bias and did not cover the
entire national territory (Bundeskriminalamt 2013; Entorf and Spengler 2000).9 Specifically, data
refers to former West Germany until 1990, former West Germany including Berlin as a whole for
1991–1992, and the Federal Republic of Germany as a whole since 1993. German police statistics
were compiled both in Interpol’s International Crime Statistics and the European Sourcebook of
Crime and Criminal Justice Statistics, which are sources used for this article.10 The latter takes
into account the population of reference when calculating rates per 100,000 inhabitants. As a
result, when data are presented as a single trend for the study period, the population of reference
for each period is that explained in the previous paragraph. Apart from that, data on homicide
victims were collected from 1952 to 2010 from the WHO Mortality Database (2016b).
Interpol defines homicide as a wilful murder and attempted homicide as attempted murder
(proven or supposed), while the European Sourcebook defines homicide as the intentional
killing of a person. The definitions do not introduce any major differences, except that the
European Sourcebook provides no definition of attempted homicide, as it only collects data on
homicide. According to definitions the sourcebook’s intentional homicide police statistics,
Germany includes assault leading to death, euthanasia, infanticide, and attempts and such, and
excludes assisted suicide.
From 1950 to 1999, Interpol published the International Crime Statistics, a compilation of
police statistics on recorded crimes around the world. Data on homicides were published from
1950, but attempted homicides were only included from 1969 and serious assaults from 1977.
Accordingly, the series used in this article begin in 1950. Because publication of International
Crime Statistics ceased in 1999, we used data published by the European Sourcebook from
1990 to 2011, which collects these rates per 100,000 inhabitants. . To obtain attempted
homicide rates, we subtracted homicides from the combined total. For assault data, although
the European Sourcebook has provided data on bodily injury (assault) since is first edition in
1990, it did not compile data on aggravated bodily injury until its 4th edition in 2003. As such,
missing data for 2000–2002 was interpolated. Interpol provided net figures, so we calculated
rates per 100,000 inhabitants based on Germany’s population data. Series from each source
were compared and consistency and comparability between them positively established.11

9

The downward bias did not affect homicides recorded by the police because, at the beginning of the 1990s, in
the framework of the Mauerschützen-Prozesse (Berlin Wall shooters trials), >150 Todesschützen soldiers who
allegedly killed people attempting to flee East Germany were tried for homicide. Even though some events had
taken place years earlier, their crimes were recorded as intentional homicide in police statistics, which explains
partially the increase observed in them.
10
As mentioned above, national police crime statistics are available in Germany since 1954, but this research is
based in the international sources that compiled them according to standardized international definitions.
11
National statistics follow the German criminal code and use the concept of vorsätzliche Tötungsdelikte
(intentional homicides). Interpol data followed that concept. The European Sourcebook definition of intentional
homicide, however, excludes the category of euthanasia and includes the category of assault leading to death.
Thus, German figures in the European Sourcebook exclude the category of Tötung auf Verlangen (homicide on
demand of the victim), which represents a negligible quantity of cases, but include the category of
Körperverletzung mit Todesfolge (intentional bodily injury leading to death). Formerly, the latter figures were
considerable but since the 1990s have become a very small number. The reason is that the concept of bedingter
Vorsatz (conditional intention) has been broadened, with the consequence of an increase in the number of
homicides. Therefore, a difference between the European Sourcebook and Interpol exists, but it is small (Jehle,
Jöerg-Martin, personal communication, 5 October 2017).
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The three first editions of the European Sourcebook provided a standard definition of
assault as Binflicting bodily injury on another person with intent, excluding, where possible,
assault leading to death, threats, acts just causing pain, slapping/punching, and sexual assault.
In the fourth edition (2010), the term assault was replaced with bodily injury without any
change to the definition. With its third edition (2003), it began recording aggravated bodily
injury as a subcategory of assault/bodily injury in order to encompass more serious cases of
assault, including inflicting serious (grave, e.g., life-threatening or disabling) bodily injury to
another person with intent, or under aggravated circumstances (use of weapons, or on a
vulnerable victim) and excluding assault leading to death. This category is therefore compatible with that previously used by Interpol, which defined serious assault as an injury whereby
life could be endangered, including cases of injury involving the use of a dangerous instrument. Cases in which instruments are used merely to threaten people without causing injury
are to be excluded. In this article, we use the term aggravated assault as a synonym of
aggravated body injury (used by European Sourcebook) and serious assault (used by Interpol).
It should be noted that in criminal law, the difference between attempted or failed homicide
and aggravated assault lies in the perpetrator’s intent at the time of attack, i.e., whether the
perpetrator attacks the victim with the intention of causing their death or whether the intention
is merely to wound. This subjective facet will establish whether an attack not resulting in death
is classified as an attempted homicide or as an aggravated assault. The intent is determined by
the police and, in this regard, whether this is recorded in statistics at the start of the
investigation (input) or at its conclusion (output) may have a significant impact (Aebi 2010).
It is more probable that offences will be properly classified in countries that, like Germany, use
output statistics. This is because, at the end of the investigation, the police have more reliable
information than at its start.
Finally, this article includes data on homicide with a firearm and the percentage of
homicides committed with firearms of the total number of homicides per 100,000 inhabitants
in Germany from 1995 to 2010. These data were collected through the United Nations Surveys
on Crime Trends, and the Operations of Criminal Justice Systems (CTS) by the United Nations
Office on Drugs and Crime (UNODC 2016). It is not possible to relate this trend with trends in
firearm possession in Germany, because there are no official statistics on the latter.

Results
Trends in public health expenditure per capita in Germany from 1970 to 2014, expressed in US
dollars, are shown in Fig. 1. This indicator increased constantly in such a way that the 2014
rate was roughly 20× higher than in 1970. Indeed, Germany is well above average among
countries in the region in terms of investment in public health. In 2012, the public health
expenditure average of the 35 OECD countries was US $2548 per capita, while Germany’s
amounted to US $3691 (OECD 2015). This placed Germany among countries with higher
public health spending, with only Norway (US $5222), The Netherlands (US $4375), the
United States (US $4160), Switzerland (US $4001), and Luxemburg (US $3.846) being
higher.
Rates per 1000 inhabitants for hospital beds (1990–2011), number of physicians (1991–
2012), and number of nurses (2000–2011) are shown in Fig. 2. The number of physicians and
nurses increased by 43% and 18%, respectively. However, there was a downward trend in the
number of hospital beds, which decreased by 21%.
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Source: own construction based on data on health statistics published by the OECD (2016).
Fig. 1 Public health expenditure per capita (US dollars) in Germany (1970–2014)

Source: own construction based on data on health statistics published by WHO (2016).
Fig. 2 Number of hospital beds (1990–2011), physicians (1991–2012), and nurses (2000–2011) per 1000
inhabitants in Germany
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Increasing trends in rates per 1 million inhabitants for the three medical technology
indicators are shown in Fig. 3. In particular, CT units increased by ∼128% from 1994 to
2013, MRI by almost 100% from 1991 to 2013, and PET by 288% from 1994 to 2013. Indeed,
by 2003–2004, Germany was already one countries with the highest number of PET scanners
per million inhabitants, behind Austria, Denmark, and Belgium (INAHTA).
Comparing the first three figures, with the exception of hospital beds, a strong correlation of
health indicators can be detected among all three indicators. Spearman correlations were all
positive, significant, and >0.98, except for number of hospital beds, which showed negative
and significant correlations (Rho = −.96) with the other indicators. In that perspective, the
increase in health expenditure and consequent increase in medical resources (number of
physicians, nurses, and medical technology) should have resulted in improved medical care
for victims, which could have led to a decrease in the number of days in hospital and,
consequently, number of beds required. This phenomenon has been observed by Estrada
(2006) in Sweden. However, this trend could also be at least partially due to a more profane
reason: The increase in medical costs may have led health insurers to put pressure on hospitals
to reduce the length of hospital stay, which may also create a decrease in the number of beds
required.
Trends in infant mortality from 1968 to 2012 are shown in Fig. 4, which indicates that the
rate decreased constantly but was more marked between 1968 and 1990; overall decrease was
86%.
Life expectancy from 1960 to 2014, which rose constantly from 69 to 81 years,
representing an increase of 17%, is shown in Fig. 5. Public health expenditure was positively
correlated with life expectancy (Rho = 0.999, p ≤ 0.001, N = 45 years) and negatively correlated with infant mortality (Rho = −0.999, p ≤ 0.001, N = 35 years).

Source: own construction based on data on health statistics published by the OECD (2016).
Fig. 3 Computed tomography scanners (1994–2013), magnetic resonance imaging units (1991–2013), and
positron emission tomography units (1994–2013) per million inhabitants in Germany
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Source: own construction based on data of the World Development Indicators published by the World
Bank (2016).
Fig. 4 Infant mortality rates per 1000 live births (1968–2013) in Germany

Source: own construction based on data of the World Development Indicators published by the World
Bank (2016).
Fig. 5 Life expectancy at birth in Germany from 1960 to 2014 (in years)
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Trends in number of homicide victims and road-traffic deaths per 100,000 inhabitants from
1952 to 2010, according to WHO statistics, are shown in Fig. 6. The left axis corresponds to
victims of road-traffic deaths and reaches a rate of 35 per 100,000 inhabitants. The right axis
corresponds to homicide victims and reaches a rate of 1.6 per 100,000 inhabitants. Looking at
data in this way allows us to appreciate the evolution of trends independently of the difference
in rate volumes (i.e., the rate of road-traffic deaths has always been much higher than that of
homicide victims). The figure shows that both indicators increased sharply until the beginning
of the 1970s, after which they started decreasing—except for two clear interruptions in the case
of homicide at the beginning of the 1980s and 1990s. At the same time, from the 1970s to the
mid-1980s, the decrease in deaths due to road traffic accidents was much more pronounced
than for homicides, which explains why the correlation between both indicators is moderated
(Rho = 0.59, p ≤ 0.001, N = 55 years).
In Fig. 7, we show the evolution of homicide, attempted homicide, completed homicide,
and homicide with a firearm in Germany. First, it must be noted that the evolution of the
number of homicide victims according to WHO statistics is similar police figures for completed homicides, which indicate a general downward trend except for the already observed
interruptions at the beginning of the 1980s and 1990s (Rho = 0.61, p ≤ 0.001, N = 35 years12).
As explained in footnote 9, the important increase in police statistics at the beginning of the
1990s is mainly because cases involving 150 soldiers from East Germany who allegedly killed
citizens trying to reach the West were recorded as intentional homicides. In 2011, the homicide
rate was 21% lower than in 1977.
The trends for attempted homicide show increases in the first half of the 1980s and after
2005 that are not mirrored in trends for completed homicide described below, which explains
why the correlation between both indicators is weak and not significant (Rho = 0.29; N =
35 years). At the end of the series, however, the attempted homicide rate was 13% lower than
in 1977. If attempted homicides are analyzed as a proportion of the total number of homicides
(see Figure A1 in the Appendix), they represent roughly 70% of the total in the 1980s and
dropping to 60% at the beginning of the 1990s when homicide increased; they then increased
to almost 80% in the first decade of the 2000s.
Trends for homicide with a firearm in general followed a downward trend throughout the period
for which data are available. The decline was more pronounced between 1995 and 2002; from
2008 on, some stability is observed. Firearm-related homicide rates for 2010 were 80% lower than
in 1995. If homicide with a firearm is analyzed as a proportion of all completed homicides (see
Figure A1 in the Appendix), they represented 60% of homicides in 1995 but <30% in 2010. In this
context, it seems plausible to conjecture that the decrease in firearm-related completed homicides
has contributed to the general decrease of the lethality of aggressions. That would partially explain
the decrease of completed homicide (Fig. 7) and the increase of aggravated assault (Fig. 8) and of
the proportion of attempted homicide (Fig. 7) (see BDiscussion^ section).
In Fig. 8 we show trends in aggravated assault from 1997 to 2011. They increase almost
constantly until 2007, then registering a slight decline until the end of the series in 2011. Despite
this decline, the 2011 rate was almost double (98% higher) than in 1997. The total number of
assaults—which includes aggravated assaults—follows the same upward trend until 2007 but
shows certain stability rather than a decrease during the last 3 years of the series. In 2011, this
category increased by ∼102% compared with 1990. If aggravated assaults are analyzed as a
12

The correlation is not stronger because of the divergence between both indicators at the beginning of the 1990s
(see footnote 9).
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Source: own construction based on mortality data published by WHO (2016).
Fig. 6 Trends in homicide victims and road-traffic deaths per 100,000 inhabitants in Germany from 1952 to
2010 (World Health Organization)

Source: data on total homicide, attempted homicide and completed homicide are based on the police
crime statistics published by Interpol’s International Crime Statistics (1977-1989) and by the European
Sourcebook of Crime and Criminal Justice Statistics (1989-2011). Data on homicide by firearms are
based on the police crime statistics collected through the United Nations Surveys on Crime Trends and
the Operations of Criminal Justice Systems, published by UNODC; own construction.
Fig 7 Total homicide (1977–2011), attempted homicide (1977–2011), completed homicide (1977–2011), and
homicide with a firearm (1995–2010) per 100,000 inhabitants in Germany
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* Aggravated assault includes assaults resulting in serious bodily injury and cases of injury involving the
use of weapons, or vulnerable victims. It excludes assault leading to death.
Source: data on total assault are based on police crime statistics published by the European Sourcebook
of Crime and Criminal Justice Statistics. Data on aggravated assault are based on police crime statistics
published by Interpol’s International Crime Statistics (1977-1989) and by the European Sourcebook of
Crime and Criminal Justice Statistics (1989-2011); own construction.
Fig 8 Total (1990–2011) and aggravated (1977–2011) assaults per 100,000 inhabitants in Germany

proportion of the total number of assaults (see Figure A2 in the Appendix), they represent almost
35% of the total in 1990 but only 27% in 2011. Indeed, the ratio of aggravated assaults to total
number of assaults decreased constantly during the 21 years studied.
Analyzing the figures on crime data, it can be said that homicide decreased while trends for
both total assaults and aggravated assaults clearly increased until 2007. At the same time, the
proportion of attempted homicides increased while the proportion of homicides committed
with a firearm decreased. In particular, there was a negative correlation between the evolution
of homicide and assault (Rho = −0.55, p ≤ 0.01 between total homicide and total assault over
22 years; Rho =−0.50, p ≤ 0.01 between total homicide and aggravated assault over 35 years).

Discussion
Long-Term Trends
Victims of homicides and deaths by road-traffic accidents—both in terms of WHO statistics
and per 100,000 inhabitants—followed parallel trends from the 1950s to the 2010s. They both
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increased until the early 1970s and have been decreasing since then. The decrease in the rate of
traffic-accident deaths started at a time when the motor vehicle park in Germany was on the
rise and well before the major improvements in safety—like airbags, seat belts, and head
rests—were introduced. The decrease in the rate of victims of homicide also started in a period
during which the number of young people was on the increase because of the Baby Boom,
which took place in Germany from 1955 to 1967. This means that the decrease occurred when,
from a theoretical point of view, these mortality rates should have continued to increase, as
there were more cars on the roads and more young people in the streets. At the same time,
public health expenditure per capita registered a huge increase (from US $185 in 1970 to US
$3830 in 2014). There is consensus that this investment led to major improvements in
healthcare resources, which reduced general mortality rates (Nolte et al. 2002). As a result,
life expectancy at birth registered a major increase in Germany—from 69 years in 1960 to 81
in 2014. This increase was coupled with a decrease in infant mortality, which, indeed, had been
experiencing a secular decline in all Western European countries but intensified in the second
half of the twentieth century.
Thus, the general decrease in mortality rates in Germany was coupled with specific declines
in the number of victims of homicide and road-traffic deaths. This correlation comes as no
surprise, because the latter two are subsets of the first. The number of deaths due to specific
causes is associated probabilistically with the total number of potential deaths. Thus, if the
general improvements in healthcare resources reduced general mortality rates, then they must
have had a similar effect on the lethality of homicides and road traffic deaths. Naturally, other
factors—e.g., alcohol consumption, time spent in the streets, motor vehicle design, and road
safety—play a role, but the influence of healthcare resource quality on reduced general and
specific mortality rates cannot be denied, even if its specific contribution cannot be quantified.
When aggravated assault is introduced into the equation, the previous interpretation is
corroborated. The available series start in 1977 and show an increase until the beginning of the
1980s, followed by relative stability until the end of the decade. As the homicide rate was
decreasing during that period, it seems plausible to conclude that some aggressions were not
fatal due to the intervention of medical services. These findings corroborate those of previous
research presented in this article showing that the influence of medical healthcare can only be
observed by studying lengthy time periods, like studies conducted in the USA by Harris et al.
(2002) and in Sweden by Estrada (2006).

Short-Term Trends
The evolution since the 1990s cannot be interpreted without taking into consideration reunification of the country. The beginning of the decade registered an increase in the number of
homicides, road-traffic deaths, and aggravated assaults. However, homicide and traffic deaths
recovered their previous downward trend quite soon thereafter, whereas the number of
aggravated assaults continued to rise only starting declining in 2008. The decrease in homicide
rates since the mid-1990s was accompanied by a decrease in the percentage of completed
homicides committed with a firearm, while the decrease in aggravated assaults since 2008 was
accompanied by an increase in the percentage of attempted homicides out of the total number
of homicides. The decrease in the number of completed homicides with a firearm started well
before the introduction of the new German Weapons Act of 2002, which suggests that the new
legislation did not play a major role. Hence, following the same reasoning applied to explain
the drop in the lethality of road-traffic accidents, it seems reasonable that part of the decrease in
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firearm-related completed homicides be attributed to improvements in medical care, even if the
lack of data on attempted homicide with firearms does not allow a conclusion. From that
perspective, if medical interventions allow more people to survive aggression, it seems logical
to observe an increase of aggravated assault and proportion of attempted homicide.
German trends are similar to those observed in the rest of continental Western Europe,
which begs the question of whether those trends reflect a real increase in nonlethal violence or
an increased sensitivity to violence that leads victims to report more violent offences and
police to record them more systematically (Aebi and Linde 2010a, b; 2012a, b, 2014; Tonry
2014). As previously mentioned, Germany does not have a periodical national victimization
survey that allows trends in the proportion of victimizations reported to the police to be
measured. Also, data collected through the ICVS shows only a slight increase in reporting rates
of assault and threats. The evolution of incidences of domestic violence can also be seen as an
indirect indicator of an increased sensitivity to violence in the sense that an increase in assaults
could reflect partially an increase in the number of domestic violence cases recorded by the
police. In Germany, the increase in the number of assaults and the emergence of the
subcategory of aggravated assaults became prominent at the beginning of the 1990s (i.e., at
the moment of the Reunification). However, the first state initiative dealing with the problem
of gender-based violence did not come about until 1999 with the Federal Government’s Action
Plan to combat violence against women (Bundesministerium für Familie, Senioren, Frauen
und Jugend-Federal Ministry of Family Affairs Senior Citizens-, 2005). The new law surely
contributed to raising awareness and increasing the attention paid by the police to these cases,
thus having an effect on the number of cases of domestic violence registered. However, there is
no evidence to affirm that it explains the major part of the upward trend observed. The
hypothesis proposed by this article—that the contradictory trends also reflect improvements
in medical healthcare that reduced lethality—remains thus plausible.

Conclusions
The main hypothesis of this article was that improvements in medical technology since the
second half of the twentieth century contributed to a decrease in the number of homicide
victims in Germany. In line with previous research conducted in other countries, this hypothesis can be corroborated when the period of study is lengthy (e.g., 1952–2010) and remains
plausible when the period is shorter (e.g., 1990–2010).
For more than half a century, the hypothesis was corroborated by comparing upward trends
in healthcare resources with downward trends in different types of mortality. Of particular
interest in that context was the parallelism between the decrease in the number of road-traffic
deaths and homicides, independently of the evolution of the number of motor vehicles and
sociodemographic composition of the population.
In the short term, the decrease in the rate of completed homicides was accompanied by a
decrease in the percentage of these homicides committed with a firearm and by increases in
rates of aggravated assaults and attempted homicides. Therefore, it is reasonable to
hypothesize that improvements in healthcare currently are saving lives that would have been
lost a few decades ago. Thus, aggressions that in the past would have been lethal are now
aggravated assaults and attempted homicides instead of completed homicides. As Doerner and
Lab (1998) state: Bhomicide is nothing more than a successful aggravated assault, while an
aggravated assault is a failed murder attempt^.
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Appendix

Fig. 9 Percentage of attempted homicides among total homicides (1977–2011) and percentage of homicides
with firearms among completed homicides (1995–2010), in Germany

Fig. 10 Percentage of aggravated assaults among total assaults (1990–2011) in Germany
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Abstract

This paper studies trends in female homicide victimization in Spain from 1910 to 2014
and puts them in relation with several indicators of the evolution of women’s roles and
status in the society. According to mortality statistics, female homicide victimization
followed an overall upward trend interrupted only during the periods in which the country
lived under dictatorships. Measures of women’s roles and status in society show a change
from traditional to non-traditional roles since the 1960s. A multivariate autoregression
analysis suggests that the female homicide victimization trend is correlated mainly with
opportunity-based and non-gender sensitive variables.
Keywords Spain . Female homicide victimization . Verkko’s law . Non-gender sensitive
approaches . Opportunity-based theories

Introduction
This paper analyzes trends in female homicide victimization in Spain from 1910 to
2014 according to mortality statistics. Female homicide victimization is defined here as
any intentional killing of women or girls. This is a broader definition than the one of
femicide, which refers to the killings that are motivated by the gender of the victim. For
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example, the World Health Organization (WHO 2012) defines femicide as the intentional murder of women because they are women. The choice of a larger definition is
inevitable because the paper covers trends since the beginning of the twentieth century,
when no disaggregated data on the specific type of female homicide victimization
considered by the WHO were available. In fact, data on the characteristics of the
perpetrators of homicides involving female victims started to be collected at the
international level in the 1980s and are only available in Spain since the late 1990s1.
The Spanish data corroborates that not all the cases studied in this paper are femicides
because the authors are not systematically men. Concretely, an analysis of a sample of
632 completed homicides cleared by the Spanish Police from 2010 to 2012 shows that
they were committed by 871 perpetrators of which 93 (11%) were women; that they led
to 661 victims of which 254 (38%) were women; and that among the 255 perpetrators
of homicides involving female victims, 23 (9%) were other women (González-Alvarez
et al. 2018)2. In that context, women perpetrators did not necessarily kill other women
because the latter were women.
Veli Verkko was the first criminologist to draw attention to gender-specific differences in
homicide victimization in the context of longitudinal and cross-national research. In 1951, he
introduced the main questions that still inspire research on female homicide victimization: Is
the female homicide victimization rate stable across time? Is the gender gap in homicide
victimization stable across time? Is the general homicide trend influenced mainly by the male
homicide victimization trend? How can female homicide victimization trends be explained?
(Verkko 1951).
The aim of this article is to answer these questions with data from Spain, a country
for which such a long-term analysis of trends in female homicide victimization, their
relationship with male homicide victimization, and their potential explanations have
not been conducted until now because the relevant historical data were not available
before being collected for this study (see, e.g., Eisner 2008). The first three questions
will be answered through a study of trends and rates in homicide victimization
(overall and disaggregated by the gender of the victim) from 1910 to 2014. The
answer to the fourth question will be based on a multivariate analysis of the
correlation between the trends observed and a series of indicators of women’s roles
and status in society.
The first part of the paper presents a review of research and theories on female homicide
victimization. The second one summarizes the research conducted in Spain on that topic. The
third part describes the data and methods of the study, including their potential bias. This is
followed by a presentation of the main findings. The latter is placed in the context of the
political and socioeconomic evolution of the country in the discussion and conclusion, a
section that also compares the main results with previous research on female homicide
victimization and examines whether they fit the theoretical explanations proposed by
researchers.

1

UNECE Statistical Division Database. Crime and Violence. Victims of homicide by relationship of perpetrator
to victim and sex. Available online (last acceded on 15-06-2017) at: http://w3.unece.org/PXWeb2015
/pxweb/en/STAT/STAT__30-GE__07-CV/ZZZ_en_GECr_VictimHomicide_r.px/?rxid=0c45cf02-7b90-4ac68327-bc8203b71020
2
See pages 16, 33, 36, 37, and 39 of González-Alvarez et al. (2018).
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Female Homicide Victimization: Research and Theories
Some of the theoretical explanations of female homicide victimization proposed by
researchers follow a gender-sensitive approach, while others are empirically driven in
the sense that they were proposed on the basis of the trends observed in the data
collected. This means that the second group of explanations does not follow a
hypothetico-deductive approach, but an inductive one, and therefore are similar to
grounded theory, even if this denomination has been mainly applied to theories based
on qualitative research methods. Hence, in 1951, on the basis of an analysis of male
and female homicide victimization rates and trends during the first quarter of the
twentieth century in ten European countries and Chile; Verkko (1951): 51) elaborated
two laws, one static and the other dynamic. The static law states that “[i]n countries of
high frequency of crimes against life the female proportion of those killed is small; and
vice versa: in countries of low frequency of crimes against life the percentage of female
victims is perceptibly greater than in countries of high frequency of crimes against
life”. Empirically, Verkko (1951) considered that the percentage of female victims was
low when it was below 10%. The dynamic law states that “[i]f frequency of crimes
against life in a country is on the increase, the increase affects mainly the number of
male victims of crimes against life; and vice versa: if the statistics of crimes against life
in a country reveal a declining trend, the reduction affects primarily the number of men
killed” (Verkko 1951: 52). Furthermore, analyzing data from Finland (1878 to 1932),
Italy (1913 to 1924), and Sweden (1881 to 1940), Verkko (1951):54) added that “the
development in the numbers of female victims, as a rule, is smooth and uneventful,
even when there are violent fluctuations in the frequency of crimes against life or when
the frequency is on the decline,” introducing thus the hypothesis that female victimization rates are stable. Finally, Verkko suggested a synthetic explanation of the low
female homicide victimization rate found in his research, which anticipated the kind of
explanations proposed by opportunity-based theories such as the routine activities
approach (Cohen and Felson 1979) and the theory of personal crime (Hindelang
et al. 1978), better known as lifestyle theory: “This phenomenon is due to the fact that
the woman lives in a somewhat different and more peaceful atmosphere than the man,
and that the factors influencing her, also, are not nearly so subject to changes as those
affecting a man” (Verkko 1951: 54)3. Verkko (1951: 51) excluded Spain from his

3

The explanation of female victimization proposed by Verkko has sometimes been misunderstood. According to
Gartner (1990:524), “Finnish criminologist Veli Verkko (1951:54) viewed the gender gap as grounded in the
fundamentally ‘different biological qualities of men and women,’ such that inevitably ‘the woman lives in a
somewhat different and more peaceful atmosphere than the man.’ The strength of this biological determinism
meant, for Verkko, that there should be little variability in female victimization over time or place, and
consequently that variation in the gender gap could be explained solely by variation in the victimization of
males.” However, Verkko did not invoke biological differences to explain the gender gap in homicide victims but
in homicide perpetrators, among which men are also overrepresented: “The regularities dealt with are based on
the fact that female criminality against life is, figuratively speaking, a constant, which, as a rule, remains at the
same level even if male criminality fluctuates strongly in either direction. It is obvious that the different biological
qualities of men and women are the fundamental cause of this phenomenon” (Verkko 1967: 44). This means that
the explanation of gender differences in homicide perpetration proposed by Verkko is based on biology, while his
explanation of gender differences in homicide victimization is inspired by a situational approach.
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analyses because he did not have access to data on the percentage of female victims of
crimes against life.
In 1990, Gartner, Baker, and Pampel studied male and female victimization in 18 industrialized countries from 1950 to 1980 and found, contrary to Verkko (1951), that “the gap between
female and male victimization rates […] has varied greatly, both over time and among societies.”
They also proposed an explanation “derived from the theory on the distribution of the risks of
personal crime victimization (Cohen and Felson 1979; Gartner 1990; Hindelang et al. 1978;
Williams and Flewelling 1988)” (Gartner et al. 1990: 593-4). According to that explanation, the
gender gap had decreased because the increased participation of women in social life had altered
the situational and the motivational context for female victimization. From a situational point of
view, working women multiply their exposure to risk because they can be victimized both inside
and outside their household. In that perspective, Gartner et al. (1990: 595) observed a “disproportionate rise in murders by acquaintances and strangers (as opposed to relatives),” which
corroborated that the risk of female homicide victimization increases proportionally to the time
spent with strangers in places with little protection or surveillance. From a motivational point of
view, employment or educational advancements can also increase the risk of victimization both
by intimate partners—when the male partner perceives these as a challenge to his dominance in
the home—and by strangers because, as women enter in competition with men for jobs and
earnings, male hostility toward women can grow (Gartner et al. 1990: 597).
In that perspective, Gartner et al. (1990) introduced an important distinction between gender
roles and women’s status. In the twentieth century, women started moving from traditional
domestic and reproductive roles to less traditional ones and also, in the long run, they also
started changing their status by gaining access to social power and control over economic
resources. Gartner et al. (1990), and later Stamatel (2014)—who studied female homicide
victimization in 33 European countries from 1985 to 2010—conclude that less traditional
gender roles increase the risk of victimization (i.e., they act as risk factors), while that risk
decreases when women achieve a higher status in society (i.e. a higher status acts as a protective
factor). As measures of the lesser involvement of women in traditional roles, Gartner et al.
(1990) identified the increases in the average age of marriage, in divorce rates and in single
motherhood rates. Stamatel (2014) added the increase in female labor force participation and the
decrease in the rate of adolescent mothers. As indicators of an increase female status, both used
the increase in women's access to higher education. The main difference between both studies is
related to the general context in which they took place, because the period of time studied by
Gartner et al. (1990) overlaps with a general increase of homicide, while the one studied by
Stamatel (2014) overlaps mainly with a general decrease of homicide.
The motivational context mentioned by Gartner et al. (1990) corresponds to the backlash
hypothesis, which considers that gender equality is associated with increased female violence
victimization (Russell 1975). In a transitional society, women are improving their socioeconomic status and thus challenging the traditional gender roles, which could lead males to react
by using violence in order to regain their dominance over females (Chon 2013). Inversely, the
amelioration hypothesis considers that gender equality is associated with decreased female
violence victimization (Schwendinger and Schwendinger 1983; Chafetz 1984; Stanko 1985), a
hypothesis that had been anticipated by Curtis (1974). Contrary to what happens in a
patriarchal society—where the level of violence of men against women is high—, in a
gender-egalitarian society, “[e]qual access to employment, income, promotion, and legal
assistance may contribute to the reduction of females’ violent crime victimization, including
homicide” (Chon 2013: 3). The backslash and amelioration hypothesis, usually identified as
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feminist approaches (Chon 2013), use gender differences to explain violence against women4.
In that perspective, in her review of the relationship between sex, gender, and crime, Gartner
(2011) points out that research on men’s use of violence against women considers that, as females
are more often victims than offenders, the explanations based on “risk-taking, routine daily
activities, and informal controls” are insufficient and therefore scholars like Renzetti et al.
(2001) and Bahun-Radunović and Rajan (2016) consider that it is necessary to pay “more attention
to gender inequalities and the ways in which men use violence against women as an expression of
patriarchal control” (Gartner 2011: 13). This hypothesis cannot be tested with our data because we
do not have information on the perpetrators of the homicides analyzed in this paper, which means
that we cannot concentrate our study on the cases of women killed by men. In fact, as we stated in
the “Introduction,” we know that, at least for the period 2010–2012, roughly 9% the perpetrators of
the homicides included in our sample are women. Hence, we are not studying femicide but female
homicide victimization and, consequently, our review of the literature does not focus on studies
about men killing women (see, e.g., Whaley and Messner 2002).
Lappi-Seppälä and Lehti (2016) have proposed what they call a gender insensitive approach,
which considers that lethal violence against women can be explained with the same general
predictors used for explaining lethal violence against men. On the basis of an analysis of trends
in male and female homicide victimization in 124 countries from 1950 to 2010, they conclude
that “[t]he increase in female homicide mortality in Western societies during the post-Second
War period seems to have been connected mainly to a general increase in lethal violence, not in
women’s changed role in society [because] during the same period male homicide mortality
increased even faster; [while the decrease] during the last 20 years has been connected to a
general decrease in lethal violence and probably not so much to any gender-specific policy
actions” (Lappi-Seppälä and Lehti 2016: 477). The analysis of Lappi-Seppälä and Lehti (2016)
also corroborated the static law of Verkko (1951) and provided some support to his dynamic
law. The latter was also supported by Aebi and Linde (2014) through an analysis of male and
female homicide victimization in 15 Western European countries from 1960 to 2010.
In sum, the macro-level studies that confronted theoretical explanations to empirical crossnational data are strongly influenced by hypotheses derived from opportunity-based theories
and have studied relatively short periods of time, ranging roughly from 25 to 60 years. When the
period studied is short, it is problematic to draw solid conclusions (von Hofer 2012), but in
practice, only some Western and Northern European countries dispose of the data required to
establish long-term trends on the gender of homicide victims (Eisner 2008: 301)5. The choice
4

In our opinion, the backslash and amelioration hypothesis focus on the psychological motivations of male
attackers and therefore should be considered a micro-level hypothesis. They could be tested in studies whose goal
is to analyze the motivations of specific offenders, but do not seem appropriate when the goal is to explain female
homicide victimization at the macro-level because the vast majority of men do not use violence against women.
5
Killias et al. (2012) studied trends in homicide victimization in Switzerland, from 1877 to 2008, according to
mortality statistics disaggregated by gender. They observe a constant decrease of the rate of female victims aged
up to 14 years, but a relative stability for older victims until the 1940s; on the contrary, the rate of male victims
decreased constantly for all categories of ages until the middle of the twentieth century. Killias et al. (2012: 99107) conclude that Swiss women did not benefit from the positive consequences of the civilizing process
described by Elias (1939/2000)—which is characterized by a progressive restraint of aggressive impulses
accompanied by the acceptance of humanistic values (Gurr 1981)—that has been commonly used to explain
the decrease in interpersonal violence in Western countries since the late Middle Ages. The findings of Killias
et al. (2012) suggest that the theory of the civilizing process deserves also to be tested with homicide data
disaggregated by the gender of the victim, instead of with aggregated data as has usually been the case until now
(see, e.g., Gurr 1981; Eisner 2003, 2008; Pinker 2011). Unfortunately, that hypothesis cannot be tested with our
data because, as we will see later, data on the age of the victims are only available in Spain since 1931.
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of independent variables based on opportunity-based theories seems also to be due to
practical reasons, insofar as it is currently impossible to find reliable indicators of
changes in the internal motivations of the whole male population of a country. The
difference in the explanations is related to the fact that, according to the research
conducted by Gartner et al. (1990) and Stamatel (2014), the changing roles and status
of women in society had a major influence in the trends observed, while that is not
the case according to the research of Lappi-Seppälä and Lehti (2016).

Previous Research on Female Homicide Victimization in Spain
This is the first study to combine mortality statistics for the whole territory of Spain, for a
period of more than one century, and disaggregating the data according to the gender of the
victim. Some authors (Barberet 1994; Medina 2011) have studied short-term national
trends in homicide (i.e., less than 40 years) during the second half of the twentieth century
and the first decade of the twenty-first one6. Others adopted a historical perspective,
concentrating mainly in the characteristics of the judicial processes for homicide in
specific periods, such as the nineteenth century (Gómez Bravo 2005), and usually with a
local or regional scope, like Madrid in the eighteenth century (Duñaiturria Laguardia
2007) or Andalusia in the Middle Ages (Córdoba de la Llave 2005). The few studies that
cover long-term homicide trends are usually based on judicial sources whose data do not
cover the whole territory, and they do not address the question of female homicide
victimization (Alloza 2000; Berraondo 2012; Mantecón 1999, 2014). When these kinds
of studies address gender issues, they concentrate in the role of women as perpetrators
(Córdoba de la Llave 2005).
Several recent Spanish studies focus on intimate partner female victimization, but they
analyze trends since the 1990s because, as mentioned in the “Introduction,” no data on that
kind of homicide are available at the national level before that decade (Cerezo Dominguez
1998; Vives Cases et al. 2008, 2004). Thus, in Spain, there are no previous studies on female
homicide victimization with a similar scope to ours and to which our results could be
compared.
Our research must be placed in the Spanish sociopolitical context, which had an influence
in all the variables included in the analyses. During the twentieth century, Spain suffered two
dictatorships. Miguel Primo de Rivera ruled the country from 1923 to 1930 and Francisco
Franco from 1939 to 1975. The latter took power after a bloody Civil War (1936–1939). Thus,
even if the country did not participate in the two World Wars, the number of victims related to
the Civil War and these two dictatorships is extremely high (see Fig. 1). Finally, the democratization of the country is relatively recent. The first general elections were held in 1977 and a
new constitution was adopted in 1978. Divorce became legal in 1981, and the abortion law
was adopted in 1985. In short, the modernization of the Spanish society started later than in

6
Barberet (1994) also studied homicide trends from 1960 to 1989 but her dissertation remains unpublished, and
we have been unable to obtain access to it.
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Fig. 1 Rates of victims of homicide (including and excluding victims of terrorist attacks) per 100,000 population,
by gender (per 100,000 persons of the same gender), in Spain, according to mortality statistics, 5-year moving
average, 1910-2014. Source: Own elaboration on the basis of data from mortality statistics (General Direction of
the Geographical and Statistical Institute, various editions; General Direction of Statistics, various editions; Head
of the General Statistics Service, various editions; General Direction of the Geographical, Cadastral and
Statistical Institute, various editions; Under Secretary of Labour and Social action, various editions; General
Direction of Statistics, various editions; INE, various editions) and population statistics (INE, various editions)

most Western European countries. According to Recasens i Brunet (2001: 479), Spain entered
into modernity in an abrupt way and precisely when Europe started experiencing the crisis of
the welfare state, which was not established in the country yet.

Data and Methods
In order to answer the research questions of this article, we compiled longitudinal data on
homicide victimization disaggregated by gender and on the available indicators of women’s
roles and status in society. These data are undoubtedly influenced by the sociopolitical context
mentioned above. For example, data on victims of homicide during the Civil War period and
the pre- and post-war years are not reliable because many of the victims of political violence
were not included in the statistics7. In addition, the relatively high number of victims observed
until 1945 seems due to a late counting of the victims of the Civil War (Salas Larrazábal 1977;
Montoliu 2005). The Civil War also affected other aspects of social life, such as the number of
marriages, as well as the production of other national statistics. For example, the number of
students enrolled in higher education is not available for the years 1937/38 to 1939/40.

Homicide Victimization Data
Even though cause of death (COD) statistics—also known as national vital statistics and
mortality statistics—presents some methodological problems (Aebi and Linde 2012; Smit

7

For a review of literature about violence against women during armed conflict and postconflict, see Barberet
(2014).
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et al. 2012; Trent and Pridemore 2012), there is consensus about the fact that they constitute
the most reliable source for the study of homicide (Eisner 2014)8. However, the criminologists
quoted in the previous sentence usually do not enter into a detailed analysis of the potential
pitfalls of this kind of data. In that perspective, it is obvious that, for reasons of both substance
and form, COD statistics can never provide a fully reliable source of homicide trends over a
period of more than 100 years. From a substantial point of view, improvements in medical care
resources had a major impact on homicide trends that is often forgotten when explaining such
trends from social change perspectives (see Linde 2018, with references). From a purely
formal point of view, the way in which COD statistics are collected has changed over the years.
On the one hand, we will see immediately that the WHO classification of causes of death keeps
changing over the years while, on the other hand, the specific way in which such statistics are
collected—through forms filled by physicians which are later compiled by a local or regional
authority that sends them to the national institution in charge of producing the statistics—have
necessarily changed as communications improved and the systems became computerized and
digitalized instead of paper-based. From a theoretical point of view, a discussion about the
consequences of such changes could be endless, or would probably end up with a warning
statement indicating that these are the only data available and therefore will be used for the
analyses even if the results must be interpreted cautiously. From an empirical point of view, a
pragmatic solution consists in observing the trends in search of sudden increases or decreases,
which could be due to data-recording changes, as it often happens in police or conviction
statistics. In that perspective, Fig. 1 shows that, leaving aside the periods in which Spain was
under authoritarian regimes, there are no such sudden changes. This suggests that the
modernization of the Spanish COD statistics took place in a progressive way. This is a positive
result in terms of the reliability of the series during the democratic periods, but certainly does
not mean that the results of the analyses should not be interpreted cautiously. When analyzing
more than 100 years of data collected by several generations of physicians and statisticians, it
is mandatory to proceed with caution and to complement any sophisticated statistical
analysis—which require extremely precise data—with a visual observation of the general
trends shown by the relatively reliable data collected.
Spain started publishing mortality statistics in 1863 but homicide was included as a separate
cause of death only since 1910, which is thus the first year of our series9. The data were
collected from the annual publication on the natural movement of the population in Spain
(Movimiento Natural de la Población en España) published since 186310. For the years 1910
to 1974, we consulted the original paper publications, whose volumes are disseminated in
8

An alternative source of data is criminal justice statistics, but they are strongly affected by statistical, legal,
criminal policy, and substantive factors (Aebi 2010; von Hofer 2000).
9
Currently, the data are collected by the INE through three questionnaires that collect the data included in the
medical death certificates and the bulletins of deaths, judicially recorded deaths, and birth-related
deaths(https://www.ine.es/dyngs/INEbase/es/operacion.htm?c=Estadistica_C&cid=1254736176780&menu=
ultiDatos&idp=1254735573175 ).
10
The Movimiento Natura de la Población has been published by the following public institutions: Dirección
General del Instituto Geográfico y Estadístico (General Direction of the Geographical and Statistical Institute)
from 1910 to 1917; Dirección General de Estadística (General Direction of Statistics) from 1918 to 1923;
Jefatura del Servicio General de Estadística (Head of the General Statistics Service) from 1924 to 1926;
Dirección General del Instituto Geográfico, Catastral y de Estadística. ( General Direction of the geographical,
cadastral and statistical institute) from 1927 to 1930; Subsecretaria de Trabajo y Acción social (Under Secretary
of Labor and social action) in 1931 and 1932; Dirección General de Estadística (General Direction of Statistical)
from 1933 to 1943; Instituto Nacional de Estadística (National Institut of Stadistics) since 1944.
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different libraries and archives throughout the Spanish territory11. For the years 1975 to 2014,
we addressed a written demand and received the data from the Spanish Institute of Statistics
(INE)12. Spanish population figures, produced also by the INE, were used to compute female
homicide victimization per 100,000 women, male homicide victimization per 100,000 men,
and total homicide victimization per 100,000 population, from 1910 to 2014.
The breakdown by age group of the victims is only available since 1931 and therefore will
not be treated in this article. For this reason, we included infanticide in the figures. It deserves
to be mentioned, however, that infanticide (i.e., death of a child aged less than 1 year old)
usually represent less than 10 deaths per year, which corresponds to 1 to 3% of the total
number of homicides and, as a consequence, do not represent a source of distortion of the
trends observed13. Legal executions are theoretically included in the Spanish mortality statistics and presented as a separate category since 1950. However, we noticed that, out of the 126
executions that took place until 1975 (Ross 2009), only three appear in the statistics.
The Spanish mortality statistics do not include a separate category for females killed by
their intimate partner. At the national level, data are not available until 1997 and are indeed not
reliable until 1999, when the ministry in charge of equality between men and women
(Ministerio de Sanidad, Servicios Sociales e Igualdad) started to publish them. This means
that the series is too short to be included in our analyses. It can be mentioned, however, that
female homicide victimization due to intimate partner violence in Spain for the period 1999 to
2016 represents roughly 60 cases per year (the arithmetic mean for the period 1999 to 2016 is
61.7). This corresponds roughly to half of the total annual female victims of homicide.
The victims of the attacks committed between 1968 and 2010 by the terrorist group Euskadi ta
Askatasuna (ETA), as well as those of the jihadist attack of 2004 in Madrid, are included in
mortality statistics, but are not identified separately. As the causes of these homicides are completely
different from the ones used to explain the long-term trends observed, we collected individual data
on all the victims of these attacks disaggregated by gender14 and we produce two parallel series of
homicide victimization, one that includes them and one that excludes them (see Fig. 1).

Indicators of Women’s Roles and Status in Society
Following the work done by Gartner et al. (1990) and Stamatel (2014) at the international
level, we collected data on six of their indicators of the evolution of women’s roles and status
in society that are available in Spain15: female students enrolled in higher education (used as an
indicator of female status in social life), female labor force participation rate, mother’s mean
age at first birth, marriage, divorce, and abortion rates (all of them used as indicators of female
11
The publication for the years 1942 and 1945 were not available and therefore the data for these 2 years was
estimated using linear interpolation.
12
On the website of the INE, one can find the total number of homicides since 1980, but the disaggregated data
by gender required for our analyses are available only upon written request.
13
According to our data, the percentage of infant victims out of all female homicide victims were between 11
and 0.2% in the 1930s, between 5.5 and 0% in the 1940s, between 17 and 2% in the 1950s, between 15 and 0%
in the 1960s, between 6.5 and 0% in the 1970s, between 4 and 0% in the 1980s, between 4 and 0% in the 1990s,
between 2 and 0% in the 2000s, and between 25% and 1% in the 2010s.
14
Data of victims of terrorist attacks are available in the Asociación Victimas del terrorismo (Association of
victims of terrorism. Available online (last acceded on 16-06-2017) at: http://avt.org/victimas-del-terrorismo/
15
We are aware that there may be other long-term indicators than the ones used by Gartner et al. (1990) and
Stamatel (2014), but either they are not available in Spain or they cannot be placed in a theoretical approach that
would be relevant to explain female homicide victimization. The latter is the case, for example, of the inflation
rates or drug use indicators, which were suggested by one of the anonymous reviewers of this paper.
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role in social life). Data on these indicators were taken from the relevant series produced by the
Spanish National Institute of Statistics (INE).
The percentage of female students among students enrolled in higher education is available
since 1915–1916 (INE, 1971-1988). The female labor force participation is available since
197616. The labor force participation rate is defined as the percentage of economically active
persons–employed or unemployed–from the total population aged 16 or older. This indicator
refers to the participation in the formal labor market and therefore does not take into account
the informal economy. Mother’s mean age at first birth, in years, is available since 1975, the
marriage rate per 1000 population is available since 1910, and the divorce rate per 100
marriages is available since 1981. Finally, the abortion rate per 1000 women aged 15–44 is
available since 1990.
One of the three anonymous reviewers of this paper suggested using other indicators, such as the Gini coefficient and the age structure of the Spanish population, as
well as focusing on the differences between male and female homicide victimization
rates. We did not follow that advice because it contradicted the comments of the other
reviewers and would have led to a completely different article, which required an
alternative theoretical framework, different hypotheses, and another kind of statistical
analysis. However, we acknowledge that the fact of not following these suggestions
can be seen as a limitation of this paper.

Methods
The main technique used in this study is time series analysis (Box-Steffensmeier et al. 2014).
This technique requires stationary variables and, consequently, we start the analysis by
presenting the distribution of the variables studied and the bivariate correlations between
them. As the reader will discover in the next chapter, our analyses show that the extremely
high number of homicides registered during the Civil War—and the years that preceded and
followed it—introduce distortions that prevent us from obtaining stationary series for the first
50 years included in our homicide victimization variables. As a consequence, the time series
analyses are conducted on the basis of the trends observed since 1960.
Data analysis is performed using SAS System v9.4 (SAS Institute Inc., Cary, NC,
USA). The statistical significance level is set at p ≤ 0.05. First-order autoregressive
process, AR(1), is used to model the relationship between variables (SAS PROC
AUTOREG). The autoregression process estimates linear regression models for time
series data when the errors are autocorrelated. In that perspective, the Durbin–Watson
statistic and the correspondent residual plots are used to diagnose and identify the
degree of autocorrelation.
In order to remove time trends from the analysis, all variables were detrended. The relation
between time and each variable was explored using cubic splines and fitted with a polynomial
regression. The detrended variables were obtained from the residuals of each model.
Multicollinearity between explanatory variables is evaluated using Variance inflation factor
(VIF) coefficients and partial correlations.

16
The methodological report is available online (last acceded on 10-01-2018) at: http://www.ine.es/dynt3
/metadatos/es/RespuestaDatos.htm?oe=30212
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Findings
Trends in Female Homicide Victimization
Figure 1 presents female homicide victimizations per 100,000 females, male homicide victimizations per 100,000 males, and the total homicide victimizations per 100,000 population
from 1910 to 2014. The total and the male homicide victimization rates for the years 1936 to
1945 are truncated because during that period they reached peaks of 61 and 121 per 100,000,
respectively, which would have rendered the rest of the figure meaningless. In order to smooth
the fluctuations and facilitate a visual interpretation of the tendencies observed, the trends of
the three indicators are presented in Fig. 1 as 5 years moving averages. They are also presented
both including and excluding terrorist attacks.
Figure 1 shows that the Spanish female homicide victimization rate is not stable across time. It
increased during the 1910s, decreased during the 1920s, and started increasing again in the 1930s,
in the period of unrest that preceded the Civil War17. After the war, female homicide victimization
decreased almost constantly until the mid-1960s, when it reached its lowest level. Since then, it
increased almost constantly until the mid-2000s, when it reached its highest level, and then
showed a slight decrease until the beginning of the 2010s, when it started increasing again.
Figure 1 also shows that the terrorist attacks registered in Spain since the 1960s had an
impact on the number of homicide victims but did not affect the overall trends. In particular, a
detailed analysis of the gender of the victims of terrorist attacks reveals that most of them were
males. ETA killed 771 males and 58 females, while the jihadist attack of 2004 killed 116 males
and 76 females. Even if the overall female homicide victimization trend is not affected by the
terrorist attacks, victims of terrorism were excluded from the rest of the analyses because they
represent an external cause of death which is not related to the ordinary life of citizens.
In addition, Fig. 1 provides a corroboration of Verkko’s dynamic law because the general
Spanish homicide victimization trend from 1910 to 2014 follows the male homicide victimization
trend. The Spearman Rho correlation between both is .98 (p ≤ .001). In contrast, when the female
homicide victimization trend is compared with the general homicide victimization trend and to the
male homicide victimization trend, the correlations reach only .66 (p ≤ .001) and .56 (p ≤ .001),
respectively. This is explained by the fact that female and male homicide victimization followed
different trends during several periods, even if the overall homicide victimization trend followed
the one of male victimization, because the vast majority of homicide victims were males. This
means that the gender gap in homicide victimization in Spain is not stable across time, something
that can be appreciated in Fig. 2, which presents, on the basis of the absolute number of victims,
the ratio of male victims per one female victim of homicide.
Figure 2 shows how the ratio of male to female victims has dwindled from the beginning of
the twentieth century to the beginning of the twenty-first one. In the 1910s, it oscillated
between 7 to 9 male victims per 1 female victim, decreasing to 5 to 1 in 1920, and remaining
then stable at roughly 4 to 1 during the 1920s, before exploding during the Civil War. By the
mid-1940s, it was 10 to 1 and then it started shrinking, reaching 6 to 1 in the early 1950s, 3.5 to
1 in the mid-1950s, and 2.7 to 1 in the second half of the 1960s, when both rates were at their
17

Before the period presented in Fig. 1, the only Spanish data available come from the judicial statistics
published from 1855 to 1915, which cannot be directly compared with mortality statistics. They show that the
level of homicide was quite high in the mid-1800 and had been decreasing rapidly during the second half of the
nineteenth century (Eisner 2008, 2014).

199

A. Linde
30

25

20

15

10

5

1910
1912
1914
1916
1918
1920
1922
1924
1926
1928
1930
1932
1934
1936
1938
1940
1942
1944
1946
1948
1950
1952
1954
1956
1958
1960
1962
1964
1966
1968
1970
1972
1974
1976
1978
1980
1982
1984
1986
1988
1990
1992
1994
1996
1998
2000
2002
2004
2006
2008
2010
2012
2014

0

Fig. 2 Ratio of male victims of homicide per one female victim of homicide in Spain, 1910–2014 (with
exponential curb)

lowest level. When homicide victimization started increasing again, the ratio reached a peak of
3.5 to 1 in the mid-1980s, before starting a downward trend that led to ratios of 2.5 to 1 in the
mid-2000s and to less than 2 to 1 in the early 2010s.

The Changing Roles and Status of Women in Spanish Society
As mentioned above, the limitations of the data available—in particular the inconsistency of
the data during the Civil War and the years surrounding it—forces us to start our multivariate
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autoregressive analysis in 1960. Consequently, Fig. 3 compares the female homicide victimization rate with the six indicators of women’s roles and status presented in the previous
section from 1960 to 2014. However, as data for the number of female students enrolled in
higher education and for marriage rates are available for longer periods of time, we include the
full series for these indicators in Figs. 6 and 7 in Annex.
Figure 3 has been constructed using an index for the left axis that allows a visual
observation of all the indicators. For that reason, for example, the female homicide rate is
presented per 10 million instead of per 100,000 females in the population. Hence, in 1960,
there were 1.7 women killed per 10 million females in the population, 7.7 marriages per 1000
population, and 23.4 % of the students in higher education institutions were women.
From 1915–1916 to 1959–1960, the number of students enrolled in higher education
institutions in Spain was multiplied by 74, passing from 21,487 to 1,506,179 (see Fig. 6 in
Annex), while the population of the country was multiplied only by 2.3, passing roughly from
20 to 46 million inhabitants. The increase was particularly sharp since the 1960s (there were
76,993 students in 1959) to 2000; then the number of students decreased by roughly 7% during
the first decade of the twenty-first century, before recovering practically its previous level at the
beginning of the 2010s. Females made up only 2% of all students in 1915-1916 (see Fig. 6 in
Annex), about 25% in the early 1960s, and a majority since the late 1980s (see Fig. 3). In the
2010s, approximately 54% of the students enrolled in higher education have been females.
Figure 3 also shows that the female labor force participation rate remained stable from 1975
to 1986–years of the inclusion of Spain in the European Union–and started increasing immediately after that and in a constant way—with only a punctual interruption in 2001—until 2012,
when it seems to have stabilized. Thus, while in 1976, only 28.5% of the women participated in
the labor force, by 2014 their percentage had reached 54%. This trend is quite different than the
one showed by the male labor force participation rate (not shown here) which, probably as a
consequence of the 1973 oil crisis, decreased constantly from 75% in 1976 to 65% in 1995,
increased then until 2008 (when it reached 69%), and decreased again until 2014, when only
66% of males were part of the labor force. Thus, while in 1976 there were 2.7 males
participating in the labor force for each woman, by 2014, the ratio was only 1.2 to 1.
In 1975, mothers were on average 25 years old when they had their first child, while by
2014, their age was closer to 31. The increase started in the 1980s and was almost constant, with
a slight deceleration in the early 2000s, as can be seen in Fig. 3. The latter could be related to the
increase in the number of mothers with a foreign background during the period that preceded
the financial crisis of 2008. For example, in 2002—the first year for which this information is
available—the mean age at first birth for non-Spanish mothers was 26, compared with 29.5 for
those with Spanish nationality, while by 2014, their ages were 27.5 and 31, respectively.
The marriage rate in Spain increased from 1910 to 1956 and decreased since then until
2014 (see Fig. 7 in Annex). In 1910, there were 7 marriages per 1000 population, in 1956 they
reach a peak of 8.8, and in 2014, there were 3.4, which means that the rate decreased roughly
by 50% in 100 years. Figure 3 shows that there were periods of relative stability from the
1960s to the mid-1970s and from the mid-1980s to the early 2000s, which did not affect the
overall downward trend.
The Spanish divorce law entered into force in August 1981, and from 1982 to the beginning
of the 1990s, there were roughly 11 divorces per 100 marriages every year. Then, as depicted
in Fig. 3, that rate started increasing gradually but constantly, until skyrocketing in 2005 with
the introduction of a new legislation, commonly known as the “express divorce” law, which
simplified the procedure for obtaining a divorce and multiplied by almost three the rate of
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divorces18. Thus, from 2004 to 2006, the rate passed from 24 to 63 divorces per 100 marriages.
Since then, the divorce rate showed some minor fluctuations but remained relatively stable.
Thus, all in all, the divorce rate was multiplied by 6 from 1982 to 2014.
As can be seen in Fig. 3, from 1990 to 2008, the rate of abortion increased steadily, passing
from roughly 4 to 12 abortions per 1000 women aged 15 to 44. Then, following the
introduction of a more liberal law in 2010, the rate peaked at 12.5 in 2011, before starting a
downward trend that led to a rate of 10.5 in 2014.
In sum, the role and status of Spanish women underwent a major change since the late
1960s. At that moment, the number of women enrolled in higher education institutions—
which had been increasing at a low pace until then—rose steeply, and this was followed by a
decrease of the marriage rate. The rest of the indicators, which are available for shorter periods
of time, corroborate this passage from traditional to non-traditional roles: the divorce, abortion,
and labor force participation rates increased, as well as the age of the mothers at the birth of
their first child. This means that, since the late 1960s, the routine activities of Spanish women
started changing quickly. They started spending more time outside their home, studying or
working, and remained single and without children for longer periods of their life. As we have
seen in Fig. 1, it is also since the late 1960s that women started being more often victims of
homicide, and this correlation deserves further explanation.

Multivariate Autoregression Model
In Annex, Table 2 presents descriptive statistics—mean, standard deviation, minimum, maximum, and sample size—of all the variables studied, while Table 3 presents the raw correlations between series. The latter shows that all the variables measuring the evolution of
women’s roles and status in society are strongly and significantly correlated between themselves, which leads to a problem of multicollinearity. In particular, the marriage rate is
negatively correlated with the five other variables, and the latter is positively correlated
between them. Hence, the marriage rate is negatively correlated with the percentage of female
students (Rho = − .77, p ≤ .001; n = 97 years, from 1915 to 2014 with 3 missing values from
1936/7 to 1938/9), the percentage of female labor force (Rho = − .84, p ≤ .001; n = 40 years,
from 1976 to 2014), the mother’s mean age at first birth (Rho = − .82, p ≤ .001; n = 40 years),
the divorce rate (Rho = − .91, p ≤ .001; n = 34 years, from 1981 to 2014), and the abortion rate
(Rho = − .85, p ≤ .001; n = 25 years, from 1990 to 2014). The percentage of female labor force
is strongly and positively correlated with the abortion rate (Rho = .98, p ≤ .001; n = 25 years,
from 1990 to 2014), the mother’s mean age at first birth (Rho = .95, p ≤ .001; n = 40 years,
from 1976 to 2014), the divorce rate (Rho = .92, p ≤ .001; n = 34 years, from 1981 to 2014),
and the percentage of female students (Rho = .79, p ≤ .001; n = 40 years, from 1976 to 2014.
The mother’s mean age at first birth is strongly and positively correlated with the percentage of
female students (Rho = .87, p ≤ .001; n = 41 years, from 1975 to 2014), the divorce rate (Rho =
.77, p ≤ .001; n = 34 years) and the abortion rate (Rho = .87, p ≤ .001; n = 25 years). The
divorce rate is strongly and positively correlated with the percentage of female students (Rho =
.66, p ≤ .001; 34 years) and the abortion rate (Rho = .94, p ≤ .001; n = 25 years). Finally, the

18

The new law authorized divorce by the request of only one of the spouses after 3 months of the date of
marriage (and without a period of previous separation of the spouses) instead of 1 year, and abolish the
requirement of invoking a specific cause for divorce.
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abortion rate is strongly and positively correlated with the percentage of female students (Rho
= .83, p ≤ .001; n = 25 years).
As a consequence, we have selected for our analyses the variables marriage rate
and percentage of female students enrolled in higher education, which offer the
longest series (55 years), because they are available since 1960, and therefore could
provide relatively robust results. The raw correlations between the variables selected
for the multivariate analysis are presented in Table 4 in Annex. We are aware that the
marriage rate is an imperfect indicator because couples can live together without
getting married and that it can be interpreted in different ways. For example, it could
be related to urbanization in the sense that persons living in rural areas are more
likely to follow a traditional lifestyle and get married than those living in urban areas.
It is also debatable that a decrease in the marriage rate implies female empowerment
in society and vice versa, although the change from traditional to non-traditional roles
suggested by Fig. 3 suggest that it played that role in Spain, at least in the 1970s. In
spite of all that, one must keep in mind that, as shown in Table 3 in Annex, this
indicator is strongly correlated with all the other indicators of female roles and status
in society, which unfortunately are only available for shorter periods of time. This
means that the analysis would yield similar results if other indicators would have
employed, but it would be less robust because such indicators are only available for
shorter periods of time.
The degree of association between variables was explored by means of Pearson’s partial
correlations. The results presented in Table 4 in Annex show that the variable year trend is
significantly correlated with all variables for the period 1960–201419. This means that the
series show a pattern of simultaneous growth, which imply that time acts as a confounding or
third variable in all the relationships observed and must be controlled for in a multivariate
model. In a similar perspective, the rate of male victims of homicide is strongly and significantly correlated with the rate of female victims. This can be explained by the fact that women
live in a society that includes men and has some level of structural violence that cannot be
ignored. In short, male homicide victimization is also acting as a confounding variable that
needs to be controlled for in a multivariate model. As a consequence, all variables were
detrended in order to remove the effect of the variables year trend and male victims of
homicide. This procedure allows us to take into account time trends and other cyclic trends
related to the level of structural violence. The results show that the correlation between the rate
of marriages and female homicide victimization remains statistically significant when both
variables are controlled for. However, it is necessary to study these relationships taking into
account the fact that they represent temporal series and incorporating the possible autocorrelations errors of the model. This has been done through a multivariate autoregression model
that allows analyzing the aggregate effect of all variables used for the prediction of female
homicide victimization. The model is presented in Table 1 and includes the year trend, the rate
of male victims of homicide, the percentage of female students enrolled in higher education
institutions, and the rate of marriages.
The R2 of the model presented in Table 1 is high (.28) and the Durbin Watson’s statistic of 2
(two) means that there is no autocorrelation in the residuals of the model, as it can also be seen
19

The correlation between the year trend variable and female homicide victimization is not significant for the
period 1910–2014 because of the distortions in the data introduced by the inclusion of the victims of the Civil
War.
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Table 1 Multivariate autoregression model AR (1) for variables predicting female homicide victimization in
Spain (1960–2014)
Variable

Intercept
Rate of male victims without terrorist
attacks per 10 million men**
Percentage of females within the
population of students**
Marriage rate per 1000 population**

Parameter estimates
Estimate

Standard Error

p value

Variance inflation
factor (VIF)

− 0.0011
0.1230

0.0575
0.0364

0.9852
0.0014

0
1.4899

0.0380

0.0360

0.2971

1.6858

0.2955

0.1439

0.0452

1.2790

AR(1) coefficient = − 0.1754
Durbin Watson’s statistic = 2.0625 (p value = 0.4575)
Total R2 = 0.2856
The response variable is the rate of female victims without terrorist attacks per 10 million women
**Response and explanatory variables have been detrended using a cubic polynomial fit

in Fig. 4 and 5. The model shows that female homicide victimization shows positive and
significant correlations (p ≤ .01) with the male homicide victimization rate and the marriage
rate, while the correlation with the percentage of female students enrolled in higher education
is positive and only slightly over the limit of statistical significance (p = .056). The strongest
correlation is the one observed with the marriage rate (estimated model coefficient (β) = .35),
followed by the one with male homicide victimization (.13) and the correlation with the
percentage of female students enrolled in higher education (.055). The coefficient indicates the
mean change observed in the dependent variable for each change of one unit in the independent variable. Thus, a coefficient of .35 implies that an increase of one unit in the marriage rate

Fig. 4 Autocorrelation (ACF) of residuals for female homicide victimization (detrended), with two standard
errors significance limits for the autocorrelations. DTR_FV_WTA detrended rate of female victims without
terrorist attacks (per 10 million women)
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Fig. 5 Partial autocorrelation (PACF) of residuals for female homicide victimization (detrended), with two
standard errors significance limits for the autocorrelations. DTR_FV_WTA detrended rate of female victims
without terrorist attacks (per 10 million women)

represents a mean increase of 0.35 units in the female homicide victimization rate. For
example, with the rates of 2014, an increase from 3 marriages per 1000 population to 4 would
increase the level of female homicide victimization from 50 to approximately 53 women killed
per 10 million female population.
Finally, Fig. 6 and 7 shows the way in which the multivariate regression model fits the trend
observed in female homicide victimization. The figure shows that the difference between the

Fig. 6 Observed and predicted values for female homicide victimization (undetrended) based on the multivariate
autoregression model (goodness of fit), with 95% confidence limits. R_FV_WTA undetrended rate of female
victims without terrorist attacks (per 10 million women)
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Fig. 7 Observed and predicted values for female homicide victimization (detrended) based on the multivariate
autoregression model (goodness of fit), with 95% confidence limits. DTR_FV_WTA detrended rate of female
victims without terrorist attacks (per 10 million women)

predicted and the observed values is placed within the 95% confidence interval, which means
that the assumptions of the model are corroborated and the model is validated.

Discussion and Conclusion
As stated in the “Introduction,” the aim of this article is to answer with data from Spain the
four questions that Verkko (1951) posed at the beginning of the 1950s, and that have since then
inspired criminological research on female homicide victimization trends: Is the female
homicide victimization rate stable across time? Is the gender gap in homicide victimization
stable across time? Is the general homicide trend influenced mainly by the male homicide
victimization trend? How can female homicide victimization trends be explained?
Our analysis shows that the female homicide victimization trend in Spain during the twentieth
century followed an overall upward trend interrupted only during the two dictatorships that ruled
the country between 1923 and 1930 and between 1939 and 1975. In that perspective, research has
shown that homicide rates are low in autocratic regimes (LaFree and Tseloni 2006; Karstedt
2015), which seems due to the restrictions to the freedom of movement that they impose to the
citizens. Until the democratization of the Spanish legislation, such restrictions were more
According to the UNODC (2014: 12) “Eastern Asia, Southern, Europe and Western Europe are the subregions
with the lowest homicide levels.” In 2012, the global average rate of homicides was 6.2 per 100,000 population.
The highest rate was found in the Americas (16.3) followed by Africa (12.5), Europe and Oceania (3.0), and Asia
(2.9), but in the subregions of Western and Southern Europe the rates were around 1 homicide per 100,000
population (UNODC 2014: 35). In 2014, the Spanish rate was 0.7 in 2014 (see Fig. 1).

0
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important for women—married women, for example, were not authorized to work, open a bank
account, obtain a passport of a driver’s license without an authorization of their husband—than
for men. Actually, the fact that Spain spent more than 40 years under dictatorial regimes led to a
relative socioeconomic backwardness of the country, which is reflected in the fact that, as we have
seen, women’s roles in society only started to change in the 1960s, while divorce and abortion
laws were introduced only in the 1980s.
Our results show that the female homicide victimization rate and the gender gap in
homicide victimization in Spain were not stable from 1910 to 2014. This finding matches
the results reached by Gartner et al. (1990) and Lappi-Seppälä and Lehti (2016) with samples
of several countries but for shorter periods of time. Similarly, in accordance with Verkko’s
dynamic law and research conducted by Lappi-Seppälä and Lehti (2016) and Aebi and Linde
(2014), who also used samples of several countries, the article showed that the general
homicide trend is influenced almost uniquely by the male homicide victimization trend. At
the same time, our research corroborated the static law of Verkko because Spain, a country that
belongs to one of the subregions with the lowest homicide victimization rates in the world
(UNODC 2014), shows a proportion of females among victims of homicide that is higher than
10% (10.5% in 1910 and 34% in 2014)20. This law has an implication that is seldom taken into
consideration. If in a society with a low rate of homicide the percentage of female victims
tends to be high, then—all other factors being equal, and taking into account that females are
disproportionately killed by partners and former partners— a decrease of the marriage rate
should lead to a lesser exposure to risk and therefore to a reduction of the percentage of female
victims in that society. Somehow surprisingly, the results of our multivariate autoregression
analysis give relative support to this hypothesis.
The analysis reveals that the Spanish female homicide victimization rate reached its lowest
level in the mid-1960s and started increasing almost constantly from the late 1960s, coinciding
with the beginning of a parallel increase of the number of women enrolled in higher education
institutions, while the marriage rate started decreasing immediately after that. This was
followed by increases in the mother’s mean age at birth (available since 1975), female labor
force participation (available since 1976), divorce rates (available since 1981), and abortion
rates (available since 1990). In order to conduct an appropriate time series analysis, we are
obliged to study the period from 1960 to 2014 and to keep for the multivariate analysis the
variables that are available for the longest periods of time. These variables are the marriage rate
and the percentage of females within the population enrolled in higher education institutions,
but the reader must keep in mind that all the indicators of women’s roles and status and society
are strongly correlated between themselves, frequently with Rho correlations over .9. This
means that the results would be similar if other indicators had been used, but the statistical
model would be weaker. In fact, since the late 1960s, Spanish women changed radically their
routine activities, passing from traditional to non-traditional roles, and this change was
correlated with an increase in the number of women victims of homicide.
The multivariate analysis reveals that the increase of female homicide victimization can be
modeled, reaching a R2 of .28, with three variables: the marriage rate, the male homicide
victimization rate, and the percentage of female students enrolled in higher education. The
marriage rate—which declined constantly since the late 1960s, while female homicide victimization followed an upward trend—was introduced as an indirect indicator of the changing role
of women in the Spanish society. However, the multivariate analysis shows that both indicators
are positively correlated, which means that, if the marriage rate had increased, then the number
of female victims of homicide would have been even higher. Thus, from an abstract point of
207

A. Linde

view, the decrease in the marriage rate has acted as a protective factor. In practice, however, the
marriage rate is an imperfect indicator of cohabitation because, as we have mentioned before,
many women may live with a male partner without getting married. Nevertheless, even in
those cases, that rate could be seen as an indirect indicator of a change from a traditional role,
which implies getting married, to a non-traditional role in which cohabitation without marriage
is accepted by the society.
At the same time, the multivariate analysis shows that the percentage of female students
enrolled in higher education—which was introduced as an indicator of the changing status of
women in society and increased constantly during the period under study—acted as a risk
factor. This finding contradicts those of Gartner et al. (1990) and Stamatel (2014) who
concluded that it acted as a protective factor. In that perspective, if we follow the distinction
introduced by Gartner et al. (1990), one potential explanation could be that most Spanish
women have abandoned their traditional domestic and reproductive roles, but have not yet
gained access to enough social power and economic resources to consolidate their status.
However, as we did not find any other indicators suggesting that the current status of Spanish
women differs significantly from that in the countries studied by Gartner et al. (1990) and
Stamatel (2014), the divergent results could also be due to the use of different types of
statistical analyses, or even to potential flaws in the original hypotheses.
Finally, the third variable in the model is the male homicide victimization rate, which can be
seen as an indicator of the structural violence of a society. Spanish women cannot be isolated
from the society in which they live and, consequently, their level of homicide victimization is
influenced by the general level of homicide of that society. This result corroborates the
pertinence of the gender insensitive approach proposed by Lappi-Seppälä and Lehti (2016).
In fact, the same remark can be made for the first half of the twentieth century, when the level
of female homicide victimization followed the trend of the male homicide victimization in the
periods of unrest that surrounded the dictatorships of Primo de Rivera and Franco, and the
Civil War.
In sum, our results suggest that none of the current theoretical approaches to female
homicide victimization could provide, alone, a satisfactory explanation to the evolution of it
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Fig. 9 Marriage rate per 1000 population in Spain, 1910–2016

in Spain. Combining them in a more comprehensive model that reflects the complexity of
contemporary human societies seems to be a fruitful approach. In particular, the correlation
between male and female homicide victimization gives support to the gender insensitive
approach proposed by Lappi-Seppälä and Lehti (2016). Thus, the increase in female homicide
victimization cannot be seen as the price of equality of rights for women and men; but mainly
as the consequence of a change from a dictatorial to a democratic society, which affected both
genders in a similar way.
At the same time, the negative correlation with the marriage rate—which is at the same time
correlated with several indicators of the changing role of women in the Spanish society—

Table 2 Descriptive statistics
Variable

Mean

Standard
deviation

Minimum

Maximum

Available
from

Female victims (*) per 10 million population
Male victims (*) per 10 million population
% of female within student population
% female labor force
Mothers mean age first birth
Marriage rate per 1000 population
Divorces rate per 100 marriages
Abortion rate per 1000 women

4.97
16.15
29.52
39.38
27.75
6.43
27.27
8.32

7.56
14.97
19.33
9.30
1.95
1.32
21.74
2.81

0.31
0.97
1.89
27.61
24.78
3.32
4.70
4.29

58.17
61.15
54.58
54.03
30.69
8.76
65.30
12.47

1910
1910
1915
1976
1975
1910
1981
1990

*Without terrorist attacks

209

210

Abortion rate
per 1000 women

Divorces rate
per 100 marriages

Marriage rate
per 1000 population

Mothers mean age first birth

% female labor force

% of female students

Female victims (*)
per 10 million population
Male victims (*)
per 10 million population

− 0.08834
0.3702105
− 0.30294
0.0017
105
0.97437
< .0001
97
0.98179
< .0001
39
0.98013
< .0001
40
− 0.66559
< .0001
105
0.88104
< .0001
34
0.96197
< .0001
25

Year trend

Raw Pearson correlation coefficients

Table 3 Raw correlations between series

0.69464
< .0001
105
0.0272
0.7915
97
0.51355
0.0008
39
0.64413
< .0001
40
− 0.19455
0.0467
105
0.16406
0.3539
34
− 0.04159
0.8435
25

Female victims (*)
per 10 million
population

− 0.24281
0.0166
97
− 0.37159
0.0199
39
− 0.15704
0.3332
40
− 0.04519
0.6472
105
− 0.69591
< .0001
34
− 0.53296
0.0061
25

Male victims (*)
per 10 million
population

0.78448
< .0001
39
0.87065
< .0001
40
− 0.774
< .0001
97
0.66241
< .0001
34
0.82592
< .0001
25

% of female
students

0.9475
< .0001
39
− 0.83797
< .0001
39
0.92435
< .0001
34
0.979
< .0001
25

% female
labor force

− 0.81674
< .0001
40
0.77341
< .0001
34
0.87109
< .0001
25

Mothers mean
age first birth

− 0.90503
< .0001
34
− 0.84935
< .0001
25

Marriage rate per
1000 population

0.93535
< .0001
25

Divorces rate per
100 marriages
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Table 4 Raw correlations for the period 1960–2014
Raw Pearson correlation coefficients
Year trend

Female victims (*)
per 10 million population
Male victims (*)
per 10 million population
% of female student

Marriage rate
per 1000 population

0.85595
< .0001
55
0.64278
< .0001
55
0.91982
< .0001
55
− 0.93775
< .0001
55

Female victims (*)
per 10 million
population

Male victims (*)
per 10 million
population

0.85932
< .0001
55
0.93904
< .0001
55
− 0.79499
< .0001
55

0.85337
< .0001
55
− 0.64599
< .0001
55

211

% of female
students

− 0.88658
< .0001
55

199 Homicide 174 Homicide 167 Homicide E981 Assault by E981 Assault by
firearm and
firearm and
by cutting
by other
by
explosive
explosive
means
cutting or
or piercing
instrument
piercing
instruments

183 Homicide
by
cutting or
piercing
instruments

184 Homicide
by other
means

212
E984 Injury by
intervention
of police

E984 Injury by
intervention
of police

175 Homicide 168 Homicide E982 Assault by E982 Assault by
cutting and
cutting and
by other
by other or
piercing
piercing
means
unspecified
instruments
instruments
means
E983 Assault by E983 Assault by
other means
other means

197 Homicide 172
by firearms
Infanticide
(under 1
year)

191 Violent
deaths:
executions

ICD Revision
7 (1955)

165 Infanticide (E980-E985)
(E980-E985)
(infants
Homicide and
Homicide and
under
injury
injury
1 year)
purposely
purposely
inflicted by
inflicted
other
by other
persons (not
persons
in war)
(not in war)
E980
198 Homicide 173 Homicide 166 Homicide E980
Nonaccidental
by
by firearms
Nonaccidental
by cutting
poisoning by
firearms
poisoning by
or piercing
another
another
instruments
person
person

ICD, Revision
6 (1948)

182 Homicide
by firearms

ILCD,
Revision 5
(1938)

189 Violent
deaths:
homicide

ILCD,
Revision 4
(1929)

ILCD
Revision 2
(1909)

ILCD
Revision 1
(1900)

ILCD,
Revision 3
(1920)

Table 5 Homicide according to the ten revisions of the International classification of diseases (1900 to 1990)

(E960-E969)
Homicide and
injury
purposely
inflicted by
other persons

ICD, Revision
9 (1975)

E961 Assault by
corrosive or
caustic
substance,
except
poisoning
E962 Assault by
poisoning

E963 Assault by
hanging and
strangulation
E964 Assault by
submersion
[drowning]

E961 Assault by
corrosive or
caustic
substance,
except
poisoning
E962 Assault
by poisoning

E963 Assault by
hanging and
strangulation
E964 Assault
by submersion
(drowning)

E960 Fight, brawl, E960 Fight,
rape
brawl, rape

(E960-E969)
Homicide and
injury
purposely
inflicted by
other persons

ICD, Revision
8 (1965)

X88 Assault by
gases and
vapors
X89 Assault by
other
specified

X87 Assault by
pesticides

X85 Assault by
drugs,
medicaments
and
biological
substances
X86 Assault by
corrosive
substance

(X85-Y09)
Assault

ICD, Revision
10 (1990)
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ILCD
Revision 1
(1900)

ILCD
Revision 2
(1909)

Table 5 (continued)

ILCD,
Revision 3
(1920)

ILCD,
Revision 4
(1929)

ILCD,
Revision 5
(1938)

ICD Revision
7 (1955)

E985 Execution

ICD, Revision
6 (1948)

E985 Execution

213

E966 Assault by
cutting and
piercing
instrument
E967 Child
battering and
other
maltreatment
E968 Assault by
other and
unspecified
means
E969 Late effects
of injury
purposely
inflicted by
other
person

E966 Assault by
cutting and
piercing
instruments
E967 Assault by
pushing from
high place
E968 Assault by
other and
unspecified
means
E969 Late effect
of injury
purposely
inflicted by
other person

E965 Assault by
firearms and
explosives

ICD, Revision
9 (1975)

E965 Assault by
firearms and
explosives

ICD, Revision
8 (1965)

X94 Assault by
rifle,
shotgun and
larger
firearm
discharge
X95 Assault by
other
and

X93 Assault by
handgun
discharge

chemicals
and noxious
substances
X90 Assault by
unspecified
chemical or
noxious
substance
X91 Assault by
hanging,
strangulation
and
suffocation
X92 Assault by
drowning and
submersion

ICD, Revision
10 (1990)
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ILCD
Revision 1
(1900)

ILCD
Revision 2
(1909)

Table 5 (continued)

ILCD,
Revision 3
(1920)

ILCD,
Revision 4
(1929)

ILCD,
Revision 5
(1938)

ICD, Revision
6 (1948)

ICD Revision
7 (1955)

ICD, Revision
8 (1965)

ICD, Revision
9 (1975)

unspecified
firearm
discharge
X96 Assault by
explosive
material
X97 Assault by
smoke,
fire and flames
X98 Assault by
steam,
hot vapors and
hot objects
X99 Assault by
sharp object
Y00 Assault by
blunt object
Y01 Assault by
pushing from
high place
Y02 Assault by
pushing or
placing victim
before moving
object
Y03 Assault by
crashing of
motor vehicle
Y04 Assault by
bodily force

ICD, Revision
10 (1990)
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ILCD
Revision 2
(1909)

ILCD,
Revision 3
(1920)

ILCD,
Revision 4
(1929)

The layout of this table can be reduced for publication

ILCD
Revision 1
(1900)

Table 5 (continued)
ILCD,
Revision 5
(1938)

ICD, Revision
6 (1948)

ICD Revision
7 (1955)

ICD, Revision
8 (1965)

ICD, Revision
9 (1975)

Y05 Sexual
assault
by bodily force
Y06 Neglect and
abandonment
Y07 Other
maltreatment
syndromes
Y08 Assault by
other specified
means
Y09 Assault by
unspecified
means

ICD, Revision
10 (1990)
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Table 6 Victims of homicide in Spain by sex, 1910–2014
Year Total
victims

Women
victims

Men
Year Total
victims
victims

Women
victims

Men
Year Total
victims
victims

Women
victims

Men
victims

1910
1911
1912
1913
1914
1915
1916
1917
1918
1919
1920
1921
1922
1923
1924
1925
1926
1927
1928
1929
1930
1931
1932
1933
1934
1935
1936
1937
1938
1939
1940
1941
1942
1943
1944

20
28
29
28
30
32
30
40
22
44
47
46
28
39
36
28
34
32
21
20
24
27
51
62
36
54
743
333
274
562
336
157
155
86
47

170
157
173
175
155
180
159
175
144
198
195
162
128
156
90
89
103
94
72
83
85
158
224
351
274
253
13,753
4 954
3696
14 713
6 349
2496
2462
780
627

46
52
56
37
36
30
53
40
18
22
19
36
35
35
23
27
13
9
17
5
15
11
12
10
27
59
32
35
29
47
56
50
48
67
66

618
377
456
337
266
183
116
83
73
77
71
94
115
118
110
57
43
22
25
15
29
43
27
23
56
155
50
69
71
71
169
137
192
271
329

71
71
64
76
84
83
94
129
94
74
106
91
92
112
91
88
105
99
100
100
113
96
103
130
211
97
126
121
118
91
122
104
98
109
116

303
250
243
314
369
322
313
328
255
267
275
255
255
261
262
265
238
243
255
247
298
322
330
316
374
292
250
227
260
246
207
230
205
206
201

190
185
202
203
185
212
189
215
166
242
242
208
156
195
126
117
137
126
93
103
109
185
275
413
310
307
14,496
5 287
3970
15 275
6 685
2653
2621
866
674

1945
1946
1947
1948
1949
1950
1951
1952
1953
1954
1955
1956
1957
1958
1959
1960
1961
1962
1963
1964
1965
1966
1967
1968
1969
1970
1971
1972
1973
1974
1975
1976
1977
1978
1979

669
429
512
374
302
213
138
123
91
99
90
130
150
153
133
84
56
31
42
20
44
54
39
33
83
214
82
104
100
118
225
187
240
338
395

1980
1981
1982
1983
1984
1985
1986
1987
1988
1989
1990
1991
1992
1993
1994
1995
1996
1997
1998
1999
2000
2001
2002
2003
2004
2005
2006
2007
2008
2009
2010
2011
2012
2013
2014

374
321
307
390
453
405
407
457
349
341
381
346
347
373
353
353
343
342
355
347
411
418
433
446
585
389
376
348
378
337
329
334
303
315
317

Source: Own elaboration on the basis of the sources mentioned in “Data and methods.” This table will be added if
the article is accepted for publication
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seems to suggest that gender roles could contribute to the explanation of female homicide
victimization. Indeed, the correlation goes in the sense of the backslash hypothesis—female
homicide victimization increased as women started abandoning their traditional roles—but our
data do not allow us to make any conclusion about the causes of that correlation, because we
do not have information on the motivation of offenders and we know that some of them are
other women.
Finally, the correlation between female homicide victimization and the percentage of female
students enrolled in higher education corresponds to the predictions of opportunity-based
theories, such as the routine activities approach (Cohen and Felson 1979) and lifestyle theory
(Hindelang et al. 1978), which indeed are fully compatible with a gender insensitive approach.
In short, the results of our analysis fit the theoretical predictions of Gartner et al. (1990)
even better than the results of their own empirical research: “These patterns imply that where
females increase their contacts to include both males that they know and those they do not
know, and as they spend more time in places that provide little protection or surveillance, their
risks of victimization will be greater” (Gartner et al. 1990: 595). At the same time, it was
theoretically expected that female homicide victimization rates would stop increasing once
women reached an equalitarian status in society. However, in the early 2010s, female homicide
victimization showed a new increase in Spain, which raises an interesting challenge for future
research. Similarly, a comparison of the Spanish long-term trends in female homicide victimization presented here with the ones observed in Portugal, a neighboring country that also
experienced a long dictatorship during the twentieth century, would constitute an appropriate
method of testing the external validity of our findings.
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Résumé
Cet article cherche à établir si la numérisation de la société devrait conduire à une adaptation
des théories en criminologie comparée ou si elle entraîne un changement de paradigme
explicatif. Il montre que la numérisation est un phénomène plus global que la modernisation et
que les indicateurs traditionnels de la criminalité n’ont pas bien saisi son impact sur la
délinquance online et hybride. Ensuite, il présente les perspectives de la Modernisation, de la
Civilisation, des Opportunités et du Système-monde qui constituent les quatre grandes
approches théoriques en criminologie comparée. Pour chaque théorie, l’accent est mis sur les
avantages et limitations qu’elle présente à l’heure d’expliquer la cybercriminalité. L’analyse
permet de conclure que la numérisation entraîne un changement de paradigme qui exige une
adaptation des unités d’observation utilisées dans les recherches, des délits étudiés et des
instruments utilisés pour mesurer la délinquance, ainsi qu’une remise en question des théories
traditionnelles en criminologie comparée dont certaines semblent obsolètes et d’autres doivent
impérativement être mises à jour.

Abstract
This article seeks to establish whether the digitalization of society should lead to an adaptation
of the theories usually applied in comparative criminology or whether it entails a paradigm
shift. It shows that digitalization is a much more global phenomenon than the modernization of
society, and that traditional crime measures have not fully grasped its impact on online and
hybrid offences. The article presents the Modernization, Civilization, Opportunity, and WorldSystem perspectives, which constitute the four major theoretical approaches in comparative
criminology. The presentation of each theory focuses on its advantages and limitations when
explaining cybercrime. The analysis concludes that the digitalization of society involves a
paradigm shift that requires introducing several changes when conducting research in
comparative criminology. In particular, it demands an adaptation of the units of observation,
the offences studied, and the instruments used to measure delinquency. This represents a major
challenge for the current theoretical approaches, some of which seem obsolete, while the rest
must be imperatively updated.
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1. La criminologie comparée et la numérisation de la société
La criminologie comparée est la branche de la criminologie qui étudie les similitudes et les
différences dans les caractéristiques, niveaux et tendances de la délinquance à travers le temps
et l’espace. Elle s’intéresse aux transformations des sociétés parce que ces transformations ont
une influence autant sur la délinquance que sur la manière dont les sociétés y réagissent. La
dernière transformation en date est le passage à la société numérique dont les racines remontent
à l’informatisation déjà dans les années 1950, mais qui prend son élan avec le développement
d’internet dans les années 1990 et qui a été catalysé par la téléphonie mobile et notamment par
l’arrivée des smartphones, ou téléphones intelligents, en 2007. Selon la Banque Mondiale, les
abonnements à la téléphonie mobile ont passé de 1 pour 100 habitants au monde en 1994 à 100
sur 100 en 2016, franchissant ce cap pour arriver à 103 abonnements pour 100 habitants en
20171. Le fait qu’il y ait plus d’abonnements à la téléphonie mobile que d’habitants sur la
planète ne signifie évidemment pas que cette technologie soit distribuée de manière uniforme à
travers le monde mais, même dans des pays qualifiés comme ayant des économies émergentes,
on estime qu’environ 80% de la population dispose d’un téléphone portable et 45% ont un
smartphone qui leur permet d’accéder à internet (Taylor et Silver, 2019). Il est donc possible
d’affirmer que la révolution numérique a radicalement changé les sociétés du 21ème siècle, au
point qu’on peut parler d’une numérisation de la société qui dépasse, par son caractère global,
la modernisation du 19ème siècle qui, elle, n’avait touché que certaines sociétés occidentales.
L’une des questions qui se pose dans ce contexte est la suivante : la numérisation de la société
devrait-elle conduire à une simple adaptation des théories criminologiques déjà existantes ou
entraîne-t-elle un changement de paradigme à l’heure d’expliquer la délinquance ? Dans leur
recension des écrits sur ce sujet, Holt et Bossler (2014) concluent que la plupart des recherches
sur la cyberdélinquance utilisent le cadre proportionné par des théories criminologiques
traditionnelles, notamment la théorie des activités quotidiennes (Cohen et Felson, 1979), la
théorie de l’apprentissage social (Akers, 1985) et la théorie général de la délinquance
(Gottfredson et Hirschi, 1990), que rares sont celles qui s’appuient sur des théories inspirées
par la criminologie du parcours de vie (lifecourse theories), et que quelques théories spécifiques
au monde virtuel, comme celle de la transition spatiale des cyberdélits (Jaishankar, 2008),
commencent à se développer (Holt et Bossler, 2014, avec références). En élargissant la période
d’observation jusqu’en 2019, nous constatons une large surreprésentation des recherches qui
utilisent le cadre théorique des activités quotidiennes (Leukfeldt et Yar, 2016; Reyns, 2017;
Williams et al., 2019) —parfois en le combinant avec des éléments de la théorie de Hindelang
et al. (1978) sur le style de vie (Vakhitova et al., 2016; Ngo et Paternoster, 2011)— ainsi que
des apparitions occasionnelles de la théorie de l’étiquetage pour expliquer les sanctions
appliquées à la cyberdélinquance (Payne, Hawkins et Xin, 2019) et une approche d’inspiration
biologique (Owen et Speed, 2017). Toutefois, avec l’exception de Kigerl (2011), qui a utilisé
la théorie des activités quotidiennes pour tenter d’expliquer les différences dans les taux de
hameçonnage (phishing) et de pollupostage (spamming) de 132 pays, les chercheurs ne
semblent pas s’être intéressés à la relevance pour la recherche en criminologie comparée de la
question posée au début de ce paragraphe.
Afin d’y apporter un élément de réponse, cet article s’intéresse aux théories traditionnellement
utilisées en criminologie comparée pour expliquer les tendances et les niveaux de la
délinquance à travers le temps et l’espace. Le choix du domaine de la criminologie comparée
comme terrain d’étude est motivé d’une part parce que, paraphrasant Durkheim (1895: 169),
nous pensons que la criminologie comparée n’est pas une branche particulière de la
1

Voir https://donnees.banquemondiale.org/indicator/IT.CEL.SETS.P2. Consulté le 15 février 2020.
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criminologie, mais la criminologie elle-même, et d’autre part parce que l’ubiquité de la
cybercriminalité pourrait rendre obsolètes certaines des méthodes et des techniques d’analyse
utilisées jusqu’à présent pour les comparaisons internationales de la délinquance.
La partie introductive de l’article analyse brièvement le développement de la société numérique
et son influence sur la délinquance et la réaction sociale à cette dernière. Ensuite, l’article passe
en revue les théories utilisées en criminologie comparée et essaie de les appliquer à l’étude de
la cybercriminalité.
2. La numérisation de la société et son influence sur la délinquance
Alors que la modernisation avait été produite par la confluence de l’industrialisation et de
l’urbanisation, la numérisation de la société a été provoquée par la convergence des techniques
de l'informatique, des télécommunications, de l'audiovisuel et des multimédias. Ces techniques
—souvent appelées technologies de l’information et de la communication (TIC)— ont permis
le développement de quatre outils de communication qui ont changé le style de vie de la plupart
des habitants de la planète : les jeux-vidéo, les ordinateurs personnels, l’internet et la téléphonie
mobile.
La première génération de consoles de jeux vidéo s’est développée à partir de 1972. Dès 1976,
elle a été remplacée par une deuxième génération qui fera monter les ventes de jeux vidéo a
environ 50 millions de copies par année en 1980. Toutefois, c’est à partir de la troisième
génération, lancée en 1985, que les ventes des jeux vidéo explosent. Ces dernières arriveront à
700 millions de copies en 2008, avant de commencer à descendre pour se trouver à environ 280
millions en 20152. La cause de cette chute est l’arrivée des smartphones en 2007 —année de
commercialisation du premier iPhone— qui leur feront perdre une bonne partie du marché des
jeux numériques. En parallèle, le développement des ordinateurs personnels a été marqué par
le lancement en 1977 de la Commodore PET et de l’Apple II qui entraînera une course au
développement de cet outil sous la forme d’ordinateurs de bureau et portables pour arriver aux
tablettes et aux smartphones —qui constituent aussi une forme d’ordinateur personnel— trente
ans plus tard. Entretemps, le développement du World Wide Web, créé à Genève au sein du
CERN (Conseil européen pour la recherche nucléaire), et présenté au grand public en août 1991,
aura révolutionné les communications et fondé le vrai village global. Pour ce dernier, la Banque
Mondiale publie régulièrement des données sur le pourcentage d’utilisateurs d’internet, qui est
passé de 0,3% de la population mondiale en 1993 à 49.7% en 20173. Cette démocratisation de
l’accès à internet est due en grande partie à l’arrivé des smartphones, dans la mesure où en 2007
ce pourcentage n’était que de 20.4%, tandis qu’au moment d’écrire ces lignes (2020) il a déjà
dépassé la moitié de la population mondiale. En même temps, la numérisation a révolutionné
le fonctionnement des entreprises, de l’industrie, des administrations et des marchés globaux,
donnant naissance à une manière de faire des affaires que l’on qualifie de numérique (digital
business) et pour laquelle on ne cesse de développer des modèles et des stratégies (Bharadwaj
et al., 2013).
Cette numérisation de la société globale a introduit dans le discours quotidien le terme de cyberdélinquance ou cybercriminalité, utilisées ici comme des synonymes. Dans ce contexte, nous
utilisons la classification des délits suggérée par Caneppele et Aebi (2017) qui proposent de se
centrer sur la manière de procéder —ou modus operandi— des auteurs pour distinguer entre
2
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les délits offline, hybrides et online, tout en reprenant pour ces derniers la distinction entre délits
cyber-facilités (cyber-enabled) et délits cyberdépendants (cyber-dependent). La délinquance
offline correspond aux délits traditionnels dans le sens qu’ils existaient avant la numérisation
et qu’ils sont commis dans le monde physique. Les délits hybrides sont des délits qui combinent
une activité online et une activité offline, par exemple un délit de harcèlement qui commence
dans le monde physique et qui se poursuit dans le monde virtuel. Finalement, les délits online
sont ceux qui ne sont commis que dans le monde virtuel. Il peut s’agir de délits qui existaient
avant la numérisation (par exemple, la fraude ou le harcèlement) et qui ont été facilités par cette
dernière, ou de délits qui n’existent que depuis la numérisation de la société (par exemple, le
hacking ou la diffusion de virus informatiques). Les premiers sont les délits cyber-facilités et
les deuxièmes les délits cyber-dépendants.
La question clé dans ce contexte est de savoir quelles ont été les tendances de ces différents
types de délinquance durant le passage à la société numérique que nous venons d’illustrer. En
ce qui concerne la délinquance online, la réponse à cette question est très décevante. En fait,
nous ne disposons pas de mesures valides de l’évolution de ce type de délinquance pour la
période charnière qui va de 1990 à 2010, et elle a été relativement absente des débats sur les
tendances de la délinquance durant cette période-là. Le même constat s’applique à la
composante online des délits hybrides.
Certes, les difficultés inhérentes à la mesure de certains types de délinquance online et hybride
sont nombreuses. La prévalence et l’incidence de délits comme le vol des données personnelles
stockées dans un réseau social global, la diffusion d’un virus à travers la planète, ou une cyberfraude à échelle internationale ne se prêtent pas facilement à être mesurés par les indicateurs
officiels — comme les statistiques policières ou judiciaires— de la criminalité, ce qui
complique la réalisation d’études longitudinales et de comparaisons internationales de la
délinquance similaires à celles qui ont été conduites durant le 19ème et le 20ème siècle par les
chercheurs spécialisés en criminologie comparée. Les sondages de victimisation, en revanche,
offrent une voie prometteuse. Les autorités des systèmes de justice pénales semblent
conscientes de ce problème, dans la mesure où deux tiers des 56 pays qui ont répondu au
questionnaire de l’étude sur la criminalité des Nations Unies considèrent que leurs systèmes de
statistiques policières sont insuffisants pour mesurer ce type de délinquance (UNODC, 2013),
mais très rares sont ceux qui ont développé de mesures alternatives tels que des sondages de
cyber-victimisation périodiques4.
En résumé, les recherches disponibles confirment que les délits subis dans le cyberespace ne
sont que rarement dénoncés, que les sondages de victimisation et les statistiques officielles de
la criminalité ne les prennent vraiment en considération qu’à partir des années 2010, et que la
classification de ces différents types de délits varie d’un pays à l’autre (Caneppele et Aebi,
2019, avec références). Nous constations donc un manque de données pour des études
longitudinaux qui pourraient retracer de manière fiable l’évolution de la délinquance online
depuis la naissance d’internet ainsi que le rôle qu’elle a pu jouer dans le déclin de certains types
de délinquance offline constaté dans de nombreux pays occidentaux à partir des années 1990
(Aebi et Linde, 2010; Caneppele et Aebi, 2019).
En revanche, des données transversales peuvent nous éclairer sur l’état actuel de la question.
De nos jours il est possible, par exemple, de cartographier les attaques par botnet, la propagation
4

Dans ce sens, la Convention de Budapest sur la cybercriminalité de 2001 ne semble pas avoir eu un grand impact
sur le développement d’indicateurs valides de la cybercriminalité à travers le monde.
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de malwares ou l’évolution des menaces persistantes avancées (APT ou Advanced Persistent
Threats). Nous savons aussi que, dans certains pays, il y a davantage de délits commis online
que offline. En effet, à partir de leur analyse de sondages de victimisation et du rapport Norton
sur la cybercriminalité (Symantec, 2012), les Nations Unies concluent que « pour la population
générale, les niveaux de la victimisation de la cybercriminalité sont significativement plus
élevés que pour les formes ‘classiques’ de criminalité hors ligne » (UNODC, 2014 : 28). En
outre, prenant en considération l’exposition au risque, le même rapport signale que « Les taux
de victimisation concernant les fraudes de cartes de crédit en ligne, les vols d’identité, les
réponses aux tentatives d’hameçonnage et l’accès non autorisé à un compte email varient entre
1 et 17 % de la population en ligne dans 21 pays du monde entier, alors que les taux pour les
délits classiques de cambriolage, de vol et de vol de voitures sont inférieurs à 5% dans ces
mêmes pays » et que « Les entreprises du secteur privé en Europe signalent des taux de
victimisation similaires –entre 2 et 16 % – avec des actes comme la violation de données par
intrusion ou hameçonnage » (UNODC, 2014 : XVIII) ; toutefois, “80% des personnes qui sont
victimes des principaux délits de cybercriminalit. ne signalent pas le délit à la police (UNODC,
2014 : XXI). Le sondage de victimisation pour l’Angleterre et le Pays de Galles (Crime Survey
for England and Wales) de juin 2019 corrobore cet état de fait en estimant que, durant les douze
mois précédents, il se sont commis 6,2 millions de délits traditionnels dans les deux nations5 ;
mais en ajoutant les fraudes et l’abus d’ordinateurs (computer misuse) le total monte à 11,1
millions de délits (ONS, 2019). Sachant que la majorité de ces fraudes correspondent à des
fraudes à la carte de crédit (ONS, 2019) et qu’il y a encore bien d’autres délits online qui ne
sont pas inclus dans le sondage, il n’est donc pas exagéré d’estimer que plus de la moitié de la
délinquance en Angleterre et au Pays de Galles a lieu sur internet. En bref, la cybercriminalité
est omniprésente dans la société numérique de la deuxième décennie du 21ème siècle.

3. Les origines des théories utilisées en criminologie comparée
Il est paradoxal de constater cette relative absence de données sur la délinquance online au
moment du passage à la société numérique —entre 1990 et 2010— lorsqu’on la compare à
l’explosion de données statistiques sur la délinquance qui avait caractérisé le passage à la
société moderne au 19ème. En effet, c’est avec le développement des statistiques officielles de
la délinquance en Europe, durant la première partie du 19ème siècle, que la criminologie a
commencé à se développer, et très vite les chercheurs de cette époque-là ont placé l’embryon
de la criminologie comparée. Ainsi, les comparaisons internationales jouent un rôle
fondamental dans les travaux d’Adolphe Quételet, Alphonse de Candolle ou Gabriel Tarde qui,
avec son ouvrage La criminalité comparée (1886), peut être considéré comme le premier à
utiliser un titre qui renvoie à cette branche de la criminologie. C’est aussi dans ce contexte que
Émile Durkheim développe la perspective de la modernisation (Durkheim, 1893) qui, à l’insu
de son auteur, deviendra la première théorie en criminologie comparée.
Il faudra attendre la deuxième partie du 20ème siècle pour voir surgir d’autres grandes théories
aptes à être appliquées en criminologie comparée. Cela ne veut pas dire qu’il n’y ait pas eu de
recherches dans ce domaine, mais plutôt que les explications privilégiées s’inspiraient souvent
de Durkheim ou n’avaient pas l’envergure exigée à une théorie. Par exemple, en 1951, Veli
Verkko a étudié les différences dans l’évolution des taux de victimisation des hommes et des
femmes durant le premier quart du 20ème siècle dans plusieurs pays et a expliqué leurs
interrelations à travers une loi dynamique et une loi statique. Toutefois, au moment d’expliquer
pourquoi les femmes étaient moins souvent victimes d’homicide que les hommes, il s’est limité
5
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à dire que c’était parce que les femmes vivaient dans un milieu différent et plus pacifique que
les hommes (Verkko, 1951: 52). Il est vrai que cette proposition anticipe en quelque sorte la
théorie du style de vie de Hindelang et al. (1978), mais il s’agit d’une hypothèse et non pas
d’une théorie.
Depuis la fin de la deuxième guerre mondiale, l’intérêt des criminologues pour l’étude des
tendances de la délinquance a fleuri notamment durant deux périodes (Aebi et Linde, 2016). La
première de ces périodes commence vers la fin des années 1970 et coïncide avec une prise de
conscience de l’augmentation de la délinquance aux États-Unis qui contredisait toutes les
prédictions des théories criminologiques traditionnelles, dans la mesure où les conditions de
vie de la population —en termes, par exemple, d’éducation, emploi ou santé— ne cessaient de
s’améliorer. Elle conduit notamment à l’apparition des théories du style de vie en 1978
(Hindelang et al., 1978) et des activités quotidiennes en 1979 (Cohen et Felson, 1979) —qui se
prêtent à une application en criminologie comparée— et à une revendication de la pertinence
de la théorie du processus de civilisation de Norbert Elias (2012/1939) pour expliquer la
diminution séculaire de la violence interpersonnelle (Gurr, 1981). La deuxième période
commence vers la fin du 20ème siècle et coïncide avec une diminution générale de la délinquance
offline aux Etats-Unis —et de certains types de délinquance offline en Europe— à partir des
années 1990. La différence entre la première et la deuxième période est que la première a été
étudiée notamment aux États-Unis par des chercheurs originaires de ce pays, alors que durant
la deuxième on observe une participation accrue de chercheurs européens qui s’intéressent
également à l’évolution de la délinquance dans leurs pays, où les tendances ne sont pas partout
homogènes. Par exemple, selon les statistiques policières et judiciaires de la plupart des pays
continentaux de l’Europe occidentale, les agressions non létales ont augmenté jusqu’au milieu
des années 2000, alors que les homicides et les délits contre la propriété avaient commencé à
diminuer dès la première partie des années 1990 (Aebi et al., 2105 ; Robert et Zauberman,
2011). En revanche, l’évolution de la délinquance online n’a presque pas joué de rôle dans ce
débat. Certains chercheurs ont affirmé qu’elle avait augmenté mais ne disposaient pas de
données empiriques pour établir les tendances entre 1990 et 2010 (Aebi et Linde, 2010), tandis
que d’autres ne l’ont pas prise en considération dans leurs analyses (voir les recueils d’articles
de van Dijk et al., 2012, et Tonry, 2014).
Passant en revue les recherches conduites durant la première vague de recherches
contemporaines sur les tendances de la délinquance, Neuman et Berger (1988) ont identifié trois
grandes approches théoriques qui avaient été utilisés pour expliquer les différences
transnationales observées dans les taux d'homicides et de crimes contre la propriété : la
perspective durkheimienne de la modernisation (Durkheimian-Modernization), la perspective
marxiste du système-monde (Marxian-World System) et la perspective écologique des
opportunités (Ecological-Opportunity). Au tournant du siècle, Howard et al. (2000) ont ajouté
à cette classification la perspective du processus de civilisation (Civilization Process). Les noms
de ces quatre perspectives ont été simplifiés par Howard et al. (2000) qui les présentent comme
théories de la Modernisation, de la Civilisation, des Opportunités et du Système-monde
(Modernization, Civilization, Opportunity et World System theories). Dans un travail précédent,
nous avons évoqué le rôle de ces théories dans l’explication de la délinquance offline (Aebi et
Linde, 2016). Dans les prochaines sections, en revanche, nous présenterons ces quatre
perspectives en mettant l’accent sur la manière dont elles pourraient s’appliquer à l’évolution
de la délinquance online et hybride.

7
227

4. La perspective durkheimienne de la modernisation
La thèse de doctorat d’Emile Durkheim, publiée en 1893 sous le titre De la division du travail
social (Durkheim, 1893), constitue le fondement de la perspective de la modernisation. Comme
il est connu, dans cet ouvrage Durkheim a étudié les conséquences sur la cohésion sociale de la
transition d’une société traditionnelle (essentiellement rurale) vers une société moderne
(essentiellement urbaine) en France durant le 19ème siècle. Ce changement était dû notamment
à l’industrialisation qui avait provoqué un exode des populations rurales vers les grandes villes.
Selon Durkheim, dans une société traditionnelle la division du travail est faible —ses membres
sont notamment agriculteurs ou artisans— et les individus sont similaires parce qu’ils partagent
un même système de croyances, valeurs et comportements qui constitue une sorte de conscience
collective. Cette dernière les pousse à coopérer créant ainsi une forme de cohésion sociale que
Durkheim, s’inspirant de la physique —en particulier de la cohésion des molécules qui forment
un objet— appelle solidarité mécanique. En revanche, la société urbaine moderne est
caractérisée par une forte division du travail qui crée des différences entre les individus, de
manière que leur cohésion provient de leurs interdépendances. Les individus dépendent les uns
des autres de la même manière que les organes du corps humain, de sorte que Durkheim utilise
le terme solidarité organique pour se référer à ce type de cohésion sociale. Une telle division
du travail pourrait pacifier les relations entre les individus, mais pourrait également adopter des
formes pathologiques. Selon Durkheim (1893: 412), « si la division du travail ne produit pas la
solidarité, c'est que les relations des organes ne sont pas réglementées, c'est qu'elles sont dans
un état d'anomie »6. Cette division du travail anomique pourrait conduire à des comportements
contraires aux normes sociales.
Ainsi, la perspective de la modernisation peut être considérée aussi comme une perspective de
l’urbanisation et ses conséquences sur la cohésion sociale. Durkheim s’intéresse au passage de
la communauté rurale à la communauté urbaine provoqué par l’industrialisation, de la même
manière que les criminologues du 21ème siècle doivent s’intéresser au passage à la communauté
virtuelle globale provoqué par la numérisation. Dans une perspective durkheimienne, la
question clé est donc la suivante : quelles sont les conséquences de la numérisation sur la
cohésion sociale ?
Pour répondre à cette interrogation, il faut dans un premier temps se questionner sur le type de
cohésion sociale qui caractérise la société numérique. D’un côté, la diversité du monde virtuel
met en exergue les différences entre les membres de la société, ce qui pourrait nous faire penser
à une solidarité organique. En effet, on trouve sur internet des informations sur tous les
domaines de la vie. En même temps, des personnes qui peuvent se trouver à des milliers de
kilomètres de distance, mais qui partagent un même système de croyances, valeurs et
comportements peuvent créer une sous-communauté de taille parfois exceptionnelle qui
pourrait ainsi développer une sorte de conscience collective, ce qui nous ramène à la solidarité
mécanique. La différence est que la communauté de référence n’est plus un village rural, mais
le village global anticipé par McLuhan et Fiore (1967). Ainsi, les deux types de solidarité
semblent cohabiter dans le monde virtuel, et tous les deux donnent lieu quotidiennement à des
actes de solidarité et d’altruisme (encyclopédies collectives, chaînes de soutien à une personne
6

Durkheim emprunte le terme d'anomie à Jean-Marie Guyau, qui l'avait inventé du grec a-nomos (absence de
normes) en 1885 (Boudon et Bourricaud, 1989). Plus tard, dans son ouvrage sur Le suicide, Durkheim (1897) a
considéré l'anomie comme un sentiment d'aliénation, qui peut émerger en période de transitions, lorsque les
anciennes valeurs sont remplacées par de nouvelles. Dans ce contexte, les individus ne peuvent pas contrôler leurs
désirs, qui sont illimités, et souffrent d'un « mal de l’infini » qui pourrait finir par les conduire au suicide. Il s’agit
en fait d’un concept assez proche du « spleen » utilisé par Charles Baudelaire dans Les Fleurs du mal (Baudelaire,
1993/1857).
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ou à une cause, ou partage de connaissances et de données, par exemple) et à des actes
délinquants (transactions dans le dark web, cyber-harcèlement, fake news, ou violation des
droits de propriété intellectuelle, par exemple).
Dans un deuxième temps, il est aussi nécessaire de retracer la manière dont le concept d’anomie
a été utilisé par les criminologues pour expliquer la délinquance. Durant la période connue
comme la Grande dépression aux États-Unis, ce concept est redéfini par Merton (1938) et
devient nettement moins sophistiqué que dans sa formulation originale. Avec Merton (1938),
l’anomie commence à faire référence à la distance entre les buts valorisés par la culture —
souvent appelés buts socialement acceptés, comme la réussite économique— et les moyens
institutionnalisés —ou moyens légitimes— pour atteindre ces buts. L’écart entre ces buts et
moyens est particulièrement grand en période de crise économique (Merton, 1938). Selon
Besnard (1978), qui considère que Merton a dénaturalisé le concept d’anomie, « l'usage
mertonien du terme, renvoyant à la limitation des moyens, a contribué à conférer à la notion
d'anomie une signification opposée au concept durkheimien qui désignait l'indétermination des
fins ». Néanmoins, la contribution principale de Merton (1938) est d’avoir conçu cinq modes
d’ajustement ou d’adaptation des personnes à cet écart entre les buts et les moyens. Les deux
modes d’adaptation qui pourrait mener à la délinquance sont l’innovation et la rébellion. A
partir de ce moment, il est devenu habituel de considérer que les périodes de transition —non
seulement le passage de la société traditionnelle à la moderne mais aussi, par exemple, une crise
économique— génèrent de l’anomie qui à son tour produit de la tension et mène à une
augmentation de la délinquance.
C’est en suivant cette ligne de raisonnement que Shelley (1981) a adapté la théorie de Merton
pour son utilisation en criminologie comparée. En 1981, Shelley a posé un axiome qui sera
suivi par les approches contemporaines de la modernisation : les pays se développent de
manière similaire, de sorte que les pays les moins développés adoptent progressivement les
caractéristiques des plus développés (LaFree, 2005). On pourrait dire ainsi que, dans les pays
non-industrialisés, la société présente encore les caractéristiques de la société traditionnelle et,
au fur et à mesure que ces pays s’industrialisent, leurs sociétés adoptent les caractéristiques des
sociétés modernes. De cette manière, l’évolution de la délinquance dans les pays moins
industrialisés devraient être, à long terme, similaire à celle qui a été déjà observée dans les pays
industrialisés. Cette manière de raisonner est similaire à celle que Spencer (1882) avait
appliquée au 19ème siècle, lorsqu’il a appliqué la théorie darwinienne à l’évolution des sociétés.
Toutefois, en continuant à raisonner de cette manière en plein 21ème siècle, l’on oublie deux
faits fondamentaux. Tout d’abord, Louise Shelley a rapidement revu sa position. Ceci est arrivé
en 1986, lorsque les Annales internationales de criminologie ont publié un numéro spécial qui
contient une série d’études sur la relation entre le développement économique et la criminalité
inspirés par le livre de Shelley de 1981. Dans la préface de ce numéro, Shelley (1986) affirme
que ces études lui ont permis de constater certains points faibles de son ouvrage. En particulier,
elle signale que ces essais montrent que la délinquance dans les pays en voie de développement
ne suit pas le même modèle que celui observé dans les pays industrialisés au 19ème siècle. Ainsi,
Shelley (1986) a réfuté l’axiome qu’elle-même avait proposé (Shelley, 1981). Cependant,
malgré la réfutation, cet axiome est régulièrement repris par des chercheurs contemporains qui
essaient d’appliquer la perspective de la modernisation pour expliquer, par exemple, que les
pays non-industrialisés présentent des taux plus élevés d’homicides que les pays industrialisés.
Le deuxième fait, régulièrement oublié, est le résultat des recherches sur les tendances à long
terme de la violence interpersonnelle menées par des historiens dès les années 1970 (Gurr,
1981, avec références). Ces recherches ont identifié de nombreuses sources de données qui ont
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permis de réfuter la théorie de la modernisation (Killias, 1991). Les sociétés d’Europe
occidentale ont traversé leur première transformation culturelle et socio-économique majeure
—expérimentant l’industrialisation et l’urbanisation, le développement du prolétariat, et la
diffusion de la science et de l'éducation— sans réagir de manière violente; dans les faits, la
modernité a entraîné une diminution des homicides (Eisner, 2008: 302).
Le succès de la perspective de la modernisation, malgré sa réfutation empirique, semble dû à
l’extrême malléabilité du concept d’anomie et à un progressif remplacement du concept de
modernisation par la notion de transition qui fait référence à une période de changements ou de
transformation de la société. En fait, d’un point de vue purement spéculatif, il est très commode
de soutenir que les sociétés contemporaines vivent dans un état anomique et d’en chercher
ensuite des causes. Par exemple, pour les années 1960, on peut mentionner les changements
sociaux qui ont radicalement modifié la position des femmes et des minorités ethniques dans
les pays occidentaux ; pour les années 1970, la crise du pétrole et la croissance du chômage
dans les pays industrialisés ; pour les années 1990, la réunification du continent européen et,
après cela et à échelle globale, la révolution numérique. Tous ces changements seraient
susceptibles de provoquer de l’anomie qui pourrait à son tour mener à des comportements
déviants ou délinquants. Or, c’est souvent dans ce sens large, imprécis et presque infalsifiable,
que la perspective de la modernisation, souvent transformée en simple théorie de l’anomie, a
été utilisée pour expliquer les plus diverses hausses de la délinquance. Toutefois, selon cette
manière de raisonner, les changements introduits par la révolution numérique auraient dû mener
à une augmentation généralisée de la délinquance et non pas à une évolution différenciée
comme celle qui a été observée en Europe (augmentation de la délinquance online, diminution
des homicides et de la délinquance contre la propriété, augmentation puis diminution de la
délinquance violente non létale). Ainsi, la perspective de la modernisation et ses dérivés
contemporains sont encore une fois réfutés par les données empiriques et ne sont donc pas en
mesure d’expliquer l’évolution de la délinquance après la numérisation de la société.
Notons pour clore cette section que, dans les années 1990, Messner et Rosenfeld (2012/1994)
ont repris certains éléments de la version de Merton (1939) de l’anomie pour développer une
théorie de l’anomie institutionnelle. Cette dernière s’intéresse aux sociétés qui appliquent une
économie de marché, postulant que la seule manière d’obtenir un équilibre du pouvoir
institutionnel au sein de ces sociétés est de disposer d’institutions sociales fortes qui aideraient
à façonner une économie de marché à visage humain. Selon cette théorie, lorsque l’économie
de marché se développe sans que d’autres institutions lui imposent des limites, la société peut
devenir criminogène. La théorie de l’anomie institutionnelle a notamment été testée avec des
données concernant uniquement divers États des États-Unis, même s’il y a eu quelques
recherches internationales qui suggèrent, par exemple, que les pays qui disposent d’un Étatprovidence fort arrivent à mieux contrôler les effets criminogènes des désavantages
économiques (Savolainen, 2000, 2011). Néanmoins, les tests de la théorie de l’anomie
institutionnelle ne se sont pas encore intéressés ni aux différences entre régions ou États en
termes de cybercriminalité ni à l’évolution de cette dernière à travers le monde. En fait, cette
théorie présente dans ce contexte les mêmes limitations que les versions de la perspective de la
modernisation que nous venons d’évoquer. En effet, la théorie de l’anomie institutionnelle part
aussi de l’axiome, cher à la criminologie étasunienne, de l’existence d’une tendance homogène
pour l’ensemble des délits, alors qu’en Europe l’évolution de la délinquance à partir des années
1990 infirme cet axiome.
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5. La théorie du processus de civilisation
Nous venons de voir que la perspective de la modernisation a été réfutée grâce notamment aux
travaux des historiens. Ces derniers ont constaté à travers leurs recherches une diminution de
la violence interpersonnelle depuis le Haut Moyen Âge et, afin de l’expliquer, ils ont fait appel
à la théorie du processus de civilisation de Norbert Elias (Gurr, 1981). Cette théorie avait été
présentée en 1939, mais elle n’a été vraiment découverte que dans les années 1970. En résumé,
Elias (2012/1939) suggère que, depuis le Moyen Âge, les sociétés d'Europe occidentale ont
connu une série de changements liés à la division du travail et à la monopolisation de l'usage
de la violence par l'État qui, d’un côté, ont conduit au développement de l'État moderne et, d’un
autre côté, ont accru l’interdépendance des individus et se sont traduits par un changement de
leur habitus et une augmentation de leur maîtrise de soi. Elias reprend ainsi certains des
éléments introduits par Durkheim (division du travail et interdépendance des individus), en
ajoute d’autres et arrive, données empiriques à l’appui, à une interprétation radicalement
opposée de leurs conséquences.
Les idées d’Elias (2012/1939) sont probablement restées presque confidentielles jusqu’aux
années 1970 parce que son livre sur le processus de civilisation n’a été traduit à l’anglais —qui
était devenu entre temps la langue scientifique par excellence— qu’en 1969 pour le premier
volume et en 1982 pour le deuxième. En outre, Johnson et Monkkonen (1996: 5) soutiennent
que les historiens de la génération d’Elias s’appuyaient notamment sur la théorie de la
modernisation et étaient donc convaincus que l'effondrement de la famille et de la communauté,
ainsi que le développement de la société de masse —caractérisée par l'urbanisation,
l'industrialisation et la naissance des classes sociales typiques des sociétés capitalistes— avaient
conduit à une augmentation de la délinquance. Pour cette raison, ils auraient difficilement
accepté certaines des idées d’Elias, notamment (a) que le contrôle du comportement violent
émanait des tribunaux, (b) que les centres urbains avaient un comportement plus « civilisé »
que les villages ruraux, (c) que les zones sans contrôle étatique étaient plus enclines à une
violence impulsive que les zones avec un tel contrôle, et (d) qu’à long terme la violence avait
diminué (Johnson et Monkkonen, 1996: 5).
Cependant, à la suite des recherches de Gurr (1981) et, beaucoup plus tard, de Eisner (2003) et
de Pinker (2011) —et malgré les problèmes méthodologiques inhérents à une approche qui se
fonde sur des données empiriques qui s’étalent sur plusieurs siècles—, les chercheurs
contemporains s’accordent sur le fait que les homicides ont largement diminué depuis le Moyen
Âge —avec quelques interruptions ponctuelles qui n’ont pas affecté la tendance générale à la
baisse— et que cette diminution peut être expliquée en adoptant le cadre théorique du processus
de civilisation. Toutefois, comme l’avait déjà signalé Verkko (1951), il faut prendre en
considération que la tendance générale des homicides est notamment influencée par le nombre
de victimes masculines qui, de manière systématique à travers le temps et l’espace, sont
largement majoritaires parmi les victimes d’homicide. Ainsi, une analyse de l’évolution de ces
dernières entre 1877 et 2008, en Suisse, montre une diminution nette des victimes mineures de
deux sexes ainsi que des victimes adultes masculines ; en revanche, le nombre de victimes
adultes de sexe féminin est resté relativement stable (Killias et al., 2012: 99-100). De cette
manière, la théorie du processus de civilisation permettrait d’expliquer de manière appropriée
l’évolution de la violence impliquant notamment des hommes —qui conditionne l’évolution de
la violence interpersonnelle en général— mais aurait un pouvoir explicatif limité pour les
victimes féminines d’homicide.
En même temps, il faut garder à l’esprit que la diminution de la violence interpersonnelle n’est
que l’une des conséquences du processus de civilisation. Concrètement, Elias (2012/1939)
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s’intéresse au développement d’une civilisation des mœurs, et son ouvrage regorge d’exemples
sur l’évolution des bonnes manières à travers les siècles. Par exemple, les besoins naturels ne
sont plus satisfaits en public, la sexualité est davantage contrôlée et les manières à table se
raffinent. Le processus de civilisation incite l’individu à réprimer ses pulsions à travers une plus
forte maîtrise de soi, ou autocontrôle selon la terminologie généralement utilisée en
criminologie. Pour Elias, fortement influencé sur ce point par certaines des idées de Sigmund
Freud, le processus de civilisation a modifié les liens interpersonnels et il aurait entraîné en
même temps un changement de la conscience et même de la personnalité des membres de la
société (Elias, 2012/1939).
Quatre-vingt ans après la publication du livre d’Elias, les questions qui surgissent tout
naturellement sont donc les suivantes : de quelle manière la numérisation de la société a-t-elle
changé —ou est-elle encore en train de changer— les liens entre les individus ? et quelles sont
les conséquences de ces changements sur le processus de civilisation entamé depuis des
siècles ?
Tout d’abord, la numérisation a réduit le nombre de contacts interpersonnels physiques, dans
la mesure où les individus du 21ème siècle passent une bonne partie de leur temps derrière des
écrans et communiquent souvent entre eux grâce aux réseaux sociaux virtuels et à d’autres
outils mis à leur disposition sur internet. En même temps, ces outils ont multiplié les contacts
interpersonnels virtuels permettant, à quiconque dispose d’une connexion internet, de nouer des
relations avec des personnes qui se trouvent partout dans le monde, ou de retrouver le contact
avec des anciens amis ou connaissances qui, autrement, il n’aurait peut-être jamais revu.
Parallèlement, les réseaux sociaux virtuels permettent un degré élevé d’anonymat qui favorise
l’expression la plus crue des passions et des instincts primaires, tels l’intolérance, l’incitation à
la violence, ou les agressions verbales que l’on retrouve souvent dans les commentaires laissés
sur des pages d’internet ou véhiculés à travers des réseaux comme Twitter, Facebook ou
Instagram. Même lorsque l’anonymat n’est pas garanti, le contact à travers un écran semble
avoir introduit une distance qui favorise la diminution de l’autocontrôle, de sorte que les
personnes osent écrire et verbaliser des propos qui seraient difficilement exprimés dans une
conversation en face à face entre des personnes « civilisées », au sens d’Elias.
Ces éléments remettent sérieusement en question les caractéristiques du processus de
civilisation. S’agirait-il d’une façade prête à tomber dès qu’un conflit éclate, comme cela est
arrivé durant toutes les guerres qui ont parsemé les derniers siècles, ou comme lorsque la torture
a été réintroduite durant les guerres coloniales, les dictatures ou la lutte antiterroriste, ou dès
que les contrôles externes disparaissent, tout comme nous l’observons actuellement au sein du
monde virtuel de notre société numérisée ? Pour répondre à cela nous considérons tout d’abord
qu’il faut faire une interprétation probabiliste et non pas déterministe du processus de
civilisation, dans ce sens qu’il s’agit d’un processus qui conditionne le comportement de la
grande majorité de la population, mais jamais de son ensemble. L’histoire de l’humanité permet
d’affirmer qu’il y a eu toujours des personnes qui se sont comportées de manière violente, même
au sein des sociétés les plus civilisées. Exprimée d’une autre manière : il y aura toujours, au
niveau microsociologique, des exceptions au processus macrosociologique de civilisation d’une
société. De plus, il nous semble fondamental de garder à l’esprit que Elias (2012/1939), encore
une fois sous l’influence de Freud, soutient que l’instinct d’agressivité et de destruction a été
réprimé par les individus. Cela implique qu’il peut ressurgir, et l’histoire récente de l’humanité
démontre que le rôle de l’État est capital pour éviter cette résurgence. Lorsque le monopole de
la violence se transforme en violence d’État, lorsque les autorités étatiques justifient la violence
contre certains individus ou certains groupes d’individus, ou lorsque des institutions de contrôle
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social, comme la police, cessent d’exercer leurs fonctions7, la violence interpersonnelle a
tendance à ressurgir.
D’ailleurs, on oublie fréquemment que Elias a écrit son ouvrage sur la théorie de la civilisation
au moment de la montée du nazisme, et que ce dernier a obligé Elias, qui était d’origine juive,
à s’exiler au Royaume-Uni. Il était donc conscient qu’un leader aliéné mais charismatique peut
éveiller les fantômes du nationalisme et interrompre les mécanismes du processus de
civilisation, et c’est pour cela qu’il a écrit que « des immenses bouleversements sociaux et une
urgence, exacerbés par une propagande soigneusement concertée, sont nécessaires pour
réveiller et légitimer auprès de larges masses les pulsions socialement proscrites, la joie de tuer
et de détruire réprimée dans la vie civilisée quotidienne » (Elias, 2012/1939, traduction des
auteurs)8. Ces mots, écrits en 1939, résonnent avec une cruelle actualité au moment de les relire
en 2020, dans le contexte de la renaissance des nationalismes et leurs leaders « illuminés »,
entourés de fake-news, et bombardés par des messages de haine véhiculés par les réseaux
sociaux virtuels. Le défi pour les régimes démocratiques est de taille et son résultat incertain.
En fait, l’honnêteté scientifique nous oblige à reconnaître qu’il est encore trop tôt pour se
prononcer sur les effets à long terme de la numérisation sur le processus de civilisation. Elias
(2012/1939) travaille avec des séries historiques qui couvrent plusieurs siècles, alors que la
numérisation est un phénomène récent. Seul le temps pourra donner une réponse définitive.
6. La perspective marxiste du système-monde
Constatant que les prédictions de Karl Marx ne se sont pas corroborées à l’échelle des Étatsnations, depuis 1974 Immanuel Wallerstein propose aux sociologues d’élargir l’unité
d’observation utilisée dans leurs recherches afin d’embrasser le monde entier (van
Heerikhuizen, 2016). Ainsi, sa perspective marxiste du système-monde considère que
l'expansion inégale de l'économie de marché a créé trois catégories de pays : centraux, semipériphériques et périphériques. Les pays centraux sont industrialisés et exploitent les ressources
naturelles des pays semi-périphériques, qui sont pour la plupart leurs anciennes colonies riches
en ressources naturelles, tandis que les pays périphériques sont sous-développés et se trouvent
à la merci autant des pays centraux que des pays périphériques (Wallerstein, 1974). Cette
approche a été appliquée en criminologie comparée sans toutefois avoir été présentée
formellement comme une théorie criminologique. LaFree et al. (2015) y font référence en
utilisant la dénomination plurielle de « perspectives du conflit » parce qu’elle est le résultat de
la combinaison des travaux de plusieurs auteurs, ce qui entraîne un nombre certain de
contradictions lorsqu’on essaie de la présenter comme une théorie unique. En bref, ces
perspectives postulent que le système-monde permet aux pays centraux de s’enrichir davantage
aux dépens notamment des pays périphériques qui sont frappés par la pauvreté et ses
conséquences en termes de chômage et quartiers défavorisés, de sorte que leurs populations
pourraient se tourner vers la délinquance ou la rébellion pour s’en sortir ou afin de changer
leurs systèmes politiques (LaFree, 2015 ; Howard et al., 2000).
Dans le cadre d’une analyse transversale, certaines des prémisses de cette perspective peuvent
être testées en comparant la criminalité offline dans ces trois types de pays. Ces analyses
montrent, par exemple, que les taux d'homicides sont beaucoup plus élevés dans les pays
périphériques d'Amérique centrale et d'Afrique que dans les pays centraux d'Europe occidentale
7

Voir les exemples de l’augmentation de la délinquance à l’occasion des grèves des policiers ou lorsque la police
cesse de fonctionner en temps de guerre (Sherman, 1997, avec références).
8
“…immense social upheaval and urgency, heightened by carefully concerted propaganda, are needed to
reawaken and legitimise in large masses of people the socially outlawed drives, the joy in killing and destruction
that have been repressed from everyday civilised life” (Elias, 2012/1939: 196).
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(UNODC, 2014). Dans le cadre d’une analyse longitudinale, elle peut être utilisée pour étudier
le développement du capitalisme dans les sociétés précapitalistes, en attribuant au système
capitaliste les éventuels effets négatifs sur les relations sociales de ce passage d’un système à
un autre. Néanmoins, les recherches de ce type ont été conduites principalement par des
politologues, des anthropologues et des sociologues, de sorte que les aspects criminologiques
n’y sont traités que de manière superficielle (Howard et al., 2000, avec des références).
On constate que cette théorie s’intéresse à un phénomène de transition similaire à celui qui avait
motivé les travaux de Durkheim (1893). Comme nous l’avons vu précédemment, ce dernier
s’est occupé du passage des sociétés dites traditionnelles aux sociétés modernes, tandis que les
analyses marxistes s’occupent du passage des sociétés précapitalistes aux sociétés capitalistes.
Or, la plupart du temps, les sociétés traditionnelles correspondent à des sociétés précapitalistes
et les sociétés modernes à des sociétés capitalistes. La différence avec la perspective
durkheimienne est que, quand ce passage mène à une augmentation de la délinquance,
l’approche marxiste attribue cette augmentation aux effets pervers du système capitaliste9.
Toutefois, cette approche ne traite pas de manière détaillée les mécanismes du passage à l’acte,
de sorte que dans la pratique on est obligé de faire appel à ceux proposés par Merton (1938) en
mettant l’accent plutôt sur la rébellion que sur l’innovation. Toutefois, une faiblesse
fondamentale de l’approche marxiste est que, dans la pratique, le passage à un système
d’économie de marché a systématiquement entraîné, à moyen et long terme, une amélioration
de la qualité de vie de la population en générale ainsi qu’une diminution de la violence (Pinker,
2011, 2018). Néanmoins, on pourrait reprocher à notre raisonnement qu’il se place plutôt au
niveau de l’État-nation qu’à l’échelle mondiale proposée par la perspective du système-monde.
Pour répondre de manière anticipée à cette critique commençons par signaler que l’évolution
de l’économie mondiale à partir des années 1990 a démontré que la distinction entre pays
centraux, semi-périphériques et périphériques n’est pas stable et, surtout, ne semble plus
appropriée pour qualifier certains pays lorsqu’ils passent d’une catégorie à une autre. Par
exemple, au fur et à mesure que des pays d’Europe centrale et orientale se sont incorporés à
l’Union Européenne, leurs économies ont commencé à se transformer et ils sont à présent
considérés comme des pays en transition (faudrait-il les considérer comme semi-périphériques
en voie de transition vers périphériques ?), tandis que certains pays asiatiques et américains ont
rejoint la catégorie des pays nouvellement industrialisés (faudrait-il les considérer comme
centraux même si certains sont des anciennes colonies ?). À échelle mondiale, en 1990, lorsque
l’effondrement de l’Union soviétique commençait à prendre une forme définitive, 35.9% de la
population mondiale vivait avec moins de 1,90 dollars par jour, alors qu’en 2015 ce pourcentage
était estimé par la Banque Mondiale à 9,9% de la population10. Cette réduction n’est en fait que
la continuation d’une diminution générale qui a pu être mesurée depuis environ 1820, lorsque
le pourcentage de la population vivant dans la pauvreté (avec moins de deux dollars par jour)
était estimé à 94% et celui de la population vivant dans l’extrême pauvreté (avec moins d’un
dollar par jour) à 84%. Ainsi, l’augmentation de la richesse à échelle globale durant deux siècles
est corrélée avec l’adoption progressive de l’économie de marché par la plupart des pays de la
planète (Pinker, 2018) et coïncide aussi avec une période de déclin de la violence à échelle
mondiale (Pinker, 2011).
Les difficultés auxquelles est confrontée la perspective du système-monde à l’heure d’expliquer
l’évolution de la délinquance à long terme semblent dues à la vision historiciste du marxisme
9

Pour une explication plus approfondie des différences entre la théorie de la modernisation et celle du systèmemonde, voir Chirot et Hall (1982).
10
Voir https://donnees.banquemondiale.org/indicateur/SI.POV.DDAY. Consulté le 15 février 2020.
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qui considère que l’étage final de l’évolution économique serait la transformation de tous les
pays en sociétés communistes, alors que le cours de l’histoire persiste à contredire cette
prédiction. En effet, l’évolution va dans le sens inverse, dans la mesure ou même des pays qui
étaient devenus communistes ont adopté ensuite le système capitaliste. De plus, nous sommes
obligés de constater aussi que, sur la base de données empiriques disponibles —qui montrent
que les pays centraux ont des taux d’homicide inférieurs à ceux des pays périphériques
(UNODC, 2014)—, la conséquence du passage d’une société précapitaliste à une société
capitaliste entraîne une réduction de la violence. Ceci contredit la prémisse de départ des
théories marxistes qui postule que la délinquance devrait disparaître avec l’instauration d’une
société communiste.
Il est difficile de se prononcer sur la manière dont la théorie du système-monde pourrait
expliquer la délinquance dans la société numérique. Cette dernière a permis d’abolir les
frontières et de créer un monde virtuel, de sorte que l’unité d’observation coïncide avec celle
proposée par la perspective du système-monde, mais ses catégories —pays périphériques, semipériphériques et centraux— semblent obsolètes. On pourrait néanmoins objecter à cette
interprétation que l’accès à internet n’est pas homogène à travers le monde. En fait, il est
beaucoup plus développé dans les pays centraux que dans les pays périphériques. Toutefois, on
notera qu’un nombre limité d’auteurs, basé dans n’importe quel pays, peut être responsable
d’un nombre très élevé de victimisations partout dans le monde. Il s’agit de la distinction entre
incidence et prévalence qui s’applique dans tous les domaines de la délinquance. Ainsi, un
nombre moins important de personnes connectées à internet n’implique pas nécessairement que
le nombre de délits commis sera réduit dans les mêmes proportions. De plus, les difficultés à
l’heure d’enregistrer les délits effectivement commis rendront encore plus difficile toute
comparaison internationale. En particulier, lorsque les auteurs sont basés dans un pays et les
victimes dans un autre, ce sera dans ce dernier que les délits dénoncés seront effectivement
enregistrés, ce qui fera diminuer les taux d’élucidation mais rendra aussi beaucoup plus difficile
l’interprétation de la plupart des indicateurs de la délinquance, y compris les sondages de
victimisation. Nous avons assisté à un phénomène relativement similaire avec le
développement du tourisme de masse qui a introduit une certaine confusion dans la manière
d’interpréter les indicateurs de la délinquance. En effet, un délit subi à l’étranger est enregistré
dans les statistiques officielles du pays où il a eu lieu, mais apparaît dans le sondage de
victimisation du pays de résidence. Avec la numérisation, les délits subis dans le cyberespace
devraient apparaître autant dans les statistiques officielles de la délinquance que dans les
sondages de victimisation du même pays, mais il sera impossible de les utiliser pour mesurer le
niveau de délinquance à échelle nationale, comme cela avait été fait jusqu’à présent. En effet,
on devrait distinguer entre délits subis et commis sur le territoire national, à l’étranger et dans
le cyberespace, ce qui rendrait toute interprétation en termes de pays périphériques, semipériphériques et centraux pratiquement impossible. Finalement, rares sont les cas de cyberdélinquants qui revendiquent leurs actions comme des actes de rébellion contre le système
capitaliste; bien au contraire, les auteurs de cyber-fraudes, par exemple, cherchent en général
leur propre bénéfice. En résumé, les possibilités d’expliquer la cyber-délinquance à travers la
perspective marxiste du système-monde semblent assez limitées.
7. La perspective écologique des opportunités
Les auteurs qui nous ont précédés dans la présentation des théories en criminologie comparée
(Neuman et Berger, 1988 ; Howard, 2000) fondent la perspective écologique des opportunités
sur la théorie des activités quotidiennes de Cohen et Felson (1979). Nous considérons que cette
dernière peut être complémentée avec la théorie de la victimisation criminelle personnelle
(theory of personal criminal victimization), plus connue comme théorie du style de vie
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(Hindelang et al., 1978) pour donner une vision d’ensemble du phénomène criminel. La
combinaison de ces deux théories a été réalisée, par exemple, par Maxfield (1987), Sampson et
Wooldredge (1987) et Killias et al. (2012). Ces derniers les regroupent sous le titre de
l’approche situationnelle. Cependant, les deux théories doivent être mises à jour afin de refléter
la nouvelle gamme d'opportunités et les changements de modes de vie introduits par
l’avènement de la société numérique.
La proposition clé de la théorie des activités quotidiennes est la suivante : « La plupart des actes
criminels exigent la convergence dans le temps et dans l'espace de délinquants potentiels, de
cibles propices et de l'absence de gardiens capables d’éviter le crime » (Cohen et Felson, 1979:
588)11. Cette proposition présente les trois éléments nécessaires pour que se produise ce que
Felson (2002: 20) a ensuite appelé la « chimie du crime ». Ces trois éléments constituent aussi
ce qui est couramment appelé le « triangle du crime » : un délinquant potentiel, une cible
appropriée et l’absence d’un gardien. Notons encore que, répondant à des critiques bien
résumées par Agnew (1994), Felson (2002: 21) a précisé que toute personne est un délinquant
potentiel, même si certaines d’entre elles présentent un risque accru de commettre des délits.
Bien que la formulation précédente pourrait suggérer un niveau d'explication purement
microsocial, en ce sens que chaque délit serait le résultat de la convergence spatio-temporelle
de ces trois éléments, Cohen et Felson (1979) soulignent que leur théorie peut aussi être testée
à l’échelle macrosociale. Dans cette perspective, ils soutiennent qu’il est possible d'expliquer
une augmentation de la criminalité à travers la multiplication des occasions où la convergence
spatio-temporelle des trois éléments se produit, de même qu’une réduction devrait se produire
si le nombre de ces occasions diminue. D’ailleurs, c’est avec des données macrosociologiques
sur l’évolution des activités quotidiennes des citoyens étasuniens qu’ils ont testé leur théorie au
moment de la présenter (Cohen et Felson, 1979). Par exemple, pour la période allant de 1960 à
1971, ils constatent que le pourcentage de personnes vivant seules augmente de 34%, le
pourcentage de celles qui ont droit à trois semaines de vacances de 144% et le pourcentage de
foyers sans surveillance à 8 heures du matin augmente de 50%, alors que la présence féminine
augmente de 118% dans les universités et, pour les femmes mariées, de 31% sur le marché du
travail, alors que tout cela est accompagné d’un accroissement de 25% des familles
monoparentales entre 1970 et 1975 (Cohen et Felson, 1979). Il s’agit de changements majeurs
des activités quotidiennes qui impliquent une multiplication des occasions de convergence
spatio-temporelle des trois éléments explicatifs de la délinquance. En effet, ces changements
au niveau des emplois, des études et des loisirs ont multiplié les cibles propices dans la mesure
où ils impliquent davantage de foyers vides durant la journée ou les vacances ainsi que
davantage de personnes à l’extérieur de ces foyers.
Dans une perspective similaire, Hindelang et al. (1978) ont constaté, analysant des sondages de
victimisation, que la probabilité de subir une victimisation personnelle dépend du temps qu’une
personne passe dans des espaces publics, notamment durant la nuit, et que ce temps varie en
fonction du style de vie de chaque personne. On comprend aisément que le style de vie dépend
des activités quotidiennes de la personne, ce qui explique pourquoi nous considérons ces deux
approches comme complémentaires. L’analyse de Hindelang et al. (1978) montre que le style
de vie qui entraîne le taux le plus élevé de victimisations personnelles est celui des jeunes
hommes qui sortent souvent le soir. Ce résultat a été corroboré en Europe avec des données
récoltées dans de nombreux pays (van Kesteren, Mayhew et Nieuwbeerta, 2001: 55).
11

“Most criminal acts require convergence in space and time of likely offenders, suitable targets and the absence
of capable guardians against crime” (Cohen et Felson, 1979: 588).
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Bien que la théorie du style de vie ait été conçue pour expliquer les victimisations personnelles
et la théorie des activités quotidiennes pour expliquer l’évolution des crimes de prédation avec
contact direct entre l’auteur et la cible12, rien n’empêche de les appliquer pour étudier
l’évolution d’autres types de délinquance et victimisation (Pauwels et Svensson, 2011),
notamment la délinquance online. Néanmoins, la grande majorité des auteurs qui se sont
intéressés à l’étude des tendances de la délinquance à échelle internationale depuis les années
1990 se concentrent en général sur la délinquance offline et ne prennent pas en considération
le passage à la société numérique ou minimisent son influence, même lorsqu’ils utilisent des
approches situationnelles (voir les travaux compilés par Van Dijk et al., 2012, ainsi que
l’hypothèse sécuritaire de Farrell et al., 2011). Une exception est la recherche de Aebi et Linde
(2014c) qui a analysé la victimisation par homicide de 1960 à 2010 dans 15 pays d’Europe
occidentale prenant en considération la transformation vers la société numérique au moment
d’expliquer les tendances observées. Cette explication s’inspire du cadre de la théorie du style
de vie mettant l’accent sur les changements qu’il a subi en Europe occidentale durant les années
1960 et leur corrélation avec l’augmentation des homicides jusqu’au début des années 1990,
ainsi que l’inversion de la tendance à partir de ce moment qui coïncide avec le changement de
style de vie provoqué par le passage graduel vers la société numérique. Pour les années 1960,
ils mettent l’accent sur l’assouplissement des normes régissant les relations entre les jeunes,
l’influence du rôle de la contraception autant sur la diminution de l’infanticide que sur la pleine
intégration des femmes sur le marché du travail, l’augmentation de l’âge du mariage et l’âge
moyen des parents à la naissance de leur premier enfant et la diminution du nombre moyen
d’enfants par famille. En fait, l’une des principales manifestations de ce changement du style
de vie des jeunes européens à partir des années 1960 a été l’augmentation du temps passé dans
des espaces publics notamment durant la nuit qui, comme nous l’avons vu, est le facteur
prédictif clé de la théorie de Hindelang et al. (1978). Si les homicides n’ont pas augmenté encore
plus c’est probablement parce le nombre d’armes de poing en Europe occidentale est faible et
parce que les pays de la région ont nettement amélioré la qualité de leurs services de santé13.
Pour Aebi et Linde (2014), le prochain tournant dans le style de vie des jeunes occidentaux
coïncide avec le début de la transformation numérique, à partir des années 1990. Dans ce
contexte, ils insistent sur le fait que le changement des styles de vie doit être étudié comme un
processus dans lequel les changements se produisent progressivement et non pas comme une
succession de causes produisant des effets immédiats14. Ainsi, le développement d’internet a
entraîné une augmentation du temps passé à la maison, en particulier pour les jeunes
appartenant à des secteurs de la population pouvant se permettre un raccordement familial, et a
joué un rôle dans l'évolution générale de la délinquance à partir des années 1990 (Aebi et Linde,
2014). L’explosion dans l’utilisation des smartphones durant la deuxième décennie du 21ème
siècle contribue davantage à ce changement de style de vie en entraînant une progressive
disparition de la frontière entre le monde physique et le monde virtuel, tout en multipliant en
même temps les opportunités pour commettre ou être victime de délits online.

12

Cohen et Felson (1979) utilisent le concept de direct-contact predatory crimes/violations qu’ils définissent,
suivant Glasser (1971: 4), comme des actes illicites dans lesquels une personne, agissant de manière intentionnelle,
blesse ou tue une autre, ou s’approprie ou endommage la propriété d’une autre personne.
13
Pour une analyse détaillée de l’influence des améliorations dans les services de santé sur les homicides constatés
en Allemagne durant la deuxième partie du 20ème siècle, voir Linde (2017, avec des références à des recherches
similaires conduites dans d’autres pays).
14
A propos de l’importance d’utiliser la notion de processus au lieu de celle de cause, voir Aebi (2003, avec
références aux origines de cette approche dans les travaux de Bertrand Russell au début du 20ème siècle.)
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8. Discussion
Jusqu'à la fin du 20ème siècle, les experts en criminologie comparée ont utilisé quatre grandes
perspectives théoriques pour expliquer les variations dans la délinquance et dans la réaction
sociale à la délinquance à travers le temps (analyse longitudinale) et l’espace (perspective
transversale). La théorie du processus de civilisation a été utilisée pour expliquer la diminution
de la violence interpersonnelle depuis le Haut Moyen Âge en Europe et depuis le 18ème siècle
aux États-Unis. La perspective durkheimienne de la modernisation a été utilisée tout d’abord
pour expliquer l’évolution de la délinquance lors du passage de la société traditionnelle à la
société moderne en Europe durant le 19ème siècle et ensuite généralisée à toute société durant
des périodes de transition socioéconomique ainsi qu’aux comparaisons de pays avec différents
états de développement économique. Dans une perspective semblable, la théorie marxiste du
système-monde a été utilisée pour expliquer l’augmentation de la délinquance lors de la
transition vers une économie de marché (capitaliste) et les taux plus élevés de délinquance
observés dans les pays périphériques —et dans une moindre mesure semi-périphériques— par
rapport aux pays centraux. Finalement, la perspective écologique des opportunités a été utilisée
tout d’abord pour expliquer l’augmentation de la délinquance aux États-Unis entre la fin de la
deuxième guerre mondiale et le milieu des années 1970 à travers la théorie des activités
quotidiennes et elle a été parfois complétée avec la théorie du style de vie pour élargir l’analyse
à l’Europe et prolonger la période étudiée jusqu’au début du 21ème siècle.
Comment les explications proposées par ces théories se manifestent à travers des
comportements concrets qui auraient une influence sur le taux de criminalité ? La théorie du
processus de civilisation fait appel à l’augmentation du contrôle de soi chez les individus et à
la monopolisation de la violence par l’État pour expliquer pourquoi les personnes refreinent
leurs comportements violents, entraînant aussi une diminution des taux d’homicides. La
perspective de la modernisation n’expliquait pas clairement la manière dont l’anomie pourrait
mener à la délinquance jusqu’à la reformulation de Merton (1938) qui s’intéresse aux possibles
réactions des individus face à l’anomie et considère que la délinquance pourrait surgir comme
une forme d’innovation ou de rébellion. On est en quelque sorte obligé de faire appel à ces
mêmes mécanismes pour expliquer la manière dont les citoyens des pays périphériques
chercheraient à réagir à leur situation d’exploitation, parce que la théorie marxiste du systèmemonde ne met pas vraiment l’accent sur les mécanismes de passage à l’acte. En revanche, la
perspective écologique des opportunités considère la propension au comportement déviant
comme naturelle et soutient qu’elle est distribuée de manière relativement uniforme dans la
population. Ce sont les opportunités, qui dépendent en partie aussi du style de vie, qui vont
conditionner le passage à l’acte —dans ce sens que l’occasion fait le larron (Felson et Clarke,
1998)— ou, dans le cas de la théorie du style de vie, la victimisation.
Toutes ces théories ont comme point en commun le fait qu’elles ont été élaborées ex post facto.
Cela veut dire qu’elles ont été imaginées pour expliquer des tendances de la délinquance déjà
disponibles et non pour prédire les tendances futures. Par conséquent, on devrait s’attendre à ce
qu’elles s’adaptent assez bien aux tendances qu’elles sont censées expliquer. Néanmoins, cela
n’est pas toujours le cas. Ainsi, la perspective de la modernisation partait de la prémisse que la
transformation de la société durant le 19ème siècle avait entraîné une augmentation de la
violence, alors que les recherches menées dans le dernier quart du 20ème siècle ont montré que
les tendances de la criminalité que la théorie tentait d'expliquer avaient été mal estimées. En
effet, nous savons maintenant que les anciennes sociétés rurales étaient plus violentes que les
nouvelles métropoles. On peut donc considérer cette théorie comme falsifiée dans sa
formulation originale. Néanmoins, elle continue à être l’une des perspectives les plus citées et
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les plus testées en l’adaptant et la présentant de manière relativement large de sorte qu’elle
puisse expliquer n’importe quelle augmentation de la délinquance dans une société en période
de transition.
La tendance à utiliser des formulations très larges pour présenter les théories laisse trop de
marge à l’interprétation des chercheurs et conspire contre la validité scientifique des
explications proposées. Il s’agit en fait d’un problème commun à toutes les théories
macrosociologiques qui s’avèrent souvent difficiles à réfuter (Chamlin et Cochran, 2007;
Lenski, 1988). Par exemple, en constatant que les taux d’homicides sont plus élevés dans les
pays périphériques que dans les pays centraux, certains chercheurs expliqueront cette différence
en faisant appel à la perspective de la modernisation —argumentant que les pays périphériques
sont en période de transition vers un nouveau type d’économie— et d’autres à la théorie
marxiste du système-monde, argumentant que les différences sont dues aux inégalités produites
par l’application du système capitaliste qui mène les pays centraux à exploiter les pays
périphériques. Il sera difficile de trouver un terrain d’entente entre ces positions opposées car
elles sont souvent enracinées dans des a priori idéologiques. En effet, on constate
quotidiennement que le cours de l’histoire contredit les prédictions de Marx dans ce sens que
(a) la plupart des pays évoluent vers des économies de marché au lieu de se diriger vers des
économies dirigées au sein de systèmes communistes, (b) la réduction de la pauvreté extrême à
échelle globale de 1820 —quand elle touchait environ 84% de la population— à 2015 —quand
elle touchait moins de 10% (Roser et Ortiz-Ospina, 2017, avec références)— coïncide avec ce
mouvement vers une économie de marché, ou (c) les pays qui présentent les taux les plus bas
d’homicides sont, à l’exception des États-Unis, ceux où l’économie de marché est le plus
développée (UNODC, 2014). Néanmoins, la perspective du système monde continue à
considérer que la théorie marxiste n’a pas encore été réfutée. De plus, autant cette perspective
que celle de la modernisation s’avèrent assez impuissantes lorsqu’on essaie de les appliquer à
des tendances de la délinquance qui ne sont pas homogènes comme celles observées en Europe
occidentale entre le début des années 1990 et les années 2000, quand les délits contre la
propriété et les homicides diminuaient alors que le reste des délits violents et les délits en
matière de stupéfiants augmentaient (Aebi et Linde, 2010 ; Aebi, Linde et Delgrande, 2015).
En effet, il serait difficile de justifier pourquoi certains délits diminuent alors que d’autres
augmentent alors que les tensions liées à la transition ou provoquées par l’économie capitaliste
sont les mêmes.
Si l’on ajoute à cette équation l’explosion de la délinquance online, la situation devient critique.
En effet, avec une formulation large de la perspective de la modernisation on pourrait toujours
invoquer la situation d’anomie créée par ce changement de style de vie, mais il serait alors
difficile d’expliquer la diminution d’autres formes de délinquance, à moins que l’on considère
qu’il y a eu un déplacement de la délinquance offline vers la délinquance online. Toutefois, un
tel déplacement est difficile à corroborer de façon empirique et laisse toujours ouverte la
question d’établir l’évolution des délits hybrides. La théorie marxiste des systèmes-monde est
confrontée à un problème similaire, mais aggravé du fait que la localisation géographique de la
délinquance online est particulièrement problématique.
Notre analyse suggère que les théories situationnelles sont celles qui permettent d’expliquer le
mieux la délinquance au niveau macrosocial lorsque les tendances observées ne sont pas
uniformes. En effet, les théories situationnelles sont très souples et, en conséquence, elles
peuvent être adaptées autant pour expliquer des tendances divergentes que pour expliquer
l’évolution de la cyber-délinquance. En même temps, cette flexibilité —que certains préfèreront
appeler malléabilité ou manipulabilité, s’il nous est permis d’utiliser ce néologisme— est le
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talon d’Achille de ces théories, dans la mesure où une excessive manipulation de leurs
propositions pourrait les rendre infalsifiables (Aebi et Linde, 2011). Tel que nous venons de le
voir, ceci est un problème commun aux théories macrosociologiques. Afin de le résoudre, il est
impératif d’établir clairement, dès le début d’une recherche, les conditions dans lesquelles les
hypothèses dérivées de cette théorie seront corroborées et celles dans lesquelles elles seront
réfutées. Par exemple, le temps passé sur internet ne peut pas être interprété, dans les mêmes
circonstances, soit comme facteur de risque soit comme facteur de protection, dépendant des
résultats observés. Dans cette perspective, et par analogie avec l’interprétation donné au temps
passé à conduire une voiture ou à sortir le soir, nous considérons qu’il devrait être considéré
comme un facteur de risque. En effet, le temps d’exposition au risque multiplie les opportunités
de tomber sur des occasions autant de commettre un délit que d’en être victime, ce qui explique
la corrélation observée à maintes reprises entre délinquance et victimisation (Pauwels et
Svensson, 2011, avec références). De plus, traditionnellement le temps passé à la maison a été
considéré comme un facteur de protection pour la plupart des délits; toutefois nous considérons
que, lorsque la connection à internet est établie depuis la maison, le temps passé sur internet
doit être interprété comme du temps passé à réaliser des activités non-structurées et nonsupervisées et, par conséquent, il constitue un facteur de risque15. En effet, même si l’utilisateur
ne consulte que des sites pro-sociaux (par exemple, des chaînes YouTube d’apprentissage) et
évite les réseaux sociaux virtuels, l’inter-connectivité du réseau continue à l’exposer au risque
d’être victime ou auteur d’un délit. Afin de tester cette hypothèse, nous considérons que les
indicateurs traditionnels d’utilisation du temps utilisés dans des sondages —basés sur le temps
passé à la maison et le temps passé à l’extérieur16— doivent être complétés avec des questions
sur le temps passé sur internet. Sur des smartphones, ce temps est aisément consultable avec
des applications tels « Temps d’écran » ou « ActionDash » qui permettent aussi de consulter
les applications les plus utilisées. Ainsi, il est possible de mesurer de manière séparée le temps
passé, par exemple, sur des réseaux sociaux virtuels. A cela il faudra ajouter le temps passé sur
des ordinateurs connectés à internet qui peut être consulté sur le « Gestionnaire des tâches de
Windows » ou des applications spécifiques. Cette mise à jour des questionnaires en ce qui
concerne une variable indépendante comme celle que nous venons de décrire doit être
accompagnée d’une actualisation des variables dépendantes, c’est-à-dire de la liste des délits
dont on peut être victime (lors d’un sondage de victimisation) ou auteur (lors d’un sondage de
délinquance autoreportée). Ces derniers doivent impérativement inclure des délits online et des
délits hybrides.
Finalement, nous considérons que la théorie du processus de civilisation offre des perspectives
d’interprétation fécondes. D’un côté, alors que la criminologie l’a traditionnellement utilisée
pour expliquer l’évolution des agressions physiques —mesurées notamment à travers
l’évolution des homicides—, le monde virtuel offre l’opportunité de tester sa pertinence pour
expliquer autant les agressions verbales —« usage de paroles hostiles visant à insulter, menacer,
mettre en colère ou intimider » (Tremblay, Gervais et Petitclerc, 2008: 4)— que les agressions
indirectes qui constituent une « forme d’agression plus évoluée, qui consiste à chercher à causer
du tort à quelqu’un, soit en répandant des rumeurs à son sujet, en essayant de l’humilier ou de
le rabaisser ou encore, en l’excluant du groupe » (Tremblay et al., 2008: 4). De l’autre côté,
alors que cette théorie postule que le processus de civilisation a permis de réprimer des
15

Le temps passé dans des activités non-structurés et non-supervisées est l’un des meilleurs prédicteurs de la
délinquance juvénile (Agnew, 2005).
16
Par exemple, la question utilisée dans le sondage international de victimisation (ICVS) entre 1989 et 2005 était
la suivante : A quelle fréquence sortez-vous le soir dans un but récréatif, par exemple, pour aller dans un bar, dans
un restaurant, au cinéma ou chez des amis ? Est-ce presque tous les jours, au moins une fois par semaine, au moins
une fois par mois ou moins souvent ?
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comportements « incivilisés », une simple lecture des commentaires agressifs de toute sorte que
certains utilisateurs postent sur internet permet de constater que ce processus ne semble pas
avoir eu d’effet sur une partie de la population. L’anonymat proportionné par internet a permis
à cette minorité —jusqu’à ce moment invisible— de se manifester, et les réseaux sociaux leur
ont permis de développer la cohésion nécessaire pour s’organiser. Ainsi, sur internet cohabitent
les manifestations les plus élevées de l’esprit humain ainsi comme les plus abjectes. Parmi ces
dernières, on citera notamment les groupes terroristes ainsi que ceux qui soutiennent des
mouvements politiques qui prônent l’intolérance. De même, le réseau est utilisé régulièrement
pour déstabiliser des processus démocratiques. On peut donc considérer que la situation en 2020
est semblable à celle que Elias avait décrit en 1939, à l’aube de la deuxième guerre mondiale.
Dans cette perspective, le défi pour les sociétés démocratiques est de décider si elles doivent
exercer un contrôle sur les manifestations des groupes qui incitent à la haine et à l’intolérance
et, si tel est le cas, de décider de quelle manière ce contrôle pourrait être exercé sans porter
atteinte à la liberté d’expression qui constitue l’un des piliers de la démocratie.
9. Conclusion
En conclusion, nous pouvons répondre à la question objet de cet article en affirmant que la
numérisation de la société entraîne un changement de paradigme à l’heure d’étudier et
d’expliquer la délinquance. Pour la criminologie comparée, ce changement implique (a) un
besoin d’adapter les unités d’observation traditionnellement utilisées —tels que les pays, les
régions et les villes— afin d’y introduire le cyberespace ; (b) un besoin d’inclure les délits
online et hybrides dans les discussions sur les tendances de la délinquance et sur les différences
internationales dans les taux de délinquance ; (c) un besoin d’adapter les instruments utilisés
pour mesurer la délinquance à la société numérique ; et (d) un besoin de développer de nouvelles
approches théoriques et de remettre en question les théories utilisées jusqu’à présent. En
particulier, la perspective de la modernisation —même lorsqu’elle est interprétée comme
théorie de l’anomie liée aux transitions— et celle du système-monde semblent relativement
obsolètes, alors que la perspective écologique des opportunités —ou approche situationnelle—
et la théorie du processus de civilisation semblent avoir un potentiel explicatif plus prometteur,
mais doivent impérativement être mises à jour.
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