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Detroit is known for its socio-economic problems and its high crime rates. These issues are harmful to the business 
community, however, little is known about business owners’ experiences and perceptions in high-crime environments. 
This qualitative study examines the challenges facing business owners and highlights Arab and Chaldean participants’ 
perceptions in some of Detroit’s most violent and disorderly areas. The study discusses the role of legal cynicism, 
legitimacy perceptions, and the fear of crime in shaping perceptions of local government officials and law enforcement. 
The findings from in-depth interviews indicate that while participants were not tolerant of crime and delinquency, they 
possessed unfavorable perceptions toward city authorities. Furthermore, of the ethnic groups studied, Arab business 
owners were most concerned about unfair business regulations, the poor performance of police, the threat of violent 
crime, and declining residential communities. The implications for the safety and security of urban spaces are discussed.  
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Many of the immigrant-owned businesses in the 

city of Detroit are located in areas characterized by 
delinquency and violent crime. This study focuses on 
the perspectives of Arab and Chaldean merchants in 
these areas. It examines attitudes toward crime, 
delinquency, public officials, and police. Arab 
business owners in the Metro Detroit area are 
predominantly Muslim immigrants from Lebanon, 
Iraq, Yemen, and other Middle Eastern countries. 
Chaldeans, the other highlighted group in the study, 
originated from a northern province in Iraq. They are 
predominantly Chaldean Catholic and are native 
Aramaic speakers. These immigrant groups began 
arriving in Michigan during the 1920s in search of 

employment, and some of them found jobs in the 
auto industry. However, due to experiences of 
discrimination, many of them relied on their 
knowledge of business and elected to start their own 
small enterprises in the city (Sengstock, 2005; 
Spurlock & Liedka, 2013).  

Though culturally distinctive, these ethnic 
communities can be examined together given their 
resiliency and common experiences. They value hard 
work and productivity, as demonstrated in their 
contribution to business and entrepreneurship, 
however, they also face some daunting challenges. 
High crime rates, understaffed police stations, and 
dilapidated neighborhoods are just a few of the many 
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challenges that impact Detroit’s business community 
(Crichlow & McGarrell, 2015; Krysan & Bader, 
2007; Welch 2012). Still, little is known about the 
plight of immigrant business owners who comprise a 
large segment of the business community in 
Michigan’s largest city.  

Areas of increasing concern include problems 
with violent crime, vandalism, disorderly customers, 
and the unresponsiveness of police. Some business 
owners have also been the targets of hate crimes 
(Fine, 1989; Levin, 2012; Welch 2012). In addition, 
small business owners must navigate the often 
stifling bureaucracy involved in business compliance 
regulations, building codes, and zoning boards 
(Dalmia, 2013). Many of them possess unfavorable 
perceptions toward city authorities, and they are 
concerned that the enforcement of these rules may be 
left to the discretion of corrupt public officials 
(Dudar, 2013). Business owners have also 
complained about the heavy fees involved in 
obtaining permits and business licenses (Dalmia, 
2013). It is believed that Arab and Chaldean business 
owners in particular have been unfairly targeted with 
violations by police and city authorities, and this has 
led to growing legal cynicism (Dudar, 2013; Smith, 
Tang, & San Miguel, 2012).  

In order to increase knowledge on these issues, 
this study presents a qualitative assessment of 
interviews with 39 small business owners of various 
ethnic backgrounds who operate in some of Detroit’s 
most disorderly neighborhoods. The Middle Eastern 
participants (Arabs and Chaldeans) are compared to 
the non-Middle Eastern participants in the sample 
(White and Black business owners). The study makes 
the case that Arabs and Chaldeans are worthy of 
special focus due to their similar experiences in 
violent locales and the shared cognitive landscape of 
immigrant merchants in the United States. The 
inclusion of other racial groups in the study provides 
rich comparison and helps to support the conclusions 
about the unique experiences of Arabs and 
Chaldeans. The study highlights the perspectives of 
these business owners and contributes to a growing 
body of research on perceptions of criminal justice 
issues among immigrants and ethnic minorities. This 
emphasis underlines the point that the perspectives of 
under-researched ethnic minorities do matter. 

The respondents’ perceptions of crime, 
delinquency, and city authorities can be understood 
within a conceptual framework that includes legal 
cynicism, procedural fairness, the fear of crime, and 
legitimacy perceptions. Based on prior research, it is 
believed that legal cynicism, perceptions of 
procedural fairness, and the fear of victimization can 
influence perceptions of state legitimacy as well as 
perceptions regarding the legitimacy of police (Carr, 

Napolitano, & Keating, 2007; Tyler & Fagan, 2008). 
The salience of these conceptual relationships is 
examined, and the implications for urban policy in 
Detroit are discussed.  

Literature Review 

Legal Cynicism and Legitimacy 

Legal cynicism may be an important concept 
when it comes to understanding business owners’ 
attitudes. Legal cynicism can be defined as a 
cognitive state in which legal norms are no longer 
binding or are too weak to warrant social trust 
(Kapsis, 1978). In a criminological context, high 
levels of legal cynicism are often associated with 
high crime rates and often result in a loss of trust 
toward law enforcement (Sampson & Bartusch, 1998; 
Tyler & Fagan, 2008). Legal cynicism also reflects a 
social process in which the unresponsiveness of the 
authorities may lead to the perception that law 
enforcement agencies are illegitimate (Kirk & 
Papachristos, 2011). It is a cultural frame in which 
the agents who exercise the power of the state are 
seen as illegitimate, and this includes perceptions of 
police, courts, and corrections agencies (Kirk & 
Matsuda, 2011).  

Prior studies have argued that legal cynicism is 
caused by neighborhood structural conditions and 
variations in police practices (Kirk & Matsuda, 2011; 
Kirk & Papachristos, 2011). Where community 
members possess unfavorable perceptions of the 
police, or public officials in general, this is usually 
also reflected in low levels of trust (Tyler & Fagan, 
2008). The law enforcement agencies that exercise 
powers on behalf of the state clearly have a stake in 
citizens’ trust as they seek to use it as leverage for the 
co-production of security (Tyler & Fagan, 2008).  

Legal cynicism cannot be properly understood 
without addressing the issues of trust and legitimacy 
perceptions. Like the police, the legal system itself 
also needs legitimation to stay intact, and despite 
allegations of serious policy failures, legal systems 
may continue to maintain public deference when 
individuals view them as legitimate (Beetham, 1991). 
Citizens accept the state’s exercise of power when 
they view the authorities as morally appropriate. 
Such attitudes are based on a process of 
internalization in which the members of dominant 
and subordinate groups share similar beliefs about 
authority, and these beliefs help to sustain law and 
order in civil societies (Tyler, 2006; Tyler & Fagan, 
2008).  

State legitimacy is therefore the product of 
interactions that sustain the shared moral reasoning 
and values between the state and the individual 
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(Beetham, 1991). According to Weber (1978), citizen 
cooperation is based on the normative judgments of 
the exercise of power rather than the sanctions and 
incentives that are designed to shape behavior, and 
the development of this cooperation is related to the 
manner in which the authorities exercise their power 
over time. Legitimacy, moreover, can be viewed as a 
social response to the prestige that citizens grant to 
the state, and it can be sustained by long-standing 
traditions, charismatic political leaders, and citizens’ 
trust in the rationality of the rule of law (Weber, 
1978).  

This is consistent with John Locke’s perspective 
that legitimacy in civil societies depends on a transfer 
of authority that is based on the consent of 
individuals and their willingness to commit to a 
social contract with the state (Locke, 1690/1990). 
Legitimacy then fuels the obligation to obey, and if 
the conditions of legitimacy are not met, then citizens 
would no longer feel obliged to obey the instructions 
of police and other agencies that enforce the law 
(Weber, 1918/1991). Furthermore, the legitimacy of 
political authority is derived from the social values 
and obligations associated with citizenship, rather 
than self-interest, and the authorities often try to 
appeal to this legitimacy in order to gain cooperation 
and deference to the law (French & Raven, 1959; 
Kelman & Hamilton, 1989; Tyler & Darley, 2000).   

Another perspective is that immigrants’ attitudes 
toward the state, as well as the legal system, can be 
based on either subcultural or attenuated values 
(Warner, 2003). According to the subcultural 
approach some individuals are immersed in an 
oppositional culture from an early age, and they 
internalize definitions of behavior that reject 
mainstream values (Cohen, 1955; Kornhauser, 1978). 
These individuals possess an unfavorable attitude 
toward the rule of law and a negative disposition 
toward police officers and other agents of formal 
social control (Leiber, Nalla, & Farnworth, 1998).  

This subculture, sometimes described as a street 
culture with its own code of conduct, operates within 
the rubric of community disadvantage and social 
isolation that fosters disaffection with the police 
(Anderson, 1999; Wilson, 1987). In such contexts, 
the police are viewed as ineffective or inaccessible to 
members of the community who do not want to be 
labeled as ‘snitches’ (Rosenfeld, Jacobs, & Wright, 
2003). This gives rise to legal cynicism, as the 
perception that the law and agents of the law are ill-
equipped to ensure public safety increases (Kirk & 
Papachristos, 2011). Legal cynicism may be a 
product of the cognitive landscape in such 
communities where the informal settling of disputes 
is a much more desirable option than calling the 
police for service (Carr et al., 2007).  

Some individuals’ resistance of the law is not 
necessarily an indication that they are wholly 
oppositional to the law (Ewick & Silbey, 1998). 
Immigrant business owners may possess attenuated 
and potentially paradoxical views regarding police, 
crime, and city authorities in general. With such 
attenuated values, there is no clear rejection of 
mainstream values. Rather, individuals may be 
intolerant of crime while maintaining an unfavorable 
disposition toward the police (Sampson & Bartusch, 
1998), and the normative values that sustain 
supportive dispositions toward police can be 
attenuated and replaced by legal cynicism (Warner, 
2003).  

A study of respondents in three neighborhoods 
(Carr et al., 2007) provides evidence to support the 
procedural justice-cultural attenuation approach in 
which unfavorable dispositions are context-based 
rather than a wholesale rejection of formal control. 
The attenuated values thesis could be more reflective 
of the views of ethnic minorities in violent urban 
contexts than the subcultural thesis. Attenuation can 
also be thought of as a crisis of belief when it comes 
to the authorities, and it usually exists when levels of 
legal cynicism are high. It is possible that the 
presence of high levels of legal cynicism among Arab 
and Chaldean business owners in Detroit can reflect 
attenuated perspectives of authority. 

Procedural Fairness and Racial Differences 

Community members’ perceptions of public 
officials may also be shaped by procedural justice (or 
procedural fairness perceptions). Procedural justice is 
a neighbor-concept to legal cynicism, and it can be 
defined as the perceived fairness of the criminal 
justice process. It is based on the rules of natural 
justice and the principle that all persons are entitled 
to the due process of law (Tyler, 1988). Although it 
generally includes individuals’ attitudes toward the 
outcomes of criminal justice decisions, prior research 
has conceptualized it in terms of how individuals 
perceive their treatment by the police and other 
agents of the state. More specifically, it is the quality 
of decision making, quality of treatment, and the 
trustworthiness of the agents who exercise the power 
of the state (Tyler & Wakslak, 2004).  

Extant research indicates that when respondents 
used ethical judgments of the appropriateness of law 
enforcement actions rather than their perceptions of 
the outcomes of procedures, these perceptions of fair 
and respectful treatment determine levels of 
legitimacy (Tyler, 1988; Tyler, Lind, & Huo, 2002). 
Furthermore, immigrant business owners’ 
perceptions of unfair treatment may be connected to 
racialized beliefs about society (Crichlow & 
McGarrell, 2015). According to a conflict perspective 
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of racialized attitudes, differential perceptions can be 
explained by the belief that dominant social groups 
are treated more favorably by the authorities than 
subordinate groups (Simon & Burns, 1997).  

Where members of dominant groups believe the 
status quo is threatened, or that there is competition 
for scarce resources, this can lead to social conflict. 
Such conflict is often manifested in behaviors that 
perpetuate hierarchies of race, class, and gender in 
which certain social groups are oppressed by 
dominant groups (Brunson, 2007; Brunson & Miller, 
2006; Taylor & Lawton, 2012). When examining 
civil rights abuses in the US, researchers also found 
that subordinate groups, disproportionately 
comprised of racial minorities, were less likely to 
trust the criminal justice process, which was 
perceived to be largely controlled by the dominant 
racial majority (Blalock, 1967; Blumer, 1958). These 
findings are also relevant to racial minorities in 
Canada and other industrialized nations where 
aboriginal communities, and other oppressed groups, 
are overrepresented in prisons, and these trends have 
influenced citizens’ fairness judgments about systems 
of law and justice (Chrismas, 2012).  

Moreover, across ethnic groups, it is clear that 
there are deeply-rooted cultural factors that influence 
individuals’ perceptions of life in the city. Huq, 
Tyler, and Schulhofer (2012) examined the effect of 
prior experiences of Muslim immigrants on their 
current attitudes toward the police and concluded that 
the experiences of these immigrants in their early 
years in non-democratic contexts impacted their 
expectations of the local police in the receiving 
countries. These immigrants generally possessed 
unfavorable attitudes toward police due to past 
experience of an oppressive police force. These 
studies have generally focused on the attitudes of 
residents, and it is yet to be determined whether the 
rubric of legal cynicism, procedural fairness, and 
legitimacy is also applicable to immigrant business 
owners who operate in disorderly areas. 

Small business owners are an important part of 
urban communities, and their perspectives are worthy 
of consideration (Spurlock & Liedka, 2013). Store 
owners often develop meaningful relationships with 
the inner-city residents and commuters that comprise 
their regular customers (Gold, 2010). These 
individuals can be viewed as the eyes and ears of the 
community on the street, and their influence can 
provide a key crime prevention resource for local 
police (Crichlow & McGarrell, 2015; Duneier, 
Hasan, & Carter, 2000; Jacobs, 1961). Given that 
public officials who exercise the power of the state 
cannot govern effectively without public support, it is 
worthwhile to consider the perspectives of small 

business owners and their potential impact on the 
future management of urban spaces.  

It may also be desirable for the police 
department and other city agencies to partner with 
small business owners in order to successfully 
achieve their crime reduction goals and enhance the 
quality of life in declining communities (Duneier, 
Hasan, & Carter, 2000). Indeed, there is some 
precedent for the transfer of state power to private 
entities for the creation of business improvement 
districts (Mallet, 1994). Such arrangements could 
empower Middle Eastern owners to play a more 
significant role in maintaining public safety in urban 
spaces (MacDonald, Golinelli, Stokes, & Bluthenthal, 
2010). These partnerships will have little hope of 
success, however, if business owners view the state 
as illegitimate. 

The Study Locale 

An overview of the socio-economic context in 
which small businesses operate is necessary in order 
to properly understand business owners’ perceptions. 
Detroit, known as the Motor City due to its 
association with the automobile industry, is the 
largest American city to ever file for bankruptcy. It 
has a violent crime rate almost five times the national 
average and was listed for the fourth straight year as 
the most dangerous city in the country (Dudar, 2013; 
Forbes, 2013). Increasing violent crime has taken its 
toll on the business community as many businesses 
have closed down due to safety and security issues. 
Business owners have also lamented the poor 
response times of police, and it is a concern that 
police are unable to effectively serve the needs of the 
community due to the lack of resources and 
personnel (Dudar, 2013).  

There are few big-box retailers, department 
stores, or chain groceries in the city, and the retail 
industry is still underdeveloped and unable to support 
the needs of its population, in terms of commodities 
and also employment opportunities (Welch, 2012). 
The city has also experienced a population decline of 
approximately 63% since it peaked at almost 2 
million residents in 1950 (Harris, 2013). After the 
subprime mortgage crisis in 2008, Detroit’s actual 
jobless rate was close to 50%, and the weight of acute 
joblessness continues to rest heavily on the most 
vulnerable inner-city neighborhoods (Pepitone, 
2009). It has therefore become the norm for small 
businesses to operate in disorderly neighborhoods 
characterized by abandoned buildings. 

The truly disadvantaged in Detroit, similar to 
Chicago, Baltimore, and other large American cities 
(Wilson, 1987, 1996), are members of the Black 
community who now comprise more than 80% of the 
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residential population (Gold, 2010; Krysan, & Bader, 
2007). Generational poverty has been fueled by the 
loss of jobs in the automotive sector and the 
unintended consequences of failed infrastructure and 
housing development programs that have exacerbated 
problems of racial distrust and class segregation 
(Darden, Hill, Thomas, & Thomas, 1987; Kurth, 
Wilkinson, & Aguilar, 2013; Pepitone, 2009). The 
flight of White residents to suburban communities, 
compounded by the gradual departure of the African 
American middle class have also adversely affected 
inner city neighborhoods (Darden et al., 1987; Kurth 
et al., 2013; Wilson, 1996).  

Furthermore, a history of racial conflict and 
latent distrust has marred interactions between 
Middle Eastern small business owners and their 
predominantly Black customer base (Gold, 2010; 
Light & Gold, 2000). Prior studies on Detroit’s 
immigrant business community have focused on the 
complex relationship between business owners and 
members of the residential community (Darden & 
Thomas, 2013; Gold, 2010). This relationship has 
often been defined by distrust, and this is evidenced 
in the belief that immigrant business owners avoid 
paying taxes and seek only to profit off of residents 
in low-income neighborhoods (Darden & Thomas, 
2013). This is the bleak backdrop to small business 
activity in the city. 

Some suggest that the small business community 
has done little to enhance the lives of Black residents 
in particular, which could be one of the main sources 
of the distrust and conflict (City Data, 2011; Krysan, 
& Bader, 2007). This conflict could also be rooted in 
the perception that many immigrants overtake US-
born residents in the mobility race by quickly 
establishing their own businesses and retreating to 
their comfortable suburban homes, as they seem to 
benefit from the patronage of their customers while 
failing to reinvest their earnings in the surrounding 
communities (Darden & Thomas, 2013; Gold, 2010).  

There are also some noteworthy characteristics 
of the Middle Eastern business owners highlighted in 
this study. As indicated earlier, Arab business owners 
in Detroit are predominantly Muslim Arabic 
speakers, originating from a range of Middle Eastern 
countries. The Detroit metropolitan area comprises 
over 400,000 Arabs, the largest concentration of Arab 
Americans in the United States (Arab American 
Institute, 2014). Chaldeans speak Aramaic and are a 
Chaldean Catholic minority group from a province in 
Northern Iraq. The Metro Detroit area comprises the 
largest Chaldean Catholic diaspora community in the 
world (Detroit Metropolitan Census, 2002). The large 
influx of Chaldeans during the 20th century was due 
mainly to their determination to flee the oppressive 
and discriminatory practices of the Saddam Hussein 

regime. Together, these groups are a significant part 
of the business community in the city, and the Metro 
Detroit area contains the largest community of 
Chaldeans outside of Iraq (Smith et al., 2012; 
Spurlock & Liedka, 2013). In many of Detroit’s 
declining low-income neighborhoods one can 
invariably find stores or gas stations operated by 
these Middle Eastern immigrants, and it is important 
to understand their unique perspectives regarding the 
challenges of operating businesses in the city.  

In the midst of these challenges, compliance 
issues have become very difficult to navigate for 
many business owners. Many have expressed that the 
requirements for receiving and maintaining a 
business license are harsh and that the process is 
fraught with bureaucratic challenges (Dalmia, 2013). 
Some merchants have suggested that many of the 
taxes and fees are not necessary and they do not see 
the money collected from business owners being put 
to good use. Others have indicated that they are not 
properly treated by inspectors from City Hall as well 
as the fire department (Smith et al., 2012). Such 
complaints were explored in participants’ responses 
in the current study.  

Regarding the fire code inspections in particular, 
there has been a backlog due to manpower. There are 
not enough fire prevention officers to conduct proper 
inspections; thus, there have been many buildings 
owned by businesses that have compliance issues to 
resolve. Businesses with serious violations have 
actually been forced to close down (Dahl, 2015). 
Some merchants believe that it is a double standard to 
focus aggressively on businesses and ignore the 
declining communities and the non-compliant 
structures that continue to surround their businesses. 
Some immigrant business owners may believe that 
they have been unfairly targeted (Crichlow & 
McGarrell, 2015; Gold, 2010). Furthermore, the 
authorities may believe that it is more lucrative to 
focus on businesses rather than residences, given that 
business owners are more likely to have the money to 
pay the fees and fines (Dudar, 2013; Smith et al., 
2012). These issues could play a significant role 
when it comes to respondents’ perceptions. 

Methods 

This study comprises the qualitative analysis of 
in-depth interviews with business owners. The 
perceptions of Arabs and Chaldeans are compared 
with the perceptions of non-immigrant participants. A 
freelance contractor with strong ties to the Middle 
Eastern business community, who often served as a 
liaison between business owners and officials at City 
Hall, was used as an informant to provide access to 
potential participants. Many of the Middle Eastern 
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participants were not inclined to speak openly; 
however, the presence of the informant helped a great 
deal in building trust with the participants. Gaining 
access to non-immigrant business owners was less 
challenging. In addition, a snowball sampling 

approach was used that involved referrals from 
members of the community associated with NGOs 
and Chambers of Commerce. Figure 1 depicts the 
snowball sampling procedure used in the study.  

 
Figure 1: Snowball Sampling Chart 

 

 
 
 
In all, a sample of 39 participants were recruited (see 
Table 1). This comprised 12 Arab, eight Chaldean, 12 
African American, and seven White participants. 
Eight participants had operated a business in Detroit 
for less than five years, 17 had between five and 10 
years’ experience, and 14 had more than 10 years’ 
experience. Only three of the participants operated 
more than one business, and most businesses 
comprised fewer than 20 employees (95%). There 
were six female business owners in the interview 
sample; however, none of them was Middle Eastern. 
Two were African American, and the rest were 
White. The interview process continued until 
saturation was achieved; it became clear that similar 
perspectives were being expressed across different 
respondents and the themes were firmly established.  

Table 2 contains a description of the Arab and 
Chaldean participants, the main focus of this study, 
regarding regional location, type of business, number 
of employees, country of origin, and ethnicity. All 

possessed less than 15 years’ experience operating a 
business in Detroit, and only three of the participants 
operated more than one business. Most participants 
owned gas stations or groceries. The eight gas 
stations were owned by Arabs, and the four grocery 
stores were owned by Chaldeans. The other types of 
businesses owned by Middle Eastern participants 
were liquor stores, auto repairs, a pizza store, 
electronics, and a movie theatre. The participants’ 
businesses were located in different parts of the city: 
The North East region, the East Side, Midtown, 
Indian Village, and the West Side. The participants’ 
countries of origin were Iraq, Lebanon, Yemen, and 
Jordan.  

Comparatively, the non-Middle Eastern 
participants owned a range of businesses. Among the 
African American participants, there were four barber 
shop owners, two fast food outlets, a marketing firm, 
a daycare, a funeral home, cleaning services, 
financial services, and a transportation company. 
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Table 1: Description of Interview Participants (N = 39) 
 

Characteristics n % 

Age:   

     Less than 30 8 21% 

     30 – 40 23 59% 

     41 – 50 4 10% 

     Above 50 4 10% 

Race:   

     White 7 21% 

     Black 12 30% 

     Latino 0 0 

     Middle Eastern 20 49% 

Immigrant?   

     Yes 20 51% 

     No 19 49% 

Years in business:   

      Less than 5 8 21% 

      5 – 10 17 44% 

     11 – 20 8 21% 

     21 – 30 5 14% 

    More than 30 0 0 

More than one business?   

     Yes 3 8% 

     No     36 92% 

Number of employees:   

    Less than 10 34 87% 

    10 – 20 5 13% 

    More than 20 0 0 

 
Among the White participants there were two 

bakeries, catering services, financial services, a bar, a 
landscaping business, a construction company, and a 
wholesale warehouse. These business owners were 
also located in different parts of the city, but it is 
noteworthy that the Middle Eastern-owned 
businesses were more likely to be located in violent 
and disorderly neighborhoods. Information on the 
social and physical disorder in these areas was  
obtained through the guidance of Detroit police 
officers, the use of crime data, and the researcher’s 
unobtrusive direct observations in the community. 

 

The interview protocol was divided into two 
sections. The first section included general questions 
about the participant’s origin, the characteristics of 
the business, and the challenges of operating a 
business in Detroit. Perceptions of crime, policing, 
and the performance of city officials were explored. 
This section also addressed the experience of 
immigrants in Detroit, the challenges of running a 
business in the city, and crime prevention issues. The 
second section addressed legal cynicism, procedural 
fairness, the fear of crime, and legitimacy 
perceptions, including interactions with police and 
city officials and perceptions regarding their 
performance.
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Table 2: Descriptions of Arab and Chaldean Participants –  
Type of Business, City Region, Country of Origin, and Race (n = 20) 

 

 Type 
Number of 
Employees 

Country of 
Origin 

Race/ Ethnicity 

1 North East    

 Movie Theatre 4 Iraq Chaldean 

 Grocery 9 Iraq Chaldean 

 Gas Station 5  Lebanon Arab 

 
Gas Station 5  Lebanon Arab 

 

2 East Side    

 Gas Station 3  Lebanon Arab 

 Auto Repairs 4 Iraq Arab 

 Gas Station* 10  Lebanon Arab 

 Gas Station 4  Yemen Arab 

 Gas Station 3  Yemen Arab 

 Gas Station 5  Jordan Arab 

 Auto Repairs 2  Unknown Arab 

 Pizza Store 4 Iraq Chaldean 

 
Liquor Store, Mini Mart & Cell 
Phone Store 

13  Lebanon Arab 

 Electrical Services 3  Lebanon Arab 

3 Midtown & Indian Village    

 Grocery 9  Iraq Chaldean 

 Groceries** 11  Iraq Chaldean 

 Grocery 8  Iraq Chaldean 

4 West Side & South West    

 Liquor Store 2  Iraq Chaldean 

 Grocery 11  Iraq Chaldean 

 Gas Station 3  Lebanon Arab 

* The participant owns 3 gas stations 
** The participant owns 2 grocery stores 

 
 

The interviews consisted of open-ended 
questions posed in a semi-structured manner, which 
allowed participants to speak freely. The questions 
regarding legal cynicism, legitimacy, and procedural 
justice perceptions reflected items developed by 

Tyler and Fagan (2008). Questions on legal cynicism 
pertained to the use of power and whether those in 
power use the law to try to control business owners 
or to protect the interests of business owners. 
Participants were also asked whether laws were made 
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to be broken, and whether it is okay to do anything 
you want as long as you do not hurt anyone (Kapsis, 
1978; Sampson & Bartusch, 1998). 

Questions on procedural justice perceptions 
focused on ‘respect’ and whether police and public 
officials were treating business owners with respect 
and fairness, and whether they were explaining the 
reasons for their decisions. Questions on the fear of 
victimization comprised the degree to which 
participants were afraid of someone breaking into 
their business while they were there. There were also 
questions on participants’ fear of being robbed by 
someone with a gun or a knife or being assaulted in 
the area where their business is located. Regarding 
state legitimacy perceptions, the questions focused on 
whether business owners do what police and public 
officials tell them to do even when they do not 
understand the reasons for their decisions. There 
were also questions on the trustworthiness of city 
authorities and whether they make good decisions.  

The coding and analysis was guided by 
Silverman (2010) as well as Miles and Huberman 
(1994). The data were hand coded for relevant 
emerging themes, and after the first stage of coding 
was completed, a coding protocol was created. Data 
from the transcripts were then grouped according to 
theme, and relevant labels were created under each 
conceptual heading. In order to establish reliability, 
an alternative coder with experience in qualitative 
research was asked to code a sample of eight cases 
using this coding tool. Inter-rater reliability was 
assessed based on the coding of two separate coders, 
and this produced a Cohen’s Kappa statistic of .86. It 
is generally accepted that an agreement coefficient of 
.8 (80%) indicates acceptable reliability (Gwet, 2012; 
Miles & Huberman, 1994).  

Findings 

Legal Cynicism and Legitimacy 

The results were mixed regarding legal cynicism. 
Many participants agreed that those in power used 
the law to control business owners and that local 
government officials were not representing their 
interests. It is noteworthy that Arabs and Chaldeans 
were more likely to hold this unfavorable view about 
law and local government than their White 
counterparts. African American participants’ views 
on this issue were usually somewhere in the middle. 
However, regarding the other dimensions of legal 
cynicism examined, the participants generally did not 
agree that laws were made to be broken, and this 
perspective was shared by participants across the 
sample, regardless of origin or ethnicity. The 

following excerpt from a White non-immigrant 
contractor named Ted1 provides an example of this: 

 
I obey the law and I don’t believe in cutting 
corners. So, laws are not made to be broken, 
else we’d have a lawless city. But I don’t 
think the folks who make the laws or 
enforce them care very much about business 
owners. They don’t take pride in the city, 
they just want the power. 
 
Another notable finding was that Arab and 

Chaldean owners’ perceptions toward city officials 
were less favorable than the perceptions of other 
participants. They were frustrated by the bureaucracy 
involved in the day-to-day operations of business in 
Detroit. Arabs and Chaldeans as a group appeared to 
possess stronger negative views of city authorities in 
general and, in some cases, perceived local 
government to be illegitimate. They found city 
officials to be unwilling and largely incapable of 
addressing safety and security issues in the city. They 
seemed to view the state and the agents who exercise 
state power as incompetent and often vindictive. 
Although some of the White business owners shared 
these views, it was clear that the African American 
participants were more inclined to highlight 
mitigating factors such as the lack of resources in the 
city and its impact on the performance of city 
officials. Reggie, a black business owner in the 
Midtown area expressed this view: 

 
I know it’s difficult for public officials. But 
they’ve been strategic about certain 
locations. There’s really been an explosion 
of businesses over in midtown. And there’s 
some shops over there. There’s some beauty 
shops and barber salons that have been able 
to flourish over there because of their 
location. In that situation[,] yes[,] they can 
be helpful to any kind of small business you 
can open up over there. 

 
Bureaucracy and legal cynicism.  Participants 

were also concerned about the bureaucracy involved 
in applying for business permits and licenses. Some 
made frequent trips to City Hall and paid thousands 
of dollars in taxes and fees and complained that there 
was little to show for it. Overall, Middle Eastern and 
non-Middle Eastern participants believed that public 
officials were not doing enough to support small 
businesses and complained that, in some ways, they 
were stifling business activity and discouraging new 
entrepreneurs. In the following excerpt, Khalil, an 
Arab gas station owner, talked about his experiences 
with public officials: 
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The city of Detroit is like a bureaucracy. If 
you want something done, it reminds me of 
stories my dad used to tell me about the old 
country. If you want your ID you had to go 
down to the ID place about seven times to 
get your ID, and that’s how it is with the city 
of Detroit. I go down there and they don’t 
care who I am. I am here for this license and 
this license, okay, call this number, call this 
number, and call this number. You call all 
these numbers and nobody answers. I swear 
to God, there’s some licenses that are not 
necessary, it’s just a way of drawing in more 
revenue. And all you’re doing in the end is 
killing these small business owners, and 
with time I guarantee you you’ll see some of 
them exit the market. 
 
Some business owners also offered creative 

solutions that could potentially help to revitalize local 
communities. Some of these ideas were expressed at 
meetings with the zoning board; however, 
participants felt as if their concerns were falling on 
deaf ears. This was more of a concern for Middle 
Eastern participants who believed that attitudes of 
racial prejudice possessed by some African American 
officials was part of the reason for the resistance to 
small business development in the Arab and 
Chaldean communities. Furthermore, some business 
owners in the most dilapidated areas talked about 
their efforts to grow their businesses and incorporate 
community-oriented strategies and indicated that 
despite these efforts, public officials were rejecting 
their ideas. In the following excerpt, Aziz, an Arab 
business owner, referred to his proposal for 
expanding his gas station and convenience store: 

 
For two years in the city of Detroit you go 
down there and they talk to you like a piece 
of crap. Every time we do something they 
shoot it down. One official at the zoning 
board said it’s too overwhelming. 
Overwhelming? How overwhelming? Are 
we overwhelmed by all the abandoned 
houses? And there’s a middle school right 
behind us and children get out of school and 
they have to walk by ten abandoned homes. 
Wouldn’t they rather walk by a fresh 
produce market they can come in to with 
their family? [I want to create] a complete 
stop in this whole entire area. We wanted to 
open up an urban gas station to have all 
fresh vegetables and so on, for people to 
come… like a destination neighborhood, and 
to pull the whole neighborhood together. 
Overwhelming? How? And you spend so 

much money on planning and they keep 
shooting it down. 
 
There was great concern about inspections and 

the challenging compliance requirements imposed by 
the city, and the Arab gas station owners seemed to 
be most affected by these issues. They lamented the 
many ‘hoops they had to jump through’ in order to 
get approvals. Most believed there were too many 
inspections and complained about unreasonably high 
property taxes. They were frustrated about having to 
pay taxes on property going back at least ten years 
before they even purchased it. Some participants 
indicated that they would not have bought their 
businesses had they known about the years of 
accumulated unpaid property taxes that would 
automatically pass on to them. Participants also 
indicated that they were not treated with respect by 
public officials and did not believe that technocrats 
were making quality decisions. In the following 
excerpt, Mohammed discussed the disrespectful 
treatment by inspectors from the fire department: 

 
You should see the fire department guys 
when they come in here, how they talk to us. 
They take $50,000 a year for a one time 
visit, and they talk to us like we’re pieces of 
crap. They didn’t even show up for the last 
three years, and they send us bills for the last 
three years.… Just because they pushed 
some numbers and they say, “Hey you owe 
us $30,086.” No, you didn’t forget to bill 
me. You never showed up.  

 
Disillusionment with legal authority.  

Participants’ frustrations with city officials seemed to 
reflect a broader disillusionment with authority 
figures in the city ranging from police officers to 
elected officials. Unfavorable perceptions toward 
politicians and bureaucrats were frequently 
expressed, and business owners felt constrained to 
comply with a litany of rules and regulations. The 
White participants echoed the sentiments of their 
Middle Eastern counterparts in this regard. There was 
an overall sense that the city had been mismanaged 
for years and that if more power were given to 
private business interests, the city would be better 
off.  

Some African American participants were 
skeptical about handing over the city to private 
interests due to the concern that the Black business 
community would be marginalized. However, they 
acknowledged that the mismanagement of resources 
in the city was hurting all small businesses, 
regardless of the ethnicity of the owners. It is also 
noteworthy that the willingness of business owners to 
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comply with regulations did not appear to flow from 
a sense of duty or trust in the law; rather, they were 
afraid of the potential consequences of non-
compliance. They did not want to lose their 
businesses, and in the case of Arabs and Chaldeans, 
their businesses were often an important part of their 
families’ legacies. 

Crime and Victimization 

Unresponsive police and the risk of 
victimization.  An emerging theme in responses to 
questions about police performance was that of police 
response-time to calls for service. Participants were 
generally not satisfied with police response-times, 
and some expressed that this issue affected their 
confidence in the police department. These views 
were expressed by all participants. They described 
violent crimes and disorderly behavior at or near their 
businesses and the apparent futility of calling the 
police: “The police will not come, even if you have 
their cell number. They don’t give a shit,” said one 
Chaldean grocery store owner. Participants who were 
frustrated by police response times were inclined to 
believe that police did not care enough about serving 
the community, and some business owners lost 
confidence in the police as a result. In particular, for 
the businesses that experienced a high volume of 
interactions with the public, there were serious 
concerns about reporting crimes to the police. Tariq 
described his experience during a night shift: 

 
I’m behind the counter, and the guy says 
“I’m not leaving here until I get my mother 
f-ing money.” I was scheduled to leave at 
twelve [midnight] it was like 11:50 and 
there’s no way I’m walking out of here 
safely until that guy leaves. So we call the 
cops and with all due respect to the Detroit 
Police department, they still didn’t show up. 
[The dispatcher] when she responded, said 
we’ll send a car over there. They didn’t 
come. It’s like, what’s the point of me 
calling if you’re not gonna show up? Then 
when a situation happens, where a clerk 
pulls out a gun or something gets escalated 
to another level, then it’s automatically 
come charge the gas station guy, come 
charge the gas station clerk. You understand 
what I’m saying? It’s like I’m the one that 
needs you. There’s people terrorizing my 
place of business. Should I call these folks 
[the police]? Every time, I’m the problem, 
I’m the problem. 
 
Perceptions regarding police response-times 

seemed to affect levels of confidence and 

satisfaction. Participants may respect the institution 
of policing; however, they had little respect for police 
and did not trust the police mainly because of a 
perceived lack of responsiveness. Regina is an 
African American female owner of a transportation 
business in the Midtown area. She indicated that after 
a non-fatal shooting incident involving one of her 
drivers and the passengers of one of her vehicles, it 
was assumed that the police would not come quickly:  

 
It actually took them [the police] quite some 
time to arrive at the hospital. I don’t know 
how long they took to arrive at the crime 
scene because we left pretty quickly. But the 
assumption is that they took a long time. 
And the shooter was not ever apprehended. 
And in such a large crowd it should not have 
been so difficult to find the shooter. And 
then at the hospital, it’s almost as though 
they are making out the victims to be the 
bad people. “What were you doing there?” 
And basically, “Why has this happened to 
you?” 
 
Clearly, passionate views about policing must be 

understood within a neighborhood context in which 
the risk and fear of victimization is a daily reality. All 
of the participants indicated that there was a crime 
problem in the areas where their businesses are 
located. Five participants indicated that they had been 
robbed recently and most of these crimes had 
occurred at their places of business. Richie, the 
owner of a barber school, described an experience of 
a robbery while he was at his business: 

 
I got robbed one morning when I was 
opening up. I opened the safe and he tell me 
come on let's go. He takes me and he puts 
me [in] the basement. Now I'm thinking I'm 
gonna get shot. He takes me to the basement 
and going into the basement there's a big 
steel beam that we put on the door at night, 
so if somebody comes into the basement 
from the outside, they couldn’t get upstairs. 
And I’m saying, shit I’m gonna get killed. 
 
It is noteworthy that very few of the participants 

live in the city of Detroit, and some had to commute 
a relatively long distance from home to come to their 
stores. This in itself reflects a general indictment on 
the quality of life in the city and concerns about 
safety. All participants indicated that they were 
concerned or afraid that they would be a victim of 
crime in the future. Although some business owners 
had experienced violent crimes while operating their 
businesses, the majority had experienced theft and 
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other property crimes. Moreover, the gas station 
owners were regularly dealing with shoplifting, 
vandalism, and threats of violence from customers. 
Disorderly and disrespectful customers appeared to 
be an even larger issue than crime, per se, for some 
participants. The following excerpt comprises an 
argument between Mohammed and a customer over 
gas prices: 

 
He goes, “No, you’re not supposed to f-ing 
charge me for debit price.” He ended up 
pulling a weapon on me. Thank God I was 
behind the safety… and he got out his car. 
The car was parked right in front of the 
cashier’s clerk window, and I’m looking at 
him and he’s brandishing a weapon. All over 
five bucks in gas. And everything was 
displayed. It wasn’t like I didn’t have that 
displayed. Like this is my cash or credit 
price. But it was right there and a couple 
customers tried to explain to him, look it’s 
right on the board. [Still] he brandished a 
weapon.  
 
During this incident, Mohammed was fearful for 

his life. In retrospect, he did not think it was worth 
risking one’s life over the price of gas, and that was 
the day he decided that he would eventually look for 
a way to sell his business and move to another city. 
He had to think seriously about the wellbeing of his 
young family and wondered who would take care of 
them if he was murdered while at the store: 

 
I have kids at home. I can’t risk my life for a 
quarter and a dollar. I’m willing to trade 
everything if it came down to the point 
where my life was at risk and someone had a 
gun pointed at my head. I would tell him go 
ahead take the whole store and leave me for 
my kids. Because that is the objective as you 
grow older, you know. You don’t care about 
yourself, you care about the future of your 
kids.  [The police chief needs to] come 
down to the city, come down. Talk to these 
gas station owners. They’ll tell you about 
the crime, they’ll tell you about these dope 
houses. 
 
Participants complained about delinquency and 

neighborhood disorder affecting business owners 
who operated their businesses in often deplorable 
environments. An Arab business owner named Sharif 
gave another example of this. Here, he expresses 
concern about the impact of prostitution on his 
business and that the police have refused to do 
anything about it:  

Prostitution comes. It’s [here] all the time. 
The police know about it, the police see 
them all the time. The police station is right 
there, literally. The reason we want this to 
be taken care of is because this cost me so 
much business. These women out there, it 
doesn’t help my business it’s disgusting. All 
year long. It is absolutely disgusting. So 
what do you do? The police don’t take care 
of it. Nobody does. I went and I complained. 
The commander who was in place, he told 
me explicitly, “Don’t bother me with this 
anymore. Deal with the homeless 
community like everybody else.” That’s 
exactly what he said. He said, “Stop 
bothering me with it.” The reason they’re 
here [is] because there’s a lot of drugs and 
heroin that’s here. So who takes care of this 
problem? That is a police issue, if you can’t 
pick up prostitution you have to go the other 
way around and that is in cleaning up from 
the other side. 

  
The impact of problematic neighborhoods on 

businesses.  The participants were also frustrated that 
the police viewed several types of delinquency and 
disorder as issues for business owners to deal with on 
their own. Several participants talked about the 
problem of loitering and the sale of illegal drugs 
outside their businesses and the fact that the city 
authorities deem it as a business issue rather than a 
law enforcement issue. Most participants were 
concerned about the lack of quick and meaningful 
consequences for drug selling in their communities 
and felt labeled by the city as “bad businesses.” 
Business owners had become cynical about law 
enforcement in general and believed that all agents of 
the law were untrustworthy. It was perceived that the 
power of the law was being used to accomplish an 
agenda that was not in the best interest of small 
business owners. Such views were highlighted by the 
Arab gas station owners. This group of respondents 
possessed the most unfavorable views. They also 
suggested that there is a lawless mindset that exists in 
some communities in Detroit that has not been 
properly addressed by the authorities. Instead of 
addressing these issues head-on, there was a 
perception that Middle Eastern business owners were 
being scapegoated and unfairly treated. 

Furthermore, Chaldean business owners in the 
Osborn neighborhood talked about the security of 
their parking lots. The Osborn neighborhood is a 
community in the northeastern part of the city that 
has developed a reputation as a very troubled area. 
One Chaldean participant had to hire a full-time 
security guard to protect his patrons’ vehicles 
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because so many catalytic converters were being 
stolen. His employees were also victims of robberies 
on their way to and from work, which was another 
theme that emerged during the interviews. It seemed 
that the risk of robberies perpetrated against 
employees during their commute or while waiting at 
bus stops was a concern.  

Another Chaldean participant who operated an 
auto repair shop on the East Side was also concerned 
about the risk of victimization. A fellow business 
owner, one of his closest friends, was shot and killed 
while taking a bag of credit card receipts to the bank. 
The perpetrator thought it was a bag of money: “He 
was killed for nothing. People get killed for shit like 
that.” Since then, whenever he goes to the bank he 
changes cars as a precautionary measure. Yet another 
business owner indicated that he used to own seven 
businesses in Detroit but was forced to sell three of 
them because of the difficulty in getting employees to 
stay. Potential employees were afraid because the 
businesses had been robbed about fifteen times. He 
was frustrated about constantly being targeted. He 
carried a gun in his belt for protection which was 
visibly displayed as a deterrent. When asked about a 
solution to the problem of victimization he suggested 
that all law-abiding citizens should be carrying guns. 
He indicated that the citizens of Detroit also needed 
to be educated about right and wrong and showed a 
better way to live.  

Participants were also concerned about having to 
be constantly on the alert for con-artists and 
shoplifters. Some business owners experienced 
violence and the threat of violence from their own 
customers. These experiences did not appear to be 
directly related to legal cynicism or legitimacy 
perceptions. However, it is important to discuss these 
experiences for two reasons. First, it is clear that 
Arab and Chaldeans experienced more frequent 
victimizations and threats from the residential 
community. Second, concerns about the risk of 
victimization and the fear of crime could play a role 
in perceptions of how the city is managed. Business 
owners who function under the threat of victimization 
from customers felt particularly vulnerable and in 
need of special assistance from city authorities and 
police. 

The gas station owners in particular discussed 
the retaliation they experienced when they stopped 
selling loosies (Loose cigarettes). Some customers 
expressed their disapproval by destroying property, 
particularly the vehicles in the parking lot. One 
participant indicated that during a night shift a 
customer came in and broke everything inside the 
store. After some time had passed, the business 
owner came from behind the counter to start cleaning 
up. However, the perpetrator came back and seized 

the business owner’s shotgun and tried to shoot him 
as they wrestled on the floor. Eventually, the business 
owner escaped, and the perpetrator left with the 
weapon. Subsequently, a close relative advised him 
not to put his life at risk like that again and that he 
should stay behind the counter even if they break 
everything. Vandalism, theft, and the hiding of illegal 
drugs on store shelves were frequent incidents 
reported by gas station owners. Tariq described such 
an incident: 

 
I just remodeled my store four or five days 
ago, I spent $80,000. I changed my islands, 
we bought nicer pumps gave it a fresh paint 
job, gave it a nicer look. Not considering my 
neighborhood behind me is half gone. And I 
woke up this morning I just spent a half 
hour, someone spray painted my pump, 
spray painted the new cement slab we just 
put in ... spray painted all the pumps, I just 
spent a half hour washing the spray paint 
off. I got discouraged. Like here I am trying 
to better this place so people feel safe, feel 
welcome and hopefully attract a nicer 
crowd, and you gotta wake up to that stuff.  
 
This captures the ongoing frustration and the 

helplessness that these business owners often feel. 
Their concerns are not only with crime and disorder 
but also with the behavior of their customers. They 
are concerned about the retaliation of angry 
customers who may call them ‘snitches’ for calling 
the police. Aziz criticized the unfair focus of some 
police officers regarding raids on gas stations and the 
fear of retaliation from customers: 

 
They’re going around [The police] raiding 
gas stations as they show on the news. And 
they blame the gas station owners, ‘You’re 
the one who let him sit here. You’re the one 
who let him sit in your store, sell weed, hide 
his product in your shelves,’ and do this and 
that. And I know this for a fact, because I 
have a cousin down the street, about a 
month ago he got raided, and the guy’s a 
real nice guy. He’s not [that] type of person 
you know. He’ll come at you nicely, nicely. 
And most of us fear calling the cops. And 
here’s another reason why we fear calling 
the cops, [it’s for] fear of retaliation from 
the consumers.  
 
Aziz also referred to the conundrum of having to 

ask loiterers to stop selling marijuana so close to his 
business. The police believe these incidents are a 
business problem; however, when business owners 
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try to handle them, they are often not effective. What 
makes the situation more difficult is that the young 
men who hang around their businesses are often 
defiant:  

 
We used to have a site on the East Side over 
and over again [we talked to them] and 
nobody listens. You speak to their parents 
it’s like speaking to a wall. You speak to 
their grandparents, they don’t want to listen 
to you. What do you do with them? You call 
the police, the police can’t do anything. I 
mean seriously what can the police do? We 
used to have this one site, the police station 
closed down, so when the fifth precinct 
closed down, we closed down our business.  
 
In response to this conflict, most of the 

participants called for dialogue between small 
businesses owners and the residential community, as 
well as a meeting between the business community 
and city officials. These misconceptions needed to be 
cleared up so that all could work together for the 
overall wellbeing of the city. However, due to the 
distrust and unfavorable perceptions, added to the 
pressures of a struggling economy and high crime 
rates, the city was becoming “a pressure cooker that 
would soon explode,” according to one Lebanese gas 
station owner. Still, aside from all the criticisms and 
the frustrations expressed by the respondents who 
were interviewed, many of them indicated that they 
still love the city and hope that one day soon things 
start to turn around. This was one of the main reasons 
why many of them choose to stay in Detroit. 

The owner of several successful businesses on 
the East Side, including a liquor store and a cell 
phone store, described an experience with a customer 
who paid for items with a fake hundred dollar bill. 
Given the rule that business owners are not permitted 
to return counterfeit bills, he chose to hold on to it. 
However, the customer retaliated by pointing a gun at 
him, and then proceeded to destroy the store. The 
business owner called the police at 8:00 P.M., but they 
did not arrive until 12:00 midnight. He indicated that 
the customer had threatened to come back and kill 
him when he got off work and asked the police for 
protection, but they refused. Instead, they suggested 
that he park his car out front. He asked the police if 
they would take him to his car that night, but 
unfortunately, the answer was “no.”  

He therefore concluded that if the guy came 
again, he would give him back the fake hundred 
dollar bill because obeying the rules could cost him 
his life. Apparently, the counterfeit money was quite 
important to the perpetrator because he would 
eventually find a proprietor who would take it. 

Participants believed that these problems clearly 
reflect the failure of the police and the city authorities 
in general for allowing neighborhoods to deteriorate 
and crime rates to escalate. This is the challenging 
reality that many of the participants face daily.  

Discussion and Conclusion 

This study contributes to research on business 
communities in disorderly areas, particularly within 
America’s large urban centers. The findings indicate 
that there were nuanced perspectives when it comes 
to legal cynicism. While business owners were 
generally dissatisfied with the performance of those 
who exercise the power of the law, most agreed that 
laws should be obeyed. It was also noteworthy that 
Arab and Chaldean merchants voiced the strongest 
disfavor toward city authorities. Most believed that 
those who exercise legal power are more concerned 
about controlling business owners than developing 
business activity in the city.  

Arab and Chaldean participants also believed 
that the legal power exercised by the authorities has 
been misappropriated and harshly administered. They 
indicated that public officials have an agenda that 
does not reflect the best interest of the most 
vulnerable businesses in the city. They were 
concerned that businesses that need the most 
assistance and protection are not properly served by 
city authorities. Although this was not a 
representative sample, the findings do suggest that 
Arabs and Chaldeans in Detroit are more cynical than 
their counterparts. 

Attitudes toward the police were also complex, 
as most business owners had respect for the 
institution of policing, but very few had confidence in 
police performance, and most did not perceive the 
police to be protecting the interests of the business 
community. Most agreed that the performance of 
police officers and their response-times to calls for 
service needed to be urgently addressed. These 
frustrations were compounded by the fear of crime 
and the ongoing risk of victimization. Both the 
immigrant and non-immigrant business owners were 
concerned about violent crime, illegal drugs, and 
property crimes in the areas where their businesses 
were located. While the Arab gas station owners were 
particularly concerned about the risk of being victims 
of violent crime, they were more concerned about 
their interactions with a small minority of abrasive 
and unruly customers. Furthermore, gas station 
owners throughout the city seemed to share common 
issues pertaining to crime, policing, interaction with 
customers, and general issues facing the city. They 
were also frustrated with issues regarding business 
regulations and compliance, and skeptical that the 
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money collected in taxes was producing any tangible 
benefit for the city.  

The findings suggest that differential 
perspectives regarding public officials, police, and 
the fear of crime may have more to do with type of 
business and location than ethnicity. The Arab 
participants in particular appeared to be the most at-
risk group. However, this may have more to do with 
the fact that they operate more vulnerable businesses 
such as liquor stores, gas stations, and convenience 
stores in the most disorderly parts of the city. The 
type of business could be influential in shaping 
overall perceptions, and this is something worth 
exploring in future research. Some business owners 
expressed thoughts of leaving the city, and others 
who were critical of elected officials indicated that 
they could do a much better job with fewer resources.  
Regarding procedural fairness perceptions, business 
owners also expressed that they were seldom treated 
with respect by city officials and police. This is 
similar to the findings from the Crichlow and 
McGarrell (2015) study which focused on business 
owners’ unfavorable procedural fairness perceptions 
toward police. The current study comprised a broader 
framework of perceptions that includes public 
officials in Detroit. It is noteworthy that participants 
felt more disrespected by city officials than police, 
and there was a belief among Middle Eastern 
business owners that the local authorities really do 
not care.  

As indicated earlier, due to the size and non-
representativeness of the sample, there are limitations 
to the generalizability of these findings. The 
possibility of selection bias due to the use of 
informants to gain access to participants is a 
weakness in this study; however, this challenge is not 
unusual for qualitative field research. Furthermore, 
this study presents a case that small businesses in 
some of the most disorderly areas of Detroit are in 
need of support, and unfavorable perceptions toward 
local authorities should be addressed.  

Broader Implications 

These findings have implications for police 
practice in urban communities. Small businesses in 
urban neighborhoods are often the targets of crime 
and many of the merchants are first and second 
generation immigrants. Understanding their dynamic 
standpoints is important for building meaningful 
police-community partnerships. Police officers will 
not be able to do their jobs effectively, particularly 
when it comes to crimes affecting businesses, if they 
do not have the trust, confidence, and cooperation of 
business owners. Purposeful interactions between 
police and small business owners are crucial to the 
survival of business activity and the development of 

urban neighborhoods. If small business owners of all 
ethnic groups have a stake in their communities and 
believe that police officers are making quality 
decisions, this bodes well for the efficacy of future 
crime prevention plans. City officials will also not be 
able to do their jobs effectively if a large portion of 
the business sector views them as illegitimate and 
possesses a high level of legal cynicism.  

The ability of the city council to implement and 
enforce law may be seriously curtailed if business 
owners and community members alike only obey 
legal rules when coerced to do so. It is clear that there 
is a need for public agencies to reach out to the at-
risk members of the business community and seek to 
form partnerships that could highlight some common 
areas of concern with the hope of taking on the 
pervasive challenges. The police have recently 
partnered with a selection of gas station owners to 
take on the problem of carjackings in the city, and 
this has yielded some positive results (Williams, 
2014). Establishing more initiatives such as this 
could help a great deal in reducing disorder.  

It may also be in the best interest of Arab and 
Chaldean business owners to seek a united voice in 
the city rather than only relying on their respective 
Chambers of Commerce. The Chambers may have 
helped to sustain ethnic niches; however, more can be 
done to promote the formation of partnerships 
between immigrant business communities and the 
city. With such a united voice they might more 
effectively express their concerns to public officials 
with the hope of properly addressing their concerns. 
It is in the city’s best interest, furthermore, that crime 
plans elicit partners from the business community 
who have their eyes on the street and are also 
strategically located to make a difference in the city. 
Business owners will also feel much safer to conduct 
their businesses if they believe the local police, as 
well as city officials, are engaged with the 
community and concerned about business safety.  

City officials can also organize community 
meetings with Chaldean business owners, and other 
groups, to hear their concerns and build trust and 
confidence in law enforcement agencies. The 
possibility of inviting Arab and Chaldean police 
recruits could be worth exploring, and it would be 
helpful if local officials are transparent about the 
availability of resources for implementing programs 
to support business activity and creating incentives to 
new entrepreneurs. The police can also be 
encouraged to be transparent about the limited police 
resources and their lack of effectiveness in preventing 
crime in the past. Perhaps a willingness to be 
transparent and to have a frank and open dialogue 
with the business community could go a long way in 
creating future partnerships for the benefit of the city. 



16 CRICHLOW & MCGARRELL 

Criminology, Criminal Justice, Law & Society – Volume 17, Issue 1 

This research also has the potential to inform 
policymakers regarding the transformation of 
community spaces and increasing support for small 
business in depressed urban settings. Where local 
government fails to properly manage urban spaces, 
Business Improvement Districts (BIDs) could offer a 
viable solution as suggested in Mallett (1994). With 
the introduction of BIDs, local governments can 
eventually turn over important functions to the 
private sector, and this may serve to empower small 
businesses in disorderly areas (Davies, 1997). BIDs 
could also lead to enhanced cooperation between 
politicians and private entities that could lead to 
greater accountability and clearly defined measures 
for the joint management of urban spaces (Rose, 
1996; Ward, 2006).  

This approach could empower business 
owners to play a more influential role in reducing 
crime and maintaining public safety (Cook & 
MacDonald, 2011; MacDonald et. al., 2010). 
Managing the built environment can also lead to the 
reduction of street crimes (Anderson, MacDonald, 
Bluthenthal, & Ashwood, 2013), and such a 
concerted initiative could take some of the burden off 
of the local police department that may already be 
stretched to capacity. Empowering the business 
community can ultimately lead to the amelioration of 
legal cynicism and unfavorable attitudes toward city 
officials and law enforcement. Achieving this level of 
public-private cooperation may be critical for Detroit, 
given that small businesses play a role in the survival 
and success of urban communities. They provide 
goods and services, employment, public spaces for 
commercial activity, and daily social interactions that 
are typical of many thriving communities (Brodwin, 
2012). With the necessary support from local 
government and law enforcement agencies, small 
business owners of all ethnic backgrounds can help to 
address the problem of urban decline (Dymski, 1996; 
Greenbaum & Tita, 2004), and this would be a 
welcome sign for the future of the Motor City. 
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Endnotes 
 

1  Pseudonyms were used for all participants in the study. 

2 At the time this article was researched, this news article was available on the website of the Detroit News at this 
link:  http://www.detroitnews.com/article/20131004/METRO01/310040001/Six-decades-Detroit-How-
abandonment-racial-tensions-financial-missteps-bankrupted-city.  The feature story has been removed from the 
newspaper’s website and is no longer available. 
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The traditional focus of criminologists is on 
people.  Environmental criminology focuses on crime 
events.  Broadly speaking, this is the difference 
between the propensity of an individual to commit 
crime and the opportunities available to that 
individual—the difference between criminality and 
opportunity (Hirschi, 1986).  Environmental 
criminology has found that the opportunity for crime 
is impacted by the built environment (Crowe, 1991; 
Jeffery, 1971; Newman, 1972), routine activities of 
both offenders and victims (Cohen & Felson, 1979), 
and the actions of place managers (Eck, 1994; 
Felson, 1995).  This has led some researchers to 

examine the characteristics of places that are 
conducive to crime. 

Place-based studies have a long history in 
criminology (for a detailed history, see Weisburd, 
Bruinsma, & Bernasco, 2009).  In the modern era, the 
field began to focus on places relatively recently with 
Sherman, Gartin, and Buerger (1989).  The idea that 
some places have more crime than others—of crime 
“hot spots”—is now common knowledge among both 
academics and practitioners.  Further, we know that 
crime can cluster in both space and time (Weisburd, 
Bushway, Lum, & Yang, 2004).  This paper adds to 
this literature by examining crime at the smallest unit 
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of aggregation currently available, the street address, 
across both time and space.  We use group-based 
trajectory analysis combined with spatial analysis to 
examine trends of crime in Cincinnati from 1998–
2012.  

Place-Based Crime, Group-Based Trajectory 
Modeling, and Place-Based, Group-Based 

Trajectory Modeling in the Literature 

Place-Based Crime 

Crime is introduced into a time and place by 
opportunity (Brantingham & Brantingham, 1981; 
Felson & Clarke, 1998).  If we remove, or alter, the 
opportunity for crime, we are able to reduce the 
amount of crime that occurs (Cohen & Felson, 1979).  
While traditional criminology focuses on the 
elements that might motivate an offender to commit 
crime, environmental criminology focuses on the 
overall totality of circumstances, particularly 
elements beyond the offender, that provide the 
opportunity for crime (Brantingham & Brantingham, 
1981; Wortley & Mazerolle, 2011).  Within 
environmental criminology, the theory of routine 
activities tells us that crime will only occur when a 
victim and a motivated offender are given the 
opportunity to converge in time and space (Cohen & 
Felson, 1979).  Although motivated offenders and 
victims are important, we are also able to alter the 
potential for crime by changing the opportunities 
available in time and space.  This knowledge has 
inspired practical crime prevention partnerships 
between researchers and police aimed at reducing 
crime by focusing on places.   

The altering of opportunities for crime is done by 
introducing capable guardians into the situation 
(Cohen & Felson, 1979).  Capable guardians have the 
power to intervene with the elements of a crime to 
influence the time- space convergence.  The 
collective of guardians is known generally as 
controllers and more specifically as offender 
handlers, victim guardians, and place managers 
(Cohen & Felson, 1979; Eck, 1994; Felson, 1986).  
Among each of these three groups, there are varying 
levels of guardianship (from strongest to weakest): 
personal, assigned, diffuse, and general (Felson, 
1995).  An individual with the strongest level of 
guardianship (personal), such as a parent, friend, or 
place owner, holds great influence over the elements 
involved in a potential crime and may have the 
greatest power to keep crime from occurring.  
Individuals with general guardianship may include a 
person simply walking on the street who happens to 
notice a potential offender watching for targets.  A 
goal of many crime prevention efforts is to increase 

the levels of guardianship (from weak to strong) in 
criminogenic places to allow for better prevention of 
crime (Felson, 1995).  In this distribution, the police 
may act in all roles or none.  The ultimate goal is for 
the police to have less responsibility over crime 
situations where others may provide stronger levels 
of guardianship (Scott, 2005).   

In the study of crime and place, how place is 
defined will influence responses to crime at that place 
and who can be leveraged as a place manager.  
Within environmental criminology, the study of 
places largely focuses on areas that are smaller than 
cities.  Such areas may include the easily defined 
census block or the more nebulous neighborhood.  
Smaller places, often called micro places, include 
street blocks, intersections, and addresses, but may be 
as small as the space around an ATM machine or a 
parking spot (Eck & Weisburd, 1995).  

Attention to micro places increased in the 1990s 
as data on places became more readily available and 
desktop GIS tools allowed both police and 
researchers to more easily examine those units (Eck 
& Weisburd, 1995).  Attention was also boosted by 
ground-breaking research demonstrating that 
approximately three percent of addresses and 
intersections in the city of Milwaukee were 
responsible for over 50% of the calls for service in 
the city during a one-year period (Sherman et al., 
1989).  These places were identified as hot spots of 
crime.  Subsequent research has not only confirmed 
the presence of this skewed distribution of crime at 
places but has further identified that hot spots are also 
stable over time (Andresen & Malleson, 2011; Braga, 
Papachristos & Hureau, 2010; Groff, Weisburd, & 
Yang, 2010; Spelman, 1995; Taylor, 1999; Weisburd 
et al., 2004).   

Subsequently, in the early 2000s, there was a 
growing interest in research on hot spots because of 
the great potential for practical application within 
police departments (Weisburd & Braga, 2006; see 
also Braga, Papachristos, & Hureau, 2014).  
Extensive research has shown that crime prevention 
efforts undertaken at hot spots are effective at 
reducing crime (Braga, 2001; 2005; Braga & Bond, 
2008; Braga et al., 2014; Braga & Weisburd, 2010; 
Weisburd & Braga, 2006). However, the 
interventions that are taken to respond to hot spots 
will vary at different units of analysis (Eck, 2005).  
Further, the expectations of different types of 
guardians will also vary (Clarke & Eck, 2005).  For 
example, efforts undertaken to respond to hot spots at 
the street segment level (also known as hot lines) 
may use a scheme that increases the number, 
duration, or type of police patrols in the location to 
disrupt regularly scheduled criminal activity 
(Sherman & Rogan, 1995; Sherman & Weisburd, 
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1995).  At the address level, a hot dot, interventions 
are often aimed at place management.  Such 
interventions focus on transferring guardianship from 
the police to property owners and managers (Clarke 
& Eck, 2005; Eck & Guerette, 2012).  Nuisance 
abatement procedures are an example of a hot dot 
intervention (Eck, 2005; Payne, 2015).  The types of 
offenses, offenders, and victims involved in a hot 
spot location will influence the size of the place that 
will be the focus of a hot spot response (Clarke & 
Eck, 2005; Eck, 2005).   

Group-Based Trajectory Modeling 

Within criminal justice, research using group-
based trajectory modeling was pioneered by Nagin 
and Land (1993) and further developed by Nagin 
(1999, 2005).  Group-based trajectory modeling was 
initially used to examine the trajectories of different 
groups of people, typically offenders, over time.  
There are a finite number of general offending paths 
that one might take over the life course.  The 
modeling process aims to group individuals based on 
their patterns of offending and desistance over time.  
These models can then be examined to identify 
general trends in offending.  The trajectory patterns 
are typically defined as stable (which can be at 
varying levels: no offending, low offending, high 
offending), variable (rising or falling), or a 
combination of the two (e.g., low-rising).   

Place-Based, Group-Based Trajectory Modeling 

The application of group-based trajectory models 
to places was first undertaken by Weisburd et al. 
(2004).  Through a series of studies, this work has 
focused on examining the trajectories of street 
segments in Seattle around the turn of the century 
(Groff, 2005; Groff, Weisburd, & Morris, 2009; 
Groff et al., 2010, Weisburd et al., 2004).  The 
Seattle studies documented the relative stability of 
crime at one type of micro place, the street segment, 
over time (Weisburd et al., 2004).  The authors 
argued that if most street segments did not have 
stable trajectories of crime then the study of hot spots 
would be less important than theory suggested.  Their 
findings confirmed the stability of crime at hot spots, 
with 84% of the street segments falling into one of 
several stable trajectories.  They also found, however, 
that there are a small number of street segments that 
have sharply rising or falling crime patterns over 
time.  Weisburd and colleagues (2004) found that 
these street segments have the greatest impact on 
crime trends in a city; by focusing on what is 
happening at this small proportion of street segments 
over time, changes in crime can be better understood.  
Further supporting their examination of the stability 
of crime, the team found that the rates of change 

(whether positive or negative) were also stable over 
time.  Ongoing research in Seattle led by Groff 
continued to support these findings (Groff, 2005; 
Groff et al., 2009; Groff et al., 2010). 

Examining the stability of crime levels at micro 
places over time is of practical importance.  The 
Seattle research (Groff, 2005; Groff et al., 2009; 
Groff et al., 2010; Weisburd et al., 2004) confirmed 
the stability of hot spots over time at the street 
segment level, thus supporting the previous research 
findings in hot spots policing experiments (Braga, 
2001; 2005; Braga & Bond, 2008; Braga et al., 2014; 
Braga & Weisburd, 2010; Weisburd & Braga, 2006).  
In further examining hot spots, however, researchers 
have found that even in high crime neighborhoods 
there are low (and no) crime addresses (Sherman et 
al., 1989).  Using the data from Seattle, Groff et al. 
(2010) examined whether this finding stands when 
examining the trajectories of street segments in hot 
spots.  Groff et al. (2010) asked a useful question:  
are hot spots uniformly hot?  They found that 
adjacent street segments do not necessarily share the 
same temporal trajectory of crime.  There are 
“varying degrees of heterogeneity in street to street 
temporal crime trajectories” (Groff et al., 2010, p. 
24).  Some areas of Seattle were characterized by 
homogeneity in temporal crime trends, while in 
others, there were very different temporal patterns for 
street segments that were proximal to one another.   
These findings are also supported by earlier research 
focused specifically on juvenile crime in Seattle 
(Groff, 2005; Groff et al., 2009).   

To date, the primary unit of analysis examined in 
the small field of place-based, group-based trajectory 
models has been street segment (however, see also 
Griffiths & Chavez, 2004, and  Stults, 2010, for 
examinations of the influence of neighborhood 
[census tract] trajectories on homicide rates). The 
current analysis uses a smaller unit of aggregation 
than previous studies that have combined temporal 
and spatial trends:  the street address.  Smaller units 
of analysis are particularly interesting to investigate 
in light of the findings by Groff and colleague (2009) 
and Groff et al. (2010), both of whom suggest that 
aggregation may hide important variations in the 
data.  We acknowledge Weisburd and colleagues’ 
(2004) concern regarding potential errors developed 
from miscoding addresses in data.  Although there 
may always be the chance for data entry error, this 
potential has been reduced over the past decade as 
records management systems have become more 
sophisticated and address confirmation has become 
more common among U.S. police departments.  
Additionally, both police management and crime 
analysis units have become more concerned with 
accurately reporting addresses (and cleaning data) 
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because of regular reporting and analysis of crime 
data through COMPSTAT style programs.   

Place-based researchers often work with a police 
or community partner to translate their research into 
action.  If place-based research is to guide practice, 
then it could also be important to use the smallest 
unit of analysis possible to have the most direct 
impact on crime levels.  Indeed, the original research 
on hot spots was focused on addresses and 
intersections (Sherman et al., 1989).  Further, based 
on the finding by Groff et al. (2010) that while hot 
spots remain hot over time, they are not necessarily 
surrounded by other hot locations, it is possible that a 
few hot dots within that street segment are driving 
those results (Eck & Eck, 2012).  Thus, focusing on 
addresses provides two potential efficiencies for 
practical application.  First, fewer resources may be 
used by police, in general, when focusing on the 
small proportion of crime-ridden addresses rather 
than larger geographic areas (Eck, Clarke, & 
Guerette, 2007; Goldstein, 1990).  And second, 
address level interventions may also focus on 
transferring responsibilities for crime at places from 
the police to place managers (Eck & Eck, 2012; Eck 
& Guerette, 2012).   

Like previous studies that have examined group-
based trajectories of crime at places and spatial 
relationships, we use a sequential approach to our 
analysis.  We begin by describing the Cincinnati city-
wide crime trend during the study period, 1998-2012.  
Next, we report results of group-based trajectory 
modeling at the street address level.  Finally, we 
describe spatial relationships, using the trajectory as 
the dependent variable.  The results are examined 
city-wide, and then one specific high-crime 
neighborhood is highlighted.  We use a variety of 
tools for this, most notably Stata 14 and ArcGIS 10.3. 

Crime Data Description 

The Cincinnati Police Department provided 
police incident data for the years 1998-2012.  The 
police incident data that we use includes both citizen 
calls for service and officer-initiated activities.  The 
incident type and location are updated as officers 
arrive on the scene, reducing (but not eliminating) the 
potential for classification and location error found in 
raw calls for service data noted by previous studies 
(Klinger & Bridges, 1997).  

Our aim is to describe the development of crime 
and disorder at addresses.  Data were initially 
provided for 4,350,130 incidents, including incidents 
outside of Cincinnati.  Incidents were geocoded with 
ArcGIS 10.3 using a composite geolocator comprised 

of address point, parcel, and street centerline base 
data provided by the Cincinnati Area Geographic 
Information System (CAGIS).  Incident data were 
clipped to Cincinnati city limits, and locations that 
were not locatable were dropped (this resulted in 
dropping 378,983 incidents).  We further dropped 
incidents with recorded locations at police stations 
(69,895 incidents), hospitals (18,133 incidents), and 
court houses and City Hall (6,324 incidents).  In 
practice, these locations are often recorded when the 
incident location is not available.  We also dropped 
incidents that are unrelated to crime and disorder 
problems: traffic incidents; parking issues; prisoner 
transports; and service calls, such as assistance to the 
fire department, medical emergencies, and suicide 
attempts (1,292,368 incidents).  Incidents at street 
intersections were also excluded (336,676 incidents), 
because they are not attributable to an address with 
an identifiable owner with responsibility for the 
address.  Weisburd and colleagues (2004) similarly 
removed incidents at intersections from their 
analysis.   

What remained were 2,247,751 police incidents 
in Cincinnati from 1998-2012 that were related to 
crime and disorder at an identifiable address.  Over 
the 1998-2012 period, the total number of incidents 
per year fell from 142,743 to 140,472, a decrease of 
1.6%.  These incidents were then classified by the 
researchers as disorder,1 property,2 or violent.3  City 
wide trends for each of these incident types is shown 
in Figure 1. Overall, however, the trend across all 
three crime types is largely one of stability—to the 
extent there have been city-wide changes, those 
changes are minor.  

The 2.2 million police incidents occurred at 
125,226 unique addresses across the entire time 
period. In any given year, the number of addresses at 
which incidents occurred varied between 37,679 and 
42,350.  In 2012, there were 125,556 address points 
in the Cincinnati Area Geographic Information 
Systems address point layer, suggesting that most 
addresses in Cincinnati are included in our analysis.  
An address must have had at least one police incident 
during the 1998-2012 period to be included in this 
analysis.  Addresses did not need to have an incident 
in every year to be included.  In fact, only about one 
third of addresses in our data had one or more police 
incidents in any given year in our data.  This 
demonstrates how rare police incidents are at the 
address-level.  Even in a data set comprised only of 
addresses that have had crime at one time, the 
majority of addresses simply do not produce crime in 
any given year. 
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Figure 1: Cincinnati Police Incidents by Type and Year 
 

 
 
 
 

Analytic Strategy: Trajectory Analysis 

Group-based trajectory models were estimated 
with Stata 14 and the user-written command traj 
(Jones, 2015) using zero-inflated Poisson models of 
the count of police incidents per year at each address.  
Counts were truncated at the 99th percentile, 16 
incidents, to facilitate model estimation, in a manner 
similar to Weisburd and colleagues (2004).4  The 
primary model specification question for any 
trajectory analysis is how many trajectories to 
include.  The order of the polynomial that describes 
the trend of each group of places is of secondary 
concern (Nagin, 2005).  Selecting the number of 
trajectories starts by examining the change in the 
Bayesian Information Criterion (BIC) as additional 
trajectories are added to the model.  This is the 
approach used by previous trajectory of crime at 
place studies (Groff et al., 2010; Weisburd et al., 
2004).  However, this approach has limitations.  We 
estimated models with up to 20 trajectories for each 
crime type.  With every additional trajectory, the BIC 
improved.  Visual inspection of plots from these 
models suggested considerable overlap in these 
trajectories, with very small percentages of places in 
most trajectories. 

BIC, however, is only a first consideration in 
identifying group-based trends.  Nagin (2005) and 
Nagin and Tremblay (2005) suggest not being 
shackled to a single statistic when selecting models.  
Model selection is as much art as science—all 
models are an abstraction of reality, and there is no 
truly correct model.  Nagin (2005) explictly cautions 
against including trajectories that do not add to 
understanding the data: the “objective is not to 
identify the ‘true’ number of groups” (p. 173) but 
instead to identify the most parsimonious model that 
describes features of the population.  Stated 
differently, trajectories should be helpful in 
distinguishing groups of places from one another.  
Additional trajectories should not be added after it 
becomes difficult to distinguish different trajectories 
from one another.  We, therefore, relied on visual 
inspection of estimated trajectory plots combined 
with other diagnostics instead of BIC alone when 
selecting our base models.  We agree with Nagin 
(2005) that parsimony is a valuable goal, and we 
considered whether each additional trajectory 
revealed something new about the population rather 
than whether each additional trajectory marginally 
improved a model fit statistic.   
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The Trajectories of Crime at  
Addresses in Cincinnati, 1998-2012 

 
Model Estimates 
 

With our Cincinnati dataset, six trajectories 
adequately captured the variation in the trajectory of 
each crime type without duplicating similar 
trajectories. We acknowledge that other modelers 
may choose differently, with slightly different results, 
even with the same data. Model plausibility was 
confrimed with diagnostics suggested by Nagin 
(2005), which are shown with the percentage of 
addresses in each trajectory in Table 1.  The average  
 
 

posterior probability of group assignment, odds of 
correct classifications, and comparisons of model 
group assignment compared to group assignment 
using the maximum posterior probability rule were 
all well within guidelines suggested by Nagin (2005) 
for the six-trajectory model.  Models with more 
trajectories generally performed poorly on one or 
more of these diagnostics.  Models with more than 12 
trajectories had serious problems with posterior 
probabilities despite an improvement in BIC, 
suggesting that those models had more difficulty 
assigning addresses to trajectory groups than the six-
trajectory model described below.  A plot of the 
estimated trajectories appears below as Figure 2. 

 

Figure 2: Estimated Trajectories of Crime at Addresses in Cincinnati, 1998-2012 
 

 
 
 

 
As shown in Figure 2, the majority of addresses 

have low-stable levels of crime (58.3% of all 
addresses, trajectory 2, symbolized by an open 
circle).  Crime at these addresses is so low as to be 

considered zero; these are places at which the average 
number of crimes ranges from 0.150 to 0.191 per 
year.  This is contrasted with the high-stable crime 
trajectory, which comprises 2.5% of addresses 
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(symbolized by a filled square).  The average number 
of crimes at these addresses is an order of magnitude 
greater than that of the low-stable crime trajectory, 
averaging between 14.175 and 20.033 per year.   
(These averages are calculated using the original, 
non-truncated data; see endnote 4 for further 
discussion of these calculations). 

Two groups experienced declining crime during 
the study period.  Trajectory 4 (12.3% of addresses, 
solid diamond) and trajectory 5 (3.6%, open 
diamond) show similar trends although trajectory 5 
experienced a higher magnitude of crime than 
trajectory 4 throughout the study period.  Trajectory 1 
(16.7%, open triangle) and trajectory 3 (6.6%, solid 
triangle) both increased in crime during the study 
period.  These two trajectories show similar patterns 
of increase, with trajectory 3 having higher crime 
throughout the study period. 
 
Characteristics of the Six Trajectories 
 

Unlike studies using Seattle data (Groff, 2005; 
Groff et al., 2009; Groff et al., 2010; Weisburd et al., 
2004), there were not large city-wide changes in 
Cincinnati crime counts during our study period—the 
2012 total crime count in Cincinnati was 1.6% lower 
than the 1998 total crime count.  Like the Seattle 
studies, however, we do find substantial changes in 
the number of crimes occurring at places within each 
trajectory group.  Substantial crime increases in the 
increasing trajectories were offset by decreases at 
places in the declining trajectories. Table 1 shows the 

percent of addresses by trajectory group along with 
the percent of crime occurring within each trajectory 
in 1998 and 2012.  Figure 3 is an area chart showing 
how the proportion of crime that occurred within 
each trajectory trend group changed over time.  In 
1998, 5.8% of all crimes occurred at places assigned 
to trajectory 1.  By 2012, 19.2% of crime occurred at 
places assigned to this increasing trajectory.  The 
high-stable crime trajectory 6 comprises 2.5% of 
addresses—yet about one-third of crime occurs at 
places assigned to this trajectory regardless of year.  
Much in the same way that national crime statistics 
do not necessarily represent the trends in any given 
city, the small city-wide difference in the total crime 
count from 1998 to 2012 obscured large crime 
changes within trajectories. 

 
Land Use Varied by Trajectory 
 

Table 2 shows the percent of selected land use 
types by trajectory.  Across all trajectories, the most 
common land use type is residential: 62.3% of all 
addresses in the data are residential.  Residential land 
use includes single-family, two-family, and three-
family dwellings, as well as apartments.  Even among 
addresses in the high-stable crime group, trajectory 6, 
residential is the most common land use category.  
Retail establishments comprise a larger proportion of 
the high-crime group (18.1%) than of other groups – 
but 10.76% of medium-declining (trajectory 5) were 
retail as well. 

 
 

Table 1: Percent of City-Wide Addresses within Trajectory Group and Diagnostic Criteria 
 

Trajectory 
Group 

 

(%) 

Pj 

(%) 

Ave. PP  Odds correct classification 

1  16.701  16.373  0.901  45.600 

2  58.270  58.735  0.976  28.794 

3  6.628  6.618  0.948  257.905 

4  12.250  12.142  0.919  81.758 

5  3.639  3.621  0.957  582.605 

6  2.511  2.511  0.990  3,831.700 
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Figure 3: Count of Crimes by Trajectory Trend Group, Cincinnati, 1998-2012 
 

 
 
 
 

 
Table 2: Land Use by Trajectory (Percent within Each Trajectory) 

 
 Trajectory Group   

      1        2        3       4        5        6  Total 
Commercial 1.1 0.8 2.4 1.6 4.8 5.8  1.3 
Government-owned 0.8 5.3 1.4 1.5 2.3 3.8  3.7 
Industrial 1.0 0.8 1.9 1.7 3.9 0.9  1.2 
Parking 0.4 0.8 0.6 0.7 1.4 0.8  0.7 
Retail 2.5 1.5 6.2 3.7 10.8 18.1  3.0 
School 0.2 0.3 0.3 0.3 0.6 2.4  0.4 
Vacant 1.6 4.5 1.8 5.1 5.2 2.3  3.9 
Residential         

Apartments 4-19 units 5.7 1.5 15.4 4.8 12.9 20.0  4.4 
Apartments 20-39 unit 0.5 0.4 2.2 0.5 1.8 9.3  0.8 
Apartments 40+ units 4.5 2.3 7.0 3.4 4.5 16.3  3.5 
Single-family dwelling 56.4 39.7 27.5 47.3 16.9 2.3  40.8 
Two-family dwelling 12.1 5.3 14.2 11.5 10.9 2.5  7.9 
Three-family dwelling 2.3 0.8 4.3 2.5 4.2 1.5  1.6 
Other residential 5.2 1.5 8.0 6.3 6.1 3.2  3.3 

Other 5.9 34.5 7.0 9.1 13.8 10.9  23.6 
Total 100.0 100.00 100.00 100.00 100.00 100.00  100.00 
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Crime Types Varied by Trajectory 
 

The mix of crime types varied by trajectory as 
well.  Like previous scholars, we were unable to 
estimate separate trajectory models by crime type due 
to the relatively rare nature of crime across time and 
space.  We can, however, examine broad categories 
of crime within each trajectory after model 
estimation. Figure 4 shows the percentage of police 

incidents that were property, violent, or disorder.  As 
expected, disorder is more common than both 
property and violent crime in all trajectories.  The 
high-stable trajectory and one of the declining 
trajectories (trajectory 5) shows more violent 
incidents than property incidents. The low-stable 
crime trajectory had the highest proportion of 
property crime and lowest proportion of violence 
compared to disorder among the trajectories.

 
Figure 4:  Percent of Property, Violent, and Disorder Incidents by Trajectory 

 

 
 
 

Spatial Relationships of Trajectories and 
Confirmation of Risky Facilities 

 
We examined spatial relationships using ArcGIS 

10.3.  Like Groff and colleagues (2010), we used 
Ripley’s K to assess the degree of spatial clustering 
of the various trajectories.  Ripley’s K compares the 
clustering of observed points to complete spatial 
randomness (CSR) at multiple distances.  Because 
addresses are not distributed completely at random, 
we also compared the modeled trajectories to that of 
all addresses in Cincinnati.  Ripley’s K results 
(available upon request) show that all trajectories are 
more clustered than CSR up to a distance of about 
one-half mile.  The high-stable crime trajectory (6) 
shows greater spatial clustering than other 
trajectories.  The low-stable crime trajectory (2) 
shows similar clustering to that of all addresses.  The 

remaining trajectories fell in between these two 
extremes.   

In Figure 5, we examine the clustering of high-
stable crime places (trajectory 6) by neighborhood in 
Cincinnati.  The thematic map in Figure 5 
compliments Figure 6, which shows a hot spot map5 
of high-stable crime addresses (i.e., addresses in 
trajectory 6).  As expected, the figures show that 
high-stable crime addresses are not uniformly 
distributed across Cincinnati.  These figures also 
show that the crime concentration is likely due to the 
relatively higher concentration of high-crime 
addresses in particular neighborhoods.  The inset in 
Figure 6 highlights the Cincinnati neighborhood of 
Over-the-Rhine, a neighborhood that is wholly 
contained within a hot spot of high-stable crime 
addresses when traditional mapping methods are 
used.
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Figure 5:  Percent of Addresses in the High-Crime Group (Trajectory 6) by Neighborhood, Cincinnati 
 

 
 

Figure 6:  Hot Spot High-Stable Crime (Trajectory 6) Addresses, Cincinnati, with Inset of Over-the-Rhine 
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Both Figure 5 and Figure 6 aggregate data to an 
aerial unit (neighborhood for Figure 5, 250-foot grid 
cell for Figure 6). These figures suggest that the 
entire neighborhood of Over-the-Rhine should be an 
area of focus for crime prevention efforts.  This 
neighborhood is 0.5% of the total area of Cincinnati, 
yet 9.8% of high-stable crime addresses are in Over-
the-Rhine (see inset, Figure 6). In fact, the entire 
neighborhood is covered by a hot spot of high-stable 
crime addresses. 

Larger scale maps (i.e., more “zoomed in”), 
however, tell a different story.  Prior research of 
crime at place has found that within each type of 
facility type, a relative handful of places are 

problematic while the remainder are not (Eck et al., 
2007).6  We choose one facility type, apartments, to 
illustrate the risky facilities hypothesis over time in 
our data.   This facility type also allows some 
exploration of density, since land use classifications 
include an ordinal scale of the number of units (4-19 
units, 20-39 units, and 40+ units) in apartment 
buildings.  Figure 7 shows high-stable crime 
(trajectory 6) and low-stable crime (trajectory 2) 
apartments by number of units in a small area of 
Over-the-Rhine, the neighborhood which appears to 
be wholly contained within a hot spot of high-stable 
crime addresses.  

 
 

Figure 7:  High-Stable Crime and Low-Stable Crime Places in Over-the-Rhine, Cincinnati 

 
 

Figure 7 shows what Figures 5 and 6 cannot— 
he distance from any high-stable crime place to a 
low-stable crime place is typically short.  Many high-
stable crime addresses share a street segment with 
similarly-sized low-stable crime places.  The small 
area shown in Figure 7 is representative of other 
areas in Over-the-Rhine.  Within Over-the-Rhine, 
nearly four out of five high-stable crime apartment 
buildings are within one block of a similarly-sized 

low-stable crime apartment building (83 of the 106 
high-stable crime apartment buildings are within 250 
feet of a low-stable crime apartment building).  
Another 18.9% of high-stable apartment buildings are 
within two blocks of a low-stable crime building (20 
addresses).  Just three high-stable crime apartment 
buildings are more than two blocks from a similarly-
sized low-crime apartment building in Over-the-
Rhine. 
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It is clear that places with very different 
developmental trajectories coexist within the same 
neighborhood and within the same street segment.  
Although our focus on places within the high-stable 
crime trajectory pointed us to the Over-the-Rhine 
neighborhood for potential interventions, it is not true 
that every address in the neighborhood is high-crime.  
It is also not true that every high-crime street segment 
is uniformly high in crime.  High-stable crime, low-
stable crime, increasing-crime, and decreasing-crime 
places all coexist in very close proximity to one 
another, even when the scope of the analysis is 
limited to a single facility type.   Therefore, while our 
initial analysis suggested that the Over-the-Rhine 
neighborhood was potentially in need of a massive 
intervention, our more detailed analysis demonstrated 
that such an effort might not be either necessary or 
effective.  Instead, it is likely useful to examine 
individual problem places, specifically those in the 
high-stable crime trajectory, to prioritize 
individualized responses.   

Conclusion 

We used group-based trajectory models to 
describe crime at the address-level with 1998-2012 
data from the Cincinnati Police Department.  We 
found that six trajectories adequately described the 
data.  Like previous research that examined 
trajectories at the street segment level (e.g. Groff et 
al., 2010; Weisburd et al., 2004), we found that city-
wide trends were driven by changes in a minority of 
these trajectories.  Using address-level data allowed 
us to explore land use.  We found that land use varied 
by crime trajectory, but residential purposes were 
most common in all trajectories.  However, places in 
the high-crime trajectory were more likely to be retail 
than places in other trajectories.  While we were 
unable to model different crime types separately, we 
did examine crime types after model estimation.  
Disorder was the most likely incident type across all 
trajectories; however, violent crime was more likely 
in the high-stable crime trajectory than at other 
trajectories.   

Spatially, like Groff and colleagues (2010), we 
find that each trajectory is more clustered than would 
be assumed under alternative models of complete 
spatial randomness and more clustered than addresses 
in general.  Also like Groff and colleagues (2010), we 
find that this clustering can be misleading.  Groff and 
colleagues (2010) use a quantitative method 
(bivariate Ripley’s K); we use a more visual method.  
The results are similar regardless of method.  Places 
of differing trajectories coexist within very short 
distances of each other despite being more clustered 
than would be expected at random.   

This finding can be re-stated simply:  High-
stable crime places exist on the same street segment 
as low-stable crime, increasing-crime, and 
decreasing-crime places.  This suggests that many of 
the processes generating crime could occur at a 
smaller unit of aggregation than street segment.  This 
also suggests that police and community responses to 
hot spots of crime should be tailored to where the 
crime is actually occurring, whether it is an entire 
street with multiple addresses that are criminogenic 
or if one or two addresses are driving the heat.  
Further, by identifying the differences in 
guardianship between the high crime and the low (or 
no) crime addresses, recommendations for 
improvement can be made to place managers and 
other controllers at high-crime places.  Although it is 
possible that some high-crime places are just more 
popular than low-crime places near them (c.f., 
Wilcox & Eck, 2011), this is unlikely to be true for 
all high-crime places. The implication for research is 
a need to revisit address as a unit of useful analysis, 
much as Sherman and colleagues (1989) used.  

Our methods have limitations.  First, we 
acknowledge that measurement error may be an issue 
at the address level when using police data.  Given 
the utility of location information   for modern police 
operations, however, we suspect that incident-level 
data such as we use here have less error today than in 
the past.  Still, it is possible that police dispatchers 
and/or officers make errors when recording 
addresses.  It is also possible that our geocoding 
process introduced some unknown degree of error.  
Like previous researchers using trajectory models at 
places, we were forced to truncate the data at the 99th 
percentile, limiting our ability to discuss changes 
within the high-stable crime trajectory (see endnote 
4).  Like previous researchers, we are also unable to 
run crime-specific models due to the relative rareness 
of crime. 

Another limitation has interesting implications: 
We lack measures of crime within each address.  
Prior work has found that crime is concentrated 
among a relative handful of cities within a state, a 
relative handful of neighborhoods within a city, and a 
relative handful of street segments within a 
neighborhood.  Like prior work, we find that crime is 
concentrated at a relative handful of addresses.  Yet 
our unit of analysis is not as granular as it could be.  
Most addresses have further divisions of both 
theoretical and practical importance.  Apartment 
addresses, for example, have several dwelling units.  
Retail addresses may contain stores of different 
types, and each store may have subunits of interest 
(front counter versus back storeroom, for example).  
Even single-family dwelling addresses have subunits 
(front yard, back yard, garage, interior, etc.).  So far, 
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every time researchers have used smaller units of 
analysis, a key finding has been that crime is more 
concentrated than at larger units of analysis.  It is 
very likely that if we had sub-address data, we would 
find that crime is concentrated at even smaller units 
of analysis.  This information would help to further 
tailor responses to crime.  There is a limit to the 
practical utility of using smaller and smaller units of 
analysis—but we likely have not yet reached that 
limit. 

Our findings suggest that the place-based 
processes that cause crime are complex.  Since places 
on the same street segment are often in different 
trajectories, those processes may be quite different 
for places that are literally next to each other.  We 
lack measures that could be used to determine those 
processes in the available retrospective secondary 
data; however, some measures not available during 
our study period will be available to future 
researchers.  For example, the Hamilton County, 
Ohio auditor only recently retained electronic parcel 
data indefinitely—the practice until 2007 was to keep 
every third year.  Future work could examine the 
impact of changing land use on crime counts at small 
units of analysis, for example, using secondary data. 
Future work should also focus on the impact of 
guardianship at micro places.  What are the 
differences in management styles and levels at places 
with high crime versus those with low or no crime?  
Place management decisions impact how a place is 
used and by whom (Eck, 1994).  Place management 
decisions shape every element of the built 
environment, which changes how people use space.  
While indirect measures of place management could 
be culled from secondary data (Payne, 2010), 
secondary data has limits.  In order to truly model the 
developmental trajectory of places, future researchers 
will likely need to collect primary data regarding 
place management of places over time.  Direct 
measures of place management such as not just that a 
place is a bar, but what type of bar it is (Eck, 1994; 
Madensen & Eck, 2008) should be included.  Our 
findings suggest that these measures should be at as 
small a unit of analysis as is practical.   

Our findings suggest that some addresses should 
be viewed as hot spots, separate from the macro 
context within which they exist.  Our findings 
support, for example, regulatory schemes such as 
those described by Eck and Eck (2012), who suggest 
regulating crime similarly to pollution.  If crime were 
to be randomly distributed along a street segment, 
such regulations would be unfair and unlikely to 
work.  Ends-based regulations, such as chronic 
nuisance ordinances that entice owners to reduce 
nuisance calls for police service such as noise 
complaints, can only work if the distribution of crime 

is non-random at the address level.  If localities allow 
some property owners to externalize the cost of 
managing their places appropriately to the city in the 
form of police services, then appropriate place 
management practices may become a competitive 
disadvantage.  Many municipalities and states have 
attempted to rebalance the incentive structure for 
place management using fees and fines for excessive 
police services.  There are few tests of the 
effectiveness of such fees and fines (Payne, 2015).  
Our current findings add to the growing evidence that 
such address-based regulation is a plausible way to 
reduce crime. 

The study of group-based trajectory modeling of 
places is still in its infancy.  Our research supports 
many of the earlier findings of researchers examining 
the trajectories of street segments.  However, by 
examining data at the address level, we provide our 
practitioner colleagues with more discrete targets for 
their crime prevention efforts.  Future efforts should 
collect more details about the places in high crime 
trajectories to further aid practical applications.   
 

References 

Andresen, M., & Malleson, N. (2011).  Testing the 
stability of crime patterns: Implications for 
theory and policy.  Journal of Research in Crime 
and Delinquency, 48(1), 58–82.          doi: 
10.1177/0022427810384136 

Braga, A. A. (2001). The effects of hot spots policing 
on crime. Annals of the American Academy of 
Political and Social Science, 578(1), 104–125. 
doi: 10.1177/000271620157800107 

Braga, A. A. (2005). Hot spots policing and crime 
prevention: A systematic review of randomized 
controlled trials. Journal of Experimental 
Criminology, 1(3), 317–342.           doi: 
10.1007/s11292-005-8133-z 

Braga, A. A., & Bond, B. J. (2008). Policing crime 
and disorder hot spots: A randomized controlled 
trial. Criminology, 46(3), 577–607. doi: 
10.1111/j.1745-9125.2008.00124.x 

Braga, A. A., Papachristos, A. V., & Hureau, D. M.  
(2010). The concentration and stability of gun 
violence at micro places in Boston, 1980–2008.  
Journal of Quantitative Criminology, 26(1), 33–
53. doi: 10.1007/s10940-009-9082-x 

Braga, A. A., Papachristos, A. V., & Hureau, D. M.  
(2014). The effects of hot spots policing on 
crime: An updated systematic review and meta-
analysis. Justice Quarterly, 31(4), 633–663. doi: 
10.1080/07418825.2012.673632 



 THE IMPORTANCE OF SMALL UNITS OF AGGREGATION 33 

Criminology, Criminal Justice, Law & Society – Volume 17, Issue 1 

Braga, A. A., & Weisburd, D. (2010). Policing 
problem places: Crime hot spots and effective 
prevention. New York, NY: Oxford University 
Press. 

Brantingham, P., & Brantingham, P. (1981).  
Environmental criminology.  Thousand Oaks, 
CA:  Sage Publications. 

Chainey, S.  (2005).  Methods and techniques for 
understanding crime hot spots. In J. E. Eck, S. 
Chainey, J. G. Cameron, M. Leitner, & R.E. 
Wilson (Eds.), Mapping crime: Understanding 
hot spots (pp. 15–34). Washington, DC: US 
Department of Justice, National Institute of 
Justice, Office of Justice Programs. 

Chainey, S.  (2010). Spatial significance hot spot 
mapping using the Gi* statistic. Paper presented 
at the Center for Problem-Oriented Policing 
Annual Conference, Arlington, Texas. Retrieved 
from  
http://www.popcenter.org/conference/conference
papers/2010/Chainey-Understandinghotspots.pdf  

Clarke, R. V., & Eck, J. E. (2005).  Crime analysis 
for problem solvers in 60 small steps.  
Washington, DC:  US Department of Justice, 
Office of Community Oriented Policing 
Services.   

Cohen, L. E., & Felson, M.  (1979). Social change 
and crime rate trends: A routine activity 
approach.  American Sociological Review, 44(4), 
588–608. 

Crowe, T.  (1991). Crime prevention through 
environmental design: Applications of 
architectural design and space management 
concepts (2nd ed.).  Oxford, UK: Butterworth-
Heinemann.   

Eck, J. E.  (1994). Drug markets and drug places: A 
case-control study of the spatial structure of 
illicit drug dealing. (Unpublished doctoral 
dissertation). University of Maryland, College 
Park, MD. 

Eck, J. E. (2005).  Crime hot spots: What they are, 
why we have them, and how to map them.  In J. 
E. Eck, S. Chainey, J. G. Cameron, M. Leitner, 
& R. E. Wilson (Eds.), Mapping crime: 
Understanding hot spots (pp. 1–14). Retrieved 
from 
https://www.ncjrs.gov/pdffiles1/nij/209393.pdf  

Eck, J. E., Clarke, R. V., & Guerette, R. T. (2007). 
Risky facilities: Crime concentration in 
homogeneous sets of establishments and 
facilities. Crime Prevention Studies, 21, 225–
264. 

Eck, J. E., & Eck, E. B. (2012). Crime place and 
pollution. Criminology & Public Policy, 11(2), 
281–316. doi:10.1111/j.1745-9133.2012.00809.x 

Eck, J. E., & Guerette, R. T. (2012).  Place-based 
crime prevention:  Theory, evidence, and policy.  
In D. Farrington & B. Welsh (Eds.), The Oxford 
handbook of crime prevention (pp. 356–383).  
New York, NY:  Oxford University Press. 

Eck, J. E., & Weisburd, D. (1995). Crime places in 
crime theory. In J. E. Eck & D. Weisburd (Eds.), 
Crime and place (pp. 1–33). Monsey, NY: 
Criminal Justice Press.  

Felson, M. (1986).  Linking criminal choices, routine 
activities, informal control, and criminal 
outcomes.  In D. Cornish & R.V. Clarke (Eds.), 
The reasoning criminal: Rational choice 
perspectives on offending (pp. 119–128).  New 
York, NY: Springer-Verlag. 

Felson, M.  (1995). Those who discourage crime. In 
J. E. Eck & D. Weisburd (Eds.), Crime and place 
(pp. 53–66). Monsey, NY: Criminal Justice 
Press. 

Felson, M., & Clarke, R.V. (1998).  Opportunity 
makes the thief: Practical theory for crime 
prevention.  Police Research Papers Series, paper 
98.  London, UK:  Home Office, Research 
Development and Statistics Directorate.   

Getis, A., & Ord, J. K. (1992). The analysis of spatial 
association by use of distance statistics. 
Geographical Analysis, 24(3), 189–206. 

Goldstein, H.  (1990). Problem-oriented 
policing.  New York, NY: McGraw-Hill. 

Griffiths, E., & Chavez, J. M.  (2004). Communities, 
street guns and homicide trajectories in Chicago, 
1980–1995: Merging methods for examining 
homicide trends across space and time. 
Criminology, 42(4), 941–978. 

Groff, E. R.  (2005). The geography of juvenile crime 
place trajectories.  (Unpublished Master’s 
thesis).  University of Maryland, College Park, 
MD.  Retrieved from 
http://drum.lib.umd.edu/handle/1903/2848   



34 PAYNE & GALLAGHER 

Criminology, Criminal Justice, Law & Society – Volume 17, Issue 1 

Groff, E. R., Weisburd, D. M., & Morris, N.A.  
(2009). Where the action is at places: Examining 
spatio-temporal patterns of juvenile crime at 
places using trajectory analysis and GIS. In D. 
Weisburd, W. Bernasco, & G.J. Bruinsma (Eds.), 
Putting crime in its place: Units of analysis in 
geographic criminology (pp. 61–86). New York, 
NY: Springer. 

Groff, E. R., Weisburd, D. M., & Yang, S.  (2010). Is 
it important to examine crime trends at a local 
micro level? A longitudinal analysis of street to 
street variability in crime trajectories. Journal of 
Quantitative Criminology, 26(1), 7–32.          doi: 
10.1007/s10940-009-9081-y 

Hirschi, T.  (1986). On the compatibility of rational 
choice and social control theories of crime.  In D. 
Cornish & R. Clarke (Eds.), The reasoning 
criminal: Rational choice perspectives on 
offending (pp. 105–118).  New York, NY: 
Springer-Verlag. 

Jeffery, C. R.  (1971). Crime prevention through 
environmental design.  Beverly Hills, CA:  Sage.   

Jones, B. L.  (2015). Traj: Group-based modeling of 
longitudinal data. Retrieved from 
http://www.andrew.cmu.edu/user/bjones/  

Klinger, D. A., & Bridges, G. S.  (1997). 
Measurement error in calls-for-service as an 
indicator of crime.  Criminology, 35(4), 705–
726. doi: 10.1111/j.1745-9125.1997.tb01236.x 

Madensen, T. D., & Eck, J. E. (2008). Violence in 
bars: Exploring the impact of place manager 
decision-making.  Crime Prevention & 
Community Safety, 10, 111–125.          doi: 
10.1057/cpcs.2008.2 

Nagin, D. S.  (1999). Analyzing developmental 
trajectories: Semiparametric, group-based 
approach. Psychological Method, 4(2), 139–157. 
doi: 10.1037/1082-989X.4.2.139 

Nagin, D. S.  (2005). Group-based modeling of 
development. Cambridge, MA: Harvard 
University Press. 

Nagin, D. S., & Land, K. C.  (1993). Age, criminal 
careers, and population heterogeneity: 
Specification and estimation of a nonparametric, 
mixed Poisson model.  Criminology, 31(3), 327–
362.     doi: 10.1111/j.1745-9125.1993.tb01133.x 

Nagin, D. S., & Tremblay, R. E. (2005). 
Developmental trajectory groups: Fact or a 
useful statistical fiction?  Criminology, 43(4), 
873–904. doi: 10.1111/j.1745-
9125.2005.00026.x 

Newman, O. (1972). Defensible space. New York, 
NY: MacMillan. 

Payne, T. C.  (2010). Does changing ownership 
change crime? An analysis of apartment 
ownership and crime in Cincinnati. (Doctoral 
dissertation.) University of Cincinnati, 
Cincinnati, OH. 

Payne, T. C.  (2015).  Reducing excessive police 
incidents:  Do notices to owners’ work?  Security 
Journal. Advance online publication. doi: 
10.1057/sj.2015.2 

Ratcliffe, J. H., & McCullagh, M. J. (1999). Hotbeds 
of crime and the search for spatial accuracy. 
Journal of Geographical Systems, 1(4), 385–398. 

Scott, M. (2005).  Shifting and sharing police 
responsibility to address public safety problems.  
In N. Tilley (Ed.), Handbook of crime prevention 
and community safety (pp. 385–409).  
Cullompton, UK: Willan. 

Sherman, L. W., Gartin, P. R., & Buerger, M. E.  
(1989). Hot spots of predatory crime: Routine 
activities and the criminology of place.  
Criminology, 27(1), 27–56.  doi: 10.1111/j.1745-
9125.1989.tb00862.x 

Sherman, L. W., & Rogan, D. (1995).  The effects of 
gun seizures on gun violence: ‘Hot spots’ patrol 
in Kansas City.  Justice Quarterly, 12(4), 673–
693. doi: 10.1080/07418829500096241 

Sherman, L. W., & Weisburd, D. (1995).  General 
deterrent effects of police patrol in crime “hot-
spots”: A randomized controlled trial.  Justice 
Quarterly, 12(4), 626–648.                        doi: 
10.1080/07418829500096221 

Spelman, W. (1995).  Criminal careers of public 
places.  In J. E. Eck & D. L. Weisburd (Eds.), 
Crime and place.  Monsey, NY:  Criminal 
Justice Press. 

Stults, B. J.  (2010). Determinants of Chicago 
neighborhood homicide trajectories: 1965–1995. 
Homicide Studies, 14(3), 244–267.          doi: 
10.1177/1088767910371173 

Taylor, R. (1999).  Crime, grime, fear, and decline: A 
longitudinal look.    Retrieved from National 
Criminal Justice Reference Service website: 
https://www.ncjrs.gov/pdffiles1/177603.pdf  



 THE IMPORTANCE OF SMALL UNITS OF AGGREGATION 35 

Criminology, Criminal Justice, Law & Society – Volume 17, Issue 1 

Weisburd, D. L., & Braga, A. A.  (2006). Hot spots 
policing as a model for police innovation.  In D. 
L. Weisburd & A. A. Braga (Eds.), Policing 
innovation: Contrasting perspectives (pp. 225–
244).  New York, NY: Cambridge University 
Press. 

Weisburd, D., Bernasco, W., & Bruinsma, G. J. N.  
(2009). Putting crime in its place: Units of 
analysis in geographic criminology. New York, 
NY: Springer. 

Weisburd, D., Bruinsma, G. J. N., & Bernasco, W.  
(2009). Units of analysis in geographic 
criminology: Historical development, critical 
issues, and open questions.  In D. Weisburd, W. 
Bernasco & G. J. N. Bruinsma (Eds.), Putting 
crime in its place: Units of analysis in 
geographic criminology (pp. 3–31). New York, 
NY:  Springer. 

Weisburd, D., Bushway, S., Lum, C., & Yang, S.  
(2004). Trajectories of crime at places: A 
longitudinal study of street segments in the City 
of Seattle. Criminology, 42(2), 283–322.       doi: 
10.1111/j.1745-9125.2004.tb00521.x 

Wilcox, P., & Eck, J. E.  (2011). Criminology of the 
unpopular.  Criminology & Public Policy, 10(2), 
473–482.                               doi: 10.1111/j.1745-
9133.2011.00721.x 

Wortley, R., & Mazerolle, L. (2011).  Environmental 
criminology and crime analysis: Situating the 
theory, analytic approach and application.  In R. 
Wortley & L. Mazerolle (Eds.), Environmental 
criminology and crime analysis (pp. 1–18).  
London, UK:  Routledge.   

About the Authors 

Troy C. Payne is an Assistant Professor of 
Justice who specializes in crime prevention, problem 
solving, data analysis, and geographic data analysis. 
He has published technical reports and in the Security 
Journal and Policing: An International Journal of 
Police Strategies and Management. His work 
typically involves defining, analyzing, and solving 
community crime and disorder problems through 
application of crime prevention theory, quantitative 
data analysis, and geographic data analysis. Dr. 
Payne holds a Ph.D. in Criminal Justice from the 
University of Cincinnati. 

Kathleen Gallagher is a Consultant with The 
Analysis Group, providing technical and research 
assistance to a variety of police, community, and 
government agencies.  Her research interests include 
crime prevention, place management, and the role of 
environmental criminology in practical police 
problem-solving.  She has published in Policing: An 
International Journal of Strategies & Management as 
well as Policing: A Journal of Policy and 
Practice.  Dr Gallagher holds a PhD in Criminal 
Justice from the University of Cincinnati.   

 
 
                                                 

Endnotes 
 

1  Disorder included the following Cincinnati Police Department incident types: animal complaint, attempt to locate, 
automated holdup alarm, aware alarm, complaint of panhandlers, complaint of prostitutes, con game, curfew 
violation, disorderly group (4 or more), disorderly person (includes crowd), drug use/sale, family trouble (non-
violent), holdup alarm (all except sig66), inactivity alarm, jurismonitor alarm, juvenile complaint, mental injured, 
mentally impaired-nonviolent, mentally impaired-injuries, neighbor trouble, noise complaint, non-resident alarm, 
non-critical missing, person down and out, person down, not combative, not sick/injured, person screaming, place 
found open, prowler, resident alarm, suspicious  person or auto, telephone harassment, trespasser, unknown 
trouble. 

2  Property incidents included the following Cincinnati Police Department incident types:  auto theft just occurred, 
auto theft report, breaking and entering in progress occupied, breaking and entering in progress unoccupied, 
breaking and entering report, criminal damage just occurred, criminal damage report, property found, property 
lost, theft just occurred, theft report, unauthorized use of auto. 

3  Violent incidents included the following Cincinnati Police Department incident types:  abduction, amber alert, 
assault just occurred, assault person injured, assault report, assault with injuries, barricaded person, bio/chemical 
threat, bomb threat, explosive device, child victim, critical missing, cutting has occurred, domestic violence in 
progress, domestic violence report, fight in progress, hostage situation, menacing just occurred, menacing report, 



36 PAYNE & GALLAGHER 

Criminology, Criminal Justice, Law & Society – Volume 17, Issue 1 

                                                                                                                                                             
mental violent, mentally impaired-violent, person cut, person shot, person with gun, person with weapon (includes 
knife), possible DOA, possible shots fired, rape just occurred, rape person injured, rape report, rape with injuries, 
robbery just occurred, robbery person injured, robbery report, robbery with injuries, sex offense just occurred (not 
rape), sex offense report (not rape), shooting has occurred, stalking in progress, stalking report. 

4  This is the same solution that Weisburd and colleagues (2004) use when modeling crime at street segments (see 
their footnote 14).  Weisburd and colleagues (2004) then report graphs using the original data, not the truncated 
data (we display model estimates instead for reasons described in this endnote).  Displaying averages based on the 
original data, as Weisburd and colleagues (2004) do, suggests the transformed data can do something that they 
cannot do.  That is, models of truncated data cannot describe trends among very high crime places. 

 Conceptually, truncating the data limits the ability of the model to describe changes at extraordinarily high-crime 
places.  It is possible that some places change from very high-crime to merely high crime over time.  Truncating 
the data allows for model estimation, but the models can no longer detect such changes at very high-crime places.  
We choose to display model estimates using transformed data rather than untransformed data in our graphs for 
this reason: our models can differentiate between high-crime and other trajectories, but our models cannot detect 
changes within the high-crime trajectories.  When we discuss average crime counts, however, we use the original 
(i.e. unmodified) scale. 

5  Figure 5 shows a hot spot map of high-stable crime addresses in Cincinnati created using Gi* (Getis & Ord, 
1992).  Gi* is similar to kernel density estimation (KDE) in that it calculates the degree of spatial concentration 
using the weighted distance to other points.  Unlike KDE, Gi* allows for hypothesis testing and has been shown 
to have better predictive accuracy than KDE (Chainey, 2005, 2010; Ratcliffe & McCullagh, 1999).  The size of 
the fishnet polygon used here was 250 feet. 

6  The risky facilities hypothesis is sometimes misinterpreted to mean “some facility types are risky.”  This is not 
what Eck, Clarke, and Guerette (2007) found.  Instead, they found that even among facility types that are 
considered risky (bars, apartments, etc.), it is only some facilities that are risky—that a handful of bars, for 
example, are problematic while most bars are not. 
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Although a number of scholars have studied 
depictions of crime and law in the superhero genre, 
these analyses have been largely limited to comic 
books (Adkinson, 2008; Phillips & Strobl, 2006, 2013; 
Vollum & Adkinson, 2003) and television (Kort-
Butler, 2012, 2013). Film has largely been overlooked 
when it comes to representations of law and order in 
the superhero genre, despite the unprecedented 
commercial success (and endless sequels, spin-offs, 
and reboots) that the genre has been experiencing for 
quite some time. This omission is important because 

film adaptations can make significant departures from 
their comic book source material (Weiner, 2012). 

In analyzing cinematic representations of crime, 
law, and order in the superhero genre, this study looks 
at the role that threat plays in structuring such 
representations. In the same way that changing social 
conditions and political discourses helped to create a 
shift in how Americans think about crime and 
punishment (Hagan, 2010), so too can such conditions 
affect depictions of crime, threat, and justice in mass 
media (Cavender, 2004). Given that media influence 
perceptions of crime and the justice system (Elsass, 
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Schildkraut, & Stafford, 2014; Kort-Butler & 
Hartshorn, 2011) and can reflect cultural concerns 
(Ryan & Kellner, 1988), it is important to know more 
about how media represent crime, law, and order. 
Accordingly, this study looks at how threat relates to 
the construction of crime and justice in superhero 
films. More specifically, this study explores the 
relationship between periods of threat in the world and 
representations of Batman as gritty and authoritarian 
or campy and humorful. Put differently, this article 
attempts to apply the Joker’s “Why so serious” 
question from The Dark Knight (2008) to the entire 
Batman film franchise. 

This study is organized as follows. First, I review 
the literature on representations of crime and the legal 
system in mass media, and argue that research on 
authoritarianism helps explain the role that threat plays 
in these representations. Second, I argue why the 
superhero genre—and Batman in particular—is an 
appropriate place for analyzing the relationship 
between threat, authoritarianism, and mediated 
representations of crime and the legal system. Third, I 
discuss findings from my analysis of these themes in 
Batman films across different levels of threat. Finally, 
I discuss the relevance of these findings to research on 
crime and media. 

Literature Review 

Scholars have regularly criticized mass media for 
its depictions of crime and law enforcement. Scholars 
often dismiss the television police drama as a 
politically conservative genre (Nichols-Pethick, 2012, 
p. 8). Law enforcement is often shown favorably in 
mass media (Cavender & Deutsch, 2007, p. 78), and 
the violation of civil liberties is shown to be an 
occasionally necessary (albeit unsavory) way of 
obtaining justice (Donovan & Klahm, 2014; Eschholz, 
Mallard, & Flynn, 2004). Consistent with this alleged 
conservative bias, these programs tend to downplay 
the structural factors behind crime and instead 
emphasize that criminals are greedy and vengeful 
(Gans-Boriskin & Wardle, 2005) and require 
punishment, not rehabilitation (Rapping, 2003). 

However, if we take a broader historical 
perspective, we can see more heterogeneous 
depictions of crime and law in mass media. The 
gangster films of the 1930s featured “lower-class men, 
crude and uneducated, shooting their way to riches, 
fame, and misfortune” (Rafter & Brown, 2011, p. 
107). The gangster genre—with its outlaw 
protagonists fighting against clumsy and often corrupt 
cops—can be seen as an expression of frustration with 
society’s economic and political institutions during the 
Great Depression (Gianos, 1998). During the counter-
culture 1960s, Hollywood celebrated outlaws and 

rebels who often fought against oppressive, unjust 
societies in such films as Bonnie and Clyde (1967), 
Cool Hand Luke (1967), and Butch Cassidy and the 
Sundance Kid (1969; see generally Cavender, 2004; 
Ryan & Kellner, 1988). Additionally, crime dramas 
during this period often featured socially-minded 
defense attorneys that protected the under-privileged 
and wrongfully accused (Rapping, 2003). 

However, representations of crime and authority 
would soon take on a new tone. Hagan (2010) notes 
that American thinking on crime in the late 1960s 
shifted from focusing on social reforms and 
rehabilitation to mass incarceration and stiff penalties. 
This changing view of crime also appeared to be 
mirrored in mass media. Crime on both television and 
film moved away from the courtroom to the police 
station and from celebrating outlaws to celebrating 
renegade cops (Rapping, 2003). This mediated 
backlash against rising crime rates and the free-
spirited 1960s is exemplified by Dirty Harry (1971), a 
film that emphasized the burden that civil liberties and 
liberal judges put on police trying to fight crime in 
their gritty, urban cities (Rafter & Brown, 2011; 
Rapping, 2003; Ryan & Kellner, 1988). Nichols-
Pethick (2012) argues that this change in mediated 
representations of crime and the legal system was 
“dictated” in part by concerns over rising crime rates 
(p. 73). More recently, cable television programs like 
The Sopranos (1999-2007), Dexter (2006-2013), and 
Breaking Bad (2008-2013) encourage audiences to 
relate to the criminal protagonist, which harkens back 
in some ways to the gangster films of the 1930s. 

Threat and Authoritarianism 

The psychological concept of authoritarianism 
can help us better understand these changing 
discourses on crime and the legal system in mass 
media. Although criticized for their Freudian-derived 
theorizing and methodology, the basic tenets of 
authoritarianism as originally formulated by Adorno, 
Frenkel-Brunswik, Levinson, and Sanford (1950) 
remain largely intact. One consistent characteristic of 
authoritarianism is a tendency to uncritically obey 
authority figures. This obedience is termed 
authoritarian submission, defined as “a high degree of 
submission to the authorities who are perceived to be 
established and legitimate in the society in which one 
lives” (Altemeyer, 1988, p. 2). Sources of authority 
include the legal system, political leaders, and the 
military (Altemeyer, 1988), and authoritarianism is 
empirically linked to more positive affect toward 
police officers (Larsen, 1968; Oliver, 1996). 
Obedience to authority is also captured by Feldman 
and Stenner’s (1997) measures for authoritarianism, 
which regard attitudes toward child-rearing, such as 
the importance of a child showing respect for elders 
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(vs. thinking for oneself), obeying parents (vs. being 
responsible for one’s own actions), and following the 
rules (vs. being curious). 

Authoritarianism’s link with fear is also 
underscored by the fact that individuals that score high 
on authoritarianism are more likely to agree with the 
following statement: “Any day now, chaos and 
anarchy could erupt around us” (Altemeyer, 2006, pp. 
54–55). This fear of social disorder and demagogues 
(and trust in authority figures) is illustrated by one of 
Altemeyer’s (2006) measures for authoritarianism: “It 
is always better to trust the judgment of the proper 
authorities in government and religion than to listen to 
the noisy rabble-rousers in our society who are trying 
to create doubt in people’s minds” (p. 11). 
Authoritarianism’s link with fear is noted by 
Hetherington and Weiler (2009), who state that “in 
sum, authoritarianism is fundamentally motivated by a 
desire for order and a support for authorities seen as 
best able to secure that order against a variety of 
threats to social cohesion” (p. 41). 

Another important aspect of authoritarianism is 
authoritarian aggression. Authoritarians favor strong 
punishment for people who break social and legal 
customs (Adorno et al., 1950; Altemeyer, 1988, 2006). 
Moreover, authoritarians are more supportive of 
vigilante forms of violence, so long as authority 
figures give them permission (Altemeyer, 1988). The 
link between authoritarianism and aggression has been 
studied in various ways. For example, individuals high 
in authoritarianism are more supportive of capital 
punishment (Stack, 2003) and stronger sentencing in 
general (Altemeyer, 2006). Authoritarianism is also 
positively associated with self-reported sexual 
aggression in men (Walker, Rowe, & Quinsey, 1993). 

Although authoritarianism is a psychological 
disposition (e.g., Adorno et al., 1950; Altemeyer, 
1988), its manifestation can be facilitated by external 
conditions. For example, Milgram’s (1963) “shock” 
experiments revealed that obedience and aggression 
toward others can be enhanced by institutional settings 
and close proximity to an authority figure. Zimbardo’s 
(2007) Stanford Prison Experiment found that a prison 
setting and basic props (e.g., batons, uniforms) led to 
“security guard” aggression toward the “prisoners.” 

Another external factor that promotes 
authoritarianism is threat. Threat has been 
operationalized by authoritarianism scholars as a 
downward economy (Doty, Peterson, & Winter, 1991; 
Rickert, 1998), rising crime (Doty et al., 1991; 
McCann, 2008), and fear about the 9/11 terrorist 
attacks (Hetherington & Suhay, 2011). Scholars argue 
that latent authoritarian attitudes are made salient 
when people must respond to uncertainty and threat 
(Duckitt & Fisher, 2003; Feldman & Stenner, 1997; 
Lavine, Lodge, & Freitas, 2005). According to Stenner 

(2005), authoritarianism is not a “static property of the 
individual psyche” (p. 326) but instead is activated by 
perceptions of threat. In support of this model, 
McCann (2008) finds that conservative states (which 
were viewed as being more authoritarian to begin 
with) were more likely to increase death sentences and 
executions in response to threat, while liberal states 
were not.  

Several studies also find that high-threat periods 
are linked to more authoritarian content in mass media. 
Sales (1973) tested whether periods of economic threat 
(e.g., unemployment, disposable income, consumer 
price index) and social threat (e.g., crime, 
assassinations, war) were associated with more 
authoritarian themes in media. In support of this 
hypothesis, Sales (1973) found that the protagonists in 
comic strips from the 1930s (high-threat years) tended 
to be more physically powerful than those in the 1920s 
(low-threat years). Threat and authoritarian themes 
have also been identified in television. Jorgenson 
(1975) found that economic threat (e.g., 
unemployment, consumer price index, economy listed 
as most important issue in the country) was linked to 
more authoritarian content in prime-time television, 
which was operationalized as when “the protagonist 
was cast as a tough and powerful authority figure who 
maintained law and order” (p. 1153). Similarly, Doty 
and colleagues (1991) found that periods of economic 
and social threat were positively associated with 
television programs from 1978–1988 that featured 
characters who were “physically powerful or control 
great power” (p. 632). 

Research on authoritarianism and the superhero 
genre is mixed. Kort-Butler (2012) found that 
superhero television cartoons provide dispositional 
explanations of crime and show greedy, vengeful 
criminals, which fits with authoritarians’ 
unsympathetic view towards criminals. Peterson and 
Gerstein’s (2005) study of authoritarianism in Marvel 
comic books found more authoritarian aggression 
(operationalized as panels featuring violence and 
threatening gestures) and authoritarian submission 
(reverse-coded as critical depictions of the 
government) during high-threat periods, although 
authoritarian submission was only of marginal 
statistical significance. In contrast, superhero 
television cartoons tend to show the legal system as 
being ineffective and corrupt (Kort-Butler, 2013), and 
recent superhero comic books often focus on 
corruption within the government and legal system 
(Phillips & Strobl, 2006, 2013).  

The mechanism behind threat and authoritarian 
media content is unclear. This link could be the result 
of increased authoritarian attitudes in writers and/or an 
attempt by them to appeal to the increasingly salient 
authoritarian attitudes of their audiences during high-
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threat periods (Peterson & Gerstein, 2005). 
Authoritarians tend to prefer media content centered 
on “physical conflict” like action movies (Peterson & 
Pang, 2006, p. 457), which may in part explain the 
proliferation of post-9/11 blockbuster superhero films. 
Another possibility is that writers are responding to 
more authoritarian rhetoric from public figures during 
threatening times. Regardless, high-threat periods 
arguably provide more fertile ground for authoritarian 
content to be created, approved by media owners, and 
resonate with audiences, which in turn could lead 
others to emulate these successful works. As threat 
subsides, the inspiration and cultural resonation (and 
hence sales) of authoritarian content would in turn 
decline. 

Our understanding of authoritarian content in 
mass media is limited by medium and methodology. 
Research on authoritarianism in mass media is largely 
limited to print (comic strips and comic books) and 
network television; the medium of film is unstudied. 
Second, these studies have tended to be general in 
nature (e.g., prime-time television, Marvel comic 
books), rather than focusing on a particular comic 
book character or television series. Third, studies of 
authoritarianism in mass media have typically been 
quantitative content analyses, which have led to calls 
for qualitative follow-ups for a richer understanding of 
these representations (Peterson & Gerstein, 2005). To 
address these limitations, this study uses a qualitative 
analysis of authoritarian themes in the Batman film 
franchise. The number (nine) of films and time period 
(1966–2012) over which the films were released 
allows analysis of different films across varying 
periods of threat. However, before moving on to the 
study’s methodology, it is necessary to discuss the 
relationships between the superhero genre, 
authoritarianism, and Batman. 

Superheroes and Authoritarianism 

The superhero genre contains several qualities 
that are relevant to authoritarianism. Knowles (2007) 
argues that superheroes are savior figures and thus are 
most popular during “times of national stress” (p. 
111). In Kantor’s (2013) documentary Superheros: A 
Never Ending Battle, comic book writer Larry Hama 
noted that superheroes are typically about 
“vengeance” rather than “jurisprudence.” Indeed, 
punishment is a consistent theme in superhero comic 
books (Phillips & Strobl, 2006). Comic books tend to 
create a rigid “us” versus “them” mentality between 
the moral superheroes and amoral villains, a mindset 
also characteristic of authoritarianism (Peterson & 
Gerstein, 2005).  

Although lacking special powers, Batman shares 
many characteristics with mythical heroes as well as 
conventional comic book superheroes. Joseph 

Campbell (1968) notes that the “child of destiny” (p. 
326) often encounters early challenges (such as being 
an orphan), and later encounters the assistance of a 
special angel or animal. Batman’s origins fit this 
narrative fairly well, as Wayne is orphaned through the 
murder of his parents and decides upon his identity 
after spotting a flying bat, which is described as an 
“omen” (Kane, 1990, p. 67). Like many other 
superheroes, Batman is separated from his parents, 
values justice over the law, and has an alter ego 
(Reynolds, 1992, p. 16). According to comic strip 
historian Rick Marschall (1990), the non-superhero 
vulnerability of Batman “seizes our attention, 
affection, and loyalty” and helps us “share his 
contempt for the rotten sorts who lurk in the shadows” 
(p. 6). 

Batman’s world is in many ways authoritarian, 
being full of danger, uncertainty, and the need to 
restore law and order. Batman’s world represents “the 
realism of urban crime,” and is “full of dark alleys, 
dangerous streets, and corruption” (Vollum & 
Adkinson, 2003, pp. 98–99). Batman’s war against 
crime can be read as “an emotive…vendetta” 
(Morrison, 2012, p. 26), as it was the murder of Bruce 
Wayne’s parents that led him to become Batman. This 
vengeful aspect of Batman is often apparent, despite 
his general aversion to killing criminals. For example, 
in the animated direct-to-video Batman: Under the 
Red Hood (2010), Batman admits, “A day doesn't go 
by when I don't think about subjecting [the Joker] to 
every horrendous torture he's dealt out to others...and 
then end him.” Batman is also an interesting study in 
authoritarianism because he—like other 
superheroes—deals with issues of law and order 
(Phillips & Strobl, 2013). Batman often has an uneasy 
relationship with authority figures (Vollum & 
Adkinson, 2003, p.101) and had been periodically 
hunted by the police before becoming officially 
recognized as an ally of the Gotham Police 
Department in the early 1940s (Fleisher, 1976). 
Batman has periodically returned to fugitive status, 
notably when he was hunted by the U.S. government 
in the graphic novel The Dark Knight Returns (Miller, 
Janson, & Varley, 1996). 

Superheroes and Threat Over Time 

Representations of Batman—and comics in 
general—have not been static; they often reflect 
broader anxieties (or lack thereof) in society. The 
superhero comic book industry was created during the 
Great Depression (Wright, 2001) and exploded in 
popularity through such characters as Superman 
(1938), Batman (1939), Captain America (1941), and 
Wonder Woman (1941). In some ways mirroring the 
rebellious gangster films, it was during this period that 
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Batman carried firearms, casually killed (and 
threatened to kill) criminals, and fled the police. 

The end of the Great Depression and World War 
II—and the threats that they represented—created a 
new environment for superheroes. Batman writer E. 
Nelson Bridwell (1971) notes that by the end of the 
1940s, “costumed heroes were dropping like flies” (p. 
14). The economically prosperous 1950s often had 
Batman far-removed from fighting the criminal 
underbelly and instead involved in science-fiction 
adventures (Morrison, 2012). According to legendary 
Batman comic book writer Dennis O’Neal (1999), 
such escapades “were appropriate for a cheery, 
generally optimistic America” (pp. 7–8). In the mid-
1960s, camp became popular in Batman and the 
broader culture and provided a light-hearted critique 
of authority and icons (Jones & Jacobs, 1997, p. 99). 
Indeed, Batman comic book writer Grant Morrison 
(2012) argued that this version of Batman was “an 
establishment joke” during the “antiauthoritarian 
times” of the 1960s, where “the superhero was one 
more uptight Republican patsy to be mocked” (p. 335). 

Superhero comics became darker in the so-called 
Bronze Age (1971–1980) of comics (Coogan, 2006; 
Romagnoli & Pagnucci, 2013). This period was 
marked by increases in crime, American’s loss in the 
Vietnam War, Watergate, and economic decline. 
Comics during this time were characterized by darker 
characters and storylines and disillusioned 
superheroes (Romagnoli & Pagnucci, 2013; Wright, 
2001). The 1970s saw a “grim, post-camp Batman” 
which emphasized the tormented side of Batman and 
the gothic qualities of Gotham (Jones & Jacobs, 1997, 
p. 178) and saw a return in style to Batman’s earliest 
comics, with Batman fighting against street crime 
(Morrison, 2012, p. 362). 

Following the Bronze Age of comics was the 
Dark Age or Modern Age (1981–1993), which was 
also very dark in tone (Phillips & Strobl, 2013; 
Romagnoli & Pagnucci, 2013). This was a difficult 
period in American history, which included record 
levels of crime as well as economic recession. The 
Dark Age was characterized by “gritty” stories and 
characters, such as Frank Miller’s “crypto-fascist’ 
Batman (Wright, 2001, p. 271), who pledges to 
abandon his code against killing criminals, saying, 
“Tonight I'm taking no prisoners.” This period also 
sees the death of Batman’s sidekick, Robin (Jason 
Todd), the paralysis of Batgirl (at the hands of the 
Joker), Batman having his back broken by the villain 
Bane, and the rise of Azrael, Batman’s temporary, 
murderous replacement. 

This gritty and highly lucrative period of comic 
books gave way to financial struggles. Jones and 
Jacobs (1997) observed that the comic book market 
went into “free fall” in 1994, with sales falling by a 

third between 1994 and 1995 and falling an additional 
50% in 1996 (p. 363). Superhero-themed movies and 
television shows also had poor commercial 
performances (Jones & Jacobs, 1997, p. 363). 
Arguably, this was not a particularly hospitable time 
for the superhero genre, given that national violent 
crime rates dropped nearly 15% between 1993 and 
1996 according to the Federal Bureau of 
Investigation’s Uniform Crime Reporting Program. 
Moreover, as with the post-World War II era, the mid-
1990s saw the removal of an arch-enemy (the Soviet 
Union and communism) and a booming economy. 
However, comic books did not go away, and again 
they took a dark turn after 9/11, with storylines that 
often featured supervillains prevailing over the 
superheroes (Morrison, 2012, p. 362). 

As we can see, Batman and superhero comic 
books in general have changed a great deal both in 
popularity and tenor. Moreover, we can see that these 
shifts in tone are often accompanied by political, 
economic, and social threat. To better understand how 
levels of threat are related to representations of 
authoritarianism, law, and order in the superhero film 
genre, this study focuses its attention to the Batman 
film franchise. Based on the literature review, this 
study puts forth the following hypotheses: 

 
H1: High-threat period Batman films will 

exhibit greater fear about social disorder and 
danger than low-threat period Batman films. 

 
H2: High-threat period Batman films will 

emphasize the use of aggression in pursuing 
justice more than low-threat period Batman 
films. 

 
Given the mixed findings on representations of law 
enforcement and authority figures in media during 
threatening times as well as in the superhero genre in 
general, this study also poses the following research 
question: 

 
R1: How are authority figures represented in 

Batman films across different periods of 
threat? 

Methodology 

Methods and Data 
 

The initial categorization of films into different 
periods of threat was modeled on Peterson and 
Gerstein’s (2005) classification system. Peterson and 
Gerstein (2005) classified 1978-1982 and 1991-1992 
as high-threat periods, with 1983-1990 as a low-threat 
period, which maps unevenly upon the “Dark Age” of 



42 BOSCH 

Criminology, Criminal Justice, Law & Society – Volume 17, Issue 1 

superhero comic books (1981-1993) identified by 
scholars, which saw the rise of antiheroes and gritty 
graphic novels (Phillips & Strobl, 2013; Romagnoli & 
Pagnucci, 2013). This study uses Peterson and 
Gerstein’ (2005) typology (which is based on social 
and economic indicators of threat) because the 
researcher is most interested in establishing when 
threat was greatest in society, whereas the “Dark Age” 
moniker refers to the style of storytelling within comic 
books. Using Peterson and Gerstein’s (2005) typology 
means that Batman (1989) is a low-threat period film, 
while Batman Returns (1992) is a high-threat period 
film. Although they did not have indicators for beyond 
1992, Peterson and Gerstein (2005) went on to 
speculate that the high-threat period “probably ended 
around the time Bill Clinton took office and the 
economy expanded” (p. 892) and later reemerged 
following the 9/11 attacks. In light of these remarks 
(and the fact that 1966 was marked by low-levels of 
crime and unemployment), I classify Batman: The 
Movie (1966), Batman (1989), Batman Forever 
(1995), and Batman & Robin (1997) as low-threat 
period films, and I classify Batman Returns (1992), 
Batman: Mask of the Phantasm (1993), Batman 
Begins (2005), The Dark Knight (2008), and The Dark 
Knight Rises (2010) as high-threat period films. 

To assess the validity of these classifications, I 
use indicators for crime and unemployment during the 
start of shooting for each film. For crime, I use the 
Federal Bureau of Investigation’s Uniform Crime 
Reporting Program for the year filming started. For the 
economy, I use unemployment rates from the United 
States Bureau of Labor Statistics for the month and 
year that filming started. The starting filming dates for 
all but two of the films come from Reinhart (2013). 
The filming of Batman Forever was listed as the 
middle of 1994, so June was selected as the month of 
shooting. The starting filming date for Batman Returns 
comes from Burton (2006). The starting animation 
date for Batman: Mask of the Phantasm comes from 
Dini and Kidd (1998), who state that production was 
rushed and finished within a year. Given that the film 
was released in December of 1993, I use the 
unemployment rate for January of that year.  

Given that perceptions of crime can be influenced 
by media and thus diverge from actual crime rates 
(Lowry, Nio, & Leitner, 2003), I also account for 
perceptions of crime and the economy. To measure 
perceptions of national crime, I use the question “Is 
there more crime in the [United States] than last year?” 
from the Sourcebook of Criminal Justice Statistics, 
which was asked by Gallup. I also use a question from 
the American National Elections Studies (ANES) on 
whether respondents thought that the economy had 
“gotten worse” over the last year. The data for 1988, 
1990, 1992, 1994, 1996, and 2004 come from the 

ANES time series. The data for 2006 come from the 
ANES Pilot Study, while the data for 2010 come from 
the Panel Recontact Study, and all of the ANES data 
that I use are weighted. Finally, I also measure 
consumer confidence for the year and month that 
filming began for each movie with the University of 
Michigan’s Consumer Sentiment Index. The results 
can be seen in Table 1.  

The results from Table 1 suggest that threat from 
crime was fairly similar between the low-threat and 
high-threat periods. Low-threat period films like 
Batman and Batman Forever were created during high 
levels of crime and concern about crime having gotten 
worse; indeed, these numbers are actually higher than 
for the post-9/11 high-threat period films. This is 
consistent with Peterson and Gerstein’s (2005) 
original findings, where some of the low-threat 
periods actually had higher crime than the high-threat 
periods. Overall, the high-threat period has a slightly 
larger violent crime rate average (566.98) than the 
low-threat period (552.70). Perceptions of crime 
getting worse are actually higher in the low-threat 
period (80.67%) than the high-threat period (72%). 
However, it must be noted that data for one of the low-
threat period films (Batman: The Movie) are missing, 
and given that it was filmed during the lowest crime 
rate of any of the movies in this sample, it is likely that 
perceptions of crime were also relatively low, and 
might have otherwise brought down the average score 
for the low-threat period. 

In contrast, economic threat is a clear 
differentiator between the low-threat and high-threat 
periods. The average unemployment rate in the high-
threat period is significantly higher (6.68%) than in the 
low-threat period (5.13%). The average percentage of 
respondents who thought that the national economy 
had worsened over the last year was also much higher 
in the high-threat period (58%) than the low-threat 
period (25%). Finally, the average index score for 
consumer confidence was also lower in the high-threat 
period (86.82) than in the low-threat period (93.33).  

Peterson and Gerstein (2005) also considered 
broader events that were not easily captured by 
statistics (e.g., the L.A. riots after the Rodney King 
beating, the fall of communism, the Gulf War) when 
they classified periods of threat. It is consideration of 
these “impressionistic measures” (Doty et al., 1991, p. 
630) that strengthens the argument that the post-9/11 
films are in a high-threat period. Following 9/11, news 
media focused heavily on the “war on terrorism” 
(Griffin, 2004), and concerns about terrorism were 
high. A Newsweek poll released on March 20, 2004—
the same week during which filming started on 
Batman Begins—found that 66% of respondents 
thought that it was either somewhat or very likely that 
terrorist attacks would be launched against “major  
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Table 1: Objective Indicators and Perceptions of Crime and the Economy Across Periods of Threat 
 

 Violent 
Crime 

Crime Worse 
Than a 

 Year Ago 

Unemployment 
Rate 

Economy 
Worse Than 

Last year 

Consumer 
Sentiment 

Index 
Low Threat 

Batman: The Movie 
  (April, 1966) 

220.00 NA 3.8% NA NA 

Batman 
  (October, 1988) 

640.60 84% (1989) 5.4% 31% (1988) 94.10 

Batman Forever  
  (Middle of 1994) 

713.60 87% (1993) 6.1% 28% (1994) 91.20 

Batman & Robin 
  (September, 1996) 

636.60 71% (1996) 5.2% 17% (1996) 94.70 

Low-Threat Average 552.70 81% 5.13% 25% 93.33 

High Threat 

Batman Returns 
  (September, 1991) 

758.20 84% (1990) 6.9% 74% (1990) 
 

83.00 

Mask of the Phantasm 
  (January, 1993) 

747.10 
 

87% (1993) 7.3% 72% (1992) 89.30 

Batman Begins 
  (March, 2004) 

463.20 53% (2004) 5.8% 45% (2004) 95.80 

The Dark Knight 
  (December, 2006) 

479.30 68% (2006) 4.4% 45% (2006) 91.70 
 

The Dark Knight Rises   
  (May 11, 2011) 

387.10 68% (2011) 9.0% 54% (2010) 74.30 

High-Threat Average 566.98 72% 6.68% 58% 86.82 

 
The dates are for when shooting for each film began. Violent crime rates comes from the Federal Bureau of Investigation’s 
Uniform Crime Reporting Program, perceptions of crime are from the Sourcebook on Criminal Justice Statistics (asked by 
Gallup), unemployment comes from the Bureau of Labor Statistics (for the date/year that shooting began), and perceptions of 
the economy getting worse come from the ANES. The Consumer Sentiment Index comes from the University of Michigan. 
 

U.S. cities, buildings, or national landmarks between 
now and the November election” (para. 8).  An 
Associated Press/AOL poll released December 22, 
2006—during the start of filming for The Dark 
Knight—found that 60% of respondents thought that it 
was somewhat or very likely that the United States 
would experience a terrorist attack in 2007. Finally, a 
CBS News/New York Times poll released May 4, 
2011—the month during which filming began for The 
Dark Knight Rises—found that 69% of Americans 
thought that it was somewhat or very likely that there 
would be an act of terrorism in the United States within 
a few months. On top of these concerns about 
terrorism, the United States was also involved in wars 
in Afghanistan and Iraq. Taken together, these 
findings support the validity of this threat typology. 

To better understand the relationship between 
more threatening periods and representations of law 
and order, this study uses a qualitative content analysis 
of authoritarian themes in Batman films. The coding 

of each film was derived from the literature on 
authoritarianism, as well as using the same type of 
open-coded, qualitative content analysis found in other 
studies on crime, law, and order in mass media 
(Adkinson, 2008; Kort-Butler, 2012, 2013; Phillips & 
Strobl, 2006). Qualitative coding is a reiterative 
process (Altheide, 1996; Saldaña, 2013), and the 
themes analyzed in this study were refined with 
additional viewings.  

This coding was aided by three broad categories 
drawn from research on authoritarianism. One of the 
themes I coded for was Fear and Need for Order. 
When coding for this theme, I looked for 
representations of social instability, demagoguery, 
crime, and a lack of morality in society, all of which 
Altemeyer (2006) links to authoritarianism. Attention 
was also paid to the overall aesthetic and mood of the 
film, such as whether it was suspenseful, serious, and 
shot in dark lighting. 
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The second authoritarian theme that was coded 
for was Authoritarian Submission. Peterson and 
Gerstein (2005) operationalized authoritarian 
submission as comic book panels that demonstrated 
“greater respect for national authority by avoiding 
storylines where the integrity of government 
representatives was questioned” (p. 890). In addition 
to including such officials (e.g., the military, 
politicians), the current study expanded this 
measurement by also accounting for representations of 
members of the criminal justice system (e.g., police, 
lawyers, and judges). In general, coding of this 
category focused on the extent to which authority 
figures were moral, trustworthy, effective, and/or 
helpful to Batman. 

The final theme of authoritarianism that was 
coded for was Authoritarian Aggression. As noted 
earlier, authoritarian aggression is associated with 
support for capital punishment (Stack, 2003) and 
restricting civil liberties (Hetherington & Suhay, 
2011). This coding looked at the methods employed 
by the protagonists (e.g., Batman, Robin, 
Commissioner Gordon) to pursue justice, with special 
attention paid to their violence, legality, efficacy, and 
perceived legitimacy. Subsequent viewings of the 
films centered on if characters were conflicted over 
being aggressive, if their aggression was questioned 
by others, or if such aggression was treated instead in 
a more cartoonish fashion like Gerbner’s (2012) 
“happy violence,” where violence is “cool, swift, and 
painless, and always leads to a happy ending” (p. 240). 

Results 

Fear and Need for Order 

Batman films released during high-threat periods 
tend to exhibit underlying anxiety about flawed 
publics that are prone to being manipulated by villains. 
In Batman Returns (1992), Oswald Cobblepot (also 
known as the criminal “the Penguin”) boasts about his 
demagogic abilities, saying, “I play this stinking city 
like a harp from hell.” The public is also shown to be 
easily manipulated when the villainous industrialist 
Max Shreck is able to captivate a crowd with a clichéd, 
seemingly insincere speech about “world peace and 
unconditional love wrapped in a big bow.” The specter 
of the mob turns up when Batman is attacked by a 
group of citizens who think that he murdered the Ice 
Princess, as well as when the Penguin is pelted with 
fruit when his deceit of the public is exposed by 
Batman. 

The fear of social immorality, disorder, and 
manipulative villains is also present in the high-threat 
period post-9/11 films. According to Bruce Wayne in 
Batman Begins (2005), Gotham is consumed by 

“apathy” and run by “the criminals and the corrupt.” 
The villain Ra’s al Ghul agrees, stating, that Gotham 
has reached “the pinnacle of its decadence.” Ra’s al 
Ghul disperses a fear-inducing hallucinogenic gas so 
that he can “watch Gotham tear itself apart through 
fear.” The mob-like quality of the Gotham public is 
further emphasized when a group of citizens 
(hallucinating that Batman is a monster) begin to 
swarm and brutally attack Batman. Authoritarianism’s 
fear of disorder is also embodied by the Joker in The 
Dark Knight (2008), who views himself as “an agent 
of chaos” and argues, “When the chips are 
down...these civilized people—they’ll eat each other.” 
To prove his point, the Joker successfully gets citizens 
to attempt to kill an innocent man in order to prevent 
a hospital from being detonated. 

Social disorder and demagoguery take on a 
decidedly class-based antagonism in The Dark Knight 
Rises (2012). For example, when an investor says to 
the villain Bane, “This is a stock exchange. There's no 
money you can steal,” Bane caustically replies, 
“Really? Then why are you people here?” Later, when 
Bane seizes control of Gotham, he exclaims, “We take 
Gotham from the corrupt! The rich! The oppressors of 
generations who have kept you down with myths of 
opportunity. And we give it back to you...the people.” 
Selina Kyle (Catwoman) also adds to the class warfare 
rhetoric, warning Bruce Wayne, “You’re all going to 
wonder how you ever thought you could live so large, 
and leave so little for the rest for us.” Thus, as with 
Batman Returns (1992), Batman Begins (2005), and 
The Dark Knight (2008), The Dark Knight Rises 
(2012) features the villain(s) largely succeeding in 
manipulating the public. 

Despite the darkness, there are also moments of 
humor in the high-threat period films. There is comic 
relief when a passerby sees the Batmobile and says, 
“Nice ride” in Batman Begins (2005). Also in Batman 
Begins, Wayne gives his expensive coat to a homeless 
man, and later tells the man (as Batman), “Nice coat.” 
In The Dark Knight (2008), there is a comical moment 
when Batman surprises Commissioner Gordon by 
quietly exiting during the middle of their conversation. 
In Batman: Mask of the Phantasm (1993), the Joker 
pats a female robot in an abandoned amusement park 
and asks, “What do you say, hon? Feeling the old 
electricity tonight?” However, these scenes are the 
exception rather than the rule, and they generally avoid 
undercutting or displacing the overall seriousness and 
darkness of the films. 

As expected, the Batman movies released during 
low-threat periods feature less pronounced themes of 
Fear and Need for Order. The suspense and dark 
atmosphere of the high-threat period films are replaced 
in the low-threat films with comedy and brightly lit 
sets. The humor in these films actively undercut any 
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real sense of danger, almost as if to reassure audiences 
that nothing too scary will occur. For example, in 
Batman: The Movie (1966), Batman is trying to 
dispose of a large lit bomb. However, this potentially 
tense episode is instead played solely for laughs, with 
Batman having to avoid a mother and baby, a 
marching band, and a raft of paddling ducks (“Some 
days you just can’t get rid of a bomb.”). In Batman & 
Robin (1997), the seriousness of Gotham and its 
residents being turned into ice by Mr. Freeze is 
undercut because the film turns the sequence into a gag 
by focusing on a dog turning into ice while urinating 
on a fire hydrant. The displacement of potential 
suspense is also seen in the film when Poison Ivy’s 
control over Batman and Robin through love 
pheromones is reduced to a silly dating bidding war 
between the two heroes, with the punchline being the 
use of Batman’s credit card (“Never leave the cave 
without it.”). Batman Forever (1995) comes closer to 
tapping into the type of fear associated with the high-
threat period films with the Riddler’s “Box” (a three-
dimensional television that displays audiences’ 
desires), which exploits society’s hedonism and drains 
its intelligence. However, in this film, society is turned 
into listless, dim-witted couch potatoes, rather than an 
angry, violent mob. Overall, the low-threat period 
films generally lack the rampant crime, public unrest, 
and manipulative demagogues that characterize the 
high-threat period films.  

The main outlier of the low-threat period films 
regarding Fear and Need for Order is Burton’s 
Batman (1989). In this film, Batman contends with 
scrutiny from the public (many people think that he is 
“as dangerous as the Joker”) and the press (“And all of 
Gotham is wondering what to make of Batman. Friend 
or foe?”). Later in the film, the Joker preys on the 
public’s rampant materialism when he promises to 
disperse 20 million dollars during a street parade. 
During the parade, we see citizens jaywalking and 
greedily pawing at the money being tossed into the 
streets (a journalist captions the scene, “Gotham’s 
Greed”). The crowd of people fawn over the Joker, 
laughing at the Joker’s insults of Batman and 
enthusiastically screaming “You!” when he asks, 
“Who do you trust?” Moments later, the public is 
punished for its poor judgment when the Joker 
unleashes a deadly gas on the crowd. Also, although 
the film uses humor, it is often morbid and paired with 
violence, and thus feels much less cartoonish and 
light-hearted than the other low-threat period films. 
For example, the Joker sings, “Oh there’ll be a hot 
time, in the old town tonight” as he electrocutes a man 
to death with a joy buzzer, declares, “The pen is truly 
mightier than the sword” after killing a man with a 
quill pen, and puts on glasses when pleading with 
Batman (to no avail) to not kill him (“You wouldn’t 

hit a guy with glasses on, would you?”). Taken 
together, H1 is supported, as the high-threat period 
Batman films did exhibit greater fear about social 
disorder and danger than the low-threat period Batman 
films. 

Authoritarian Submission  

Although many high-threat period Batman films 
share an authoritarian obsession with social order, this 
was not necessarily coupled with authoritarian 
submission. Indeed, many of the films released during 
high-threat periods were sharply critical of the police 
and law enforcement. In Batman Returns (1992), 
Catwoman contemptuously disposes of two security 
guards too awe-struck to arrest her (“Always 
confusing your pistols with your privates.”). In The 
Dark Knight (2008), Batman tells Commissioner 
Gordon that he needs more time to conduct forensics 
before the police “contaminate” the crime scene. The 
Dark Knight also shows a cop willing to murder an 
innocent man in order to prevent a hospital from being 
blown up by the Joker (the cop’s wife was currently 
hospitalized), a prison guard showing disregard for a 
prisoner in physical pain, a detective attempting to 
beat up a handcuffed, seemingly defenseless Joker in 
prison, and the Gotham SWAT team nearly 
inadvertently killing hostages disguised as criminals. 
In The Dark Knight Rises (2012), Detective Foley 
consistently makes erroneous decisions, such as 
mistaking a robbery for a hostage crisis, ignoring 
evidence of a sewer-dwelling army, and accidentally 
leading the entire Gotham City Police force into a trap. 
The film also provides a cynical view of political 
leaders, as Commissioner Gordon says that the 
President’s vow to stand alongside Gotham during a 
time of crisis (“People of Gotham, we have not 
abandoned you.”) actually “means we are on our 
own.” 

In addition to ineptitude, the high-threat period 
films feature depictions of corruption in the legal 
system. In Batman Returns (1992), the anti-hero 
Catwoman says that it would be “naïve” to hand over 
wealthy industrialist Max Shreck to the authorities, 
saying, “The law doesn't apply to people like him….” 
Police corruption is a big theme in Batman Begins 
(2005), with the mob controlling police officers and 
judges (as well as unions and the mayor), and the 
villain Ra’s al Ghul claiming, “[Gotham is] so corrupt 
we have infiltrated every level of its infrastructure.” 
Even Bruce Wayne calls Gotham’s legal system 
“broken.” Corruption is also a problem in The Dark 
Knight (2008), where there is constant unease on 
whether the cops can be trusted, and District Attorney 
Harvey Dent is ultimately kidnapped by police 
officers. 
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Even when not corrupt, many of the authority 
figures in high-threat period films tend to be 
dismissive or hostile toward Batman. In Batman 
Begins (2005), the police commissioner refers to 
Batman as “some asshole in a costume,” and it is 
suggested that the police dislike Batman because they 
are “jealous” of his effectiveness. At the beginning of 
The Dark Knight (2008), Commissioner Gordon says, 
“Official policy is to arrest the vigilante known as 
Batman on sight.” The Dark Knight further separates 
Batman from the legal system by having the Joker tell 
Batman, “Don’t talk like one of them. You’re not. 
Even if you’d like to be. To them, you’re just a freak—
like me.” This antagonism towards Batman in high-
threat period films is highlighted by the fact that all 
five of these films show the police trying to arrest 
Batman, and police deliberately open fire and wound 
Batman in Batman Returns (1992) and the animated 
Batman: Mask of the Phantasm (1993). Batman is also 
forced to physically attack the Gotham SWAT team in 
order to protect hostages in The Dark Knight (2008). 

It is worth noting that The Dark Knight Rises 
(2012) is somewhat of an outlier among the high-
threat period films in that it also provides positive 
depictions of authorities. One of the main protagonists 
is a cop (Robin Blake) who goes on to become 
Batman’s heir apparent. Moreover, the film features a 
climactic, heroic battle featuring the Gotham police 
force fighting alongside Batman (thus linking Batman 
closely with the police). The film also grants a heroic 
death scene to Detective Foley, which helps to redeem 
some of the mistakes this character made earlier. 

Although the focus of this section is on 
representations of the legal system, depictions of other 
authority figures also deserve mention. Many the 
Batman films critique political actors, particularly in 
the high-threat period films. Batman Returns (1992) 
shows the villain Oswald Cobblepot (the Penguin) 
instructing his gang to terrorize Gotham so that he can 
wage a cynical, tough-on-crime political campaign to 
become mayor (“Oswald Means Order”), which the 
film explicitly likens to the Reichstag Fire. In Batman 
Begins (2005), Batman’s ally Lucius Fox says that the 
American military decided against equipping its 
soldiers with a type of body armor (the kind favored 
by Batman), claiming, “Bean counters didn't think a 
soldier's life was worth 300 grand.” Batman Begins 
also suggests that the American military illegally 
developed a weapon designed to release chemicals 
into the air (which is later used against Gotham by a 
villain). In Batman: Mask of the Phantasm (1993), 
Councilman Arthur Reeves (who received payments 
from the mob earlier in his life) demands that Batman 
be arrested. In The Dark Knight Rises (2012), the 
mayor contemptuously refers to Batman as “a 
murderous thug.” 

Again, we see important differences when we 
look at authoritarian submission in the low-threat 
period films. Contrary to Peterson and Gerstein 
(2005), these Batman films actually exhibit more 
authoritarian submission. For example, Batman: The 
Movie (1966) opens with the following written 
statement: “WE WISH TO EXPRESS OUR 
GRATITUDE TO THE ENEMIES OF CRIME AND 
CRUSADERS AGAINST CRIME.” The warm 
relationship between the police and Batman (and his 
sidekick Robin) is evident throughout the film, with 
police officers respectfully removing their hats when 
they see Batman, Commissioner Gordon pointing out 
that Batman and Robin are “fully deputized agents of 
the law,” and Robin telling the press, “Support your 
police. That's our message.” Batman Forever (1995) 
and Batman & Robin (1997) also show Batman 
working openly with Commissioner Gordon, rather 
than having to operate as a fugitive like in the high-
threat period films. 

The critiques of authority figures tend to be 
decidedly more light-hearted, sporadic, and fleeting in 
the Batman films released during low-threat periods. 
In Batman: The Movie (1966), an admiral accidentally 
sells a submarine to the Penguin, which is played for 
laughs when he is lightly scolded by Batman. 
Similarly, the film depicts the United World (an 
obvious reference to the United Nations) as being 
completely ineffective, but the scenes feel more like a 
joke than a biting critique. In Batman Forever (1995), 
the villain Two-Face declares, “Babies starve, 
politicians grow fat, holy men are martyred, and 
junkies grow legion. Why? ... Blind, stupid ... luck!” 
However, this criticism does not resurface in the film, 
and only seems to be there in order to provide an 
explanation for Two-Face’s gimmick of having to flip 
a coin to make decisions. Batman & Robin also shows 
a brief shot of the “Un-United Nations” (a group of 
mysterious evil countries), which includes a highly 
decorated American military official. However, as 
with the criticism of elites in Batman Forever (1995), 
this is never mentioned again, and thus plays more as 
a visual gag than a substantive critique. In general, the 
criticisms of authority found in these films are neither 
sustained nor substantial, and they usually serve as 
sources of humor, rather than important plot points. 

Burton’s Batman (1989) is again the outlier 
among the low-threat period films. In this film, Jack 
Napier (who later becomes the villain the Joker) 
shrugs off District Attorney Harvey Dent’s threat of 
cracking down on crime, saying, “If this clown could 
touch [crime boss] Grissom, I’d have handed him his 
lungs by now.” The police force is also shown as being 
clueless, with District Attorney Harvey Dent 
responding to a question about Batman as being the 
stuff of “ghosts and goblins.” Like the high-threat 
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period films, Batman also shows the police attempting 
to arrest Batman, as well as a corrupt Lieutenant Max 
Eckhardt receiving cash bribes from crime boss Carl 
Grissom. Political officials are also shown as being 
inept, such as when Mayor Borg insists on spending 
lavishly on a parade for the city's 200th anniversary, 
only to have District Attorney Harvey Dent note that, 
“We may be celebrating in bankruptcy court. This 
festival is $250,000 in the red and we haven’t seen one 
balloon.” 

Some of the Batman films also critique economic 
elites. Batman Returns (1992) features the villainous 
businessman Max Shreck, whom the film repeatedly 
suggests has more de facto power in Gotham than the 
mayor, and who is bent on selling Gotham a defective 
power plant. In Batman Begins (2005), CEO William 
Earle controversially steers Wayne Enterprises into 
military technology (a board member mentions, “I 
don't think Thomas Wayne would have viewed heavy-
arms manufacture as a suitable cornerstone for our 
business.”), and later tries to keep Bruce Wayne out of 
running his father’s business. In The Dark Knight 
(2008), Lau is a Chinese CEO that works with the 
mob. In The Dark Knight Rises (2012), construction 
company owner John Daggett works with the 
mercenary and terrorist Bane.  

Although not the focus of this analysis, Bruce 
Wayne is also an economic elite. Overall, Wayne’s 
wealthy status seems to be critiqued more in the high-
threat films. Wayne’s persona can be indirectly seen 
as a critique of wealthy elites, as he deliberately tries 
to appear to be a vain, wealthy playboy in order to 
mask his serious crime-fighting activities. For 
example, in Batman Begins (2005), Wayne’s butler 
Alfred suggests that Wayne can better disguise his 
secret identity by acting like a rich person, saying, 
“Drive sports cars, date movie stars, buy things that 
are not for sale.” In The Dark Knight Rises (2012), a 
journalist mocks an injured Bruce Wayne (although he 
did not realize it was Wayne) exiting an expensive car, 
saying, “Another stiff that can barely climb out of his 
sports car.” In Batman Returns (1992), the villain Max 
Shreck mocks Wayne for his privileged background. 
This type of critique is also seen in the low-threat 
period film Batman (1989), when the reporter 
Alexander Knox claims that rich people like Bruce 
Wayne are “odd” because they “can afford to be,” and 
calls Bruce Wayne “Bruce Vain” after seeing that he 
owns a large mirror. On the other hand, Wayne is also 
shown to be a responsible owner prohibiting the 
manufacture of unethical products (Batman Forever) 
and providing valuable services through Wayne 
Enterprises (Batman & Robin), and the Wayne family 
is shown engaging in valuable philanthropic acts (e.g., 
Batman, Batman & Robin, Batman Begins, The Dark 
Knight Rises). However, Wayne’s orphan-status, 

obsession with crime-fighting, solitary nature, and 
indifference towards fame and materialism all work to 
position him as an outlier among the wealthy class. In 
terms of the research question, high-threat period 
Batman films consistently depict authority figures 
more negatively than low-threat period Batman films, 
particularly political representatives and law 
enforcement. 

Authoritarian Aggression 

Batman films released during high-threat periods 
tend to focus more on themes of authoritarian 
aggression, even if they ultimately advocate against 
aggressive action. A few films focus on the darker 
impulses crime fighters must resist. In the animated 
Batman: Mask of the Phantasm (1993), Wayne’s 
former fiancé suggests to him that his quest as Batman 
is motivated in part out of a desire for vengeance. 
Similarly in the film, Wayne’s butler Alfred says, 
“Vengeance blackens the soul, Bruce. I always feared 
you would become that which you fought against.” 
Batman Begins (2005) shows Bruce Wayne 
attempting to shoot his parents' murderer (Joe Chill) 
during a parole hearing. However, Wayne later heeds 
the advice of his butler Alfred, who warns, “It can't be 
personal, or you're just a vigilante.”  

The low-threat period film Batman Forever 
(1995) also focuses on the theme of vigilante revenge 
and thus is an outlier among the low-threat period 
films. In this film, Dick Grayson (Batman’s future 
sidekick, Robin) wants to avenge the murder of his 
own family by killing the villain Two-Face. However, 
Wayne—obviously having experienced the same 
demons—warns Grayson that murder will only 
increase Grayson’s pain and lead him down a 
dangerous path. Ultimately, Grayson follows 
Batman’s lead, attempting to arrest Two-Face rather 
than kill him. 

Some of the high-threat period Batman films also 
show that following the law can become an obstacle to 
obtaining justice. Batman is able to intimidate a 
corrupt cop by threatening to drop him off a building 
in Batman Begins (2005). Also in the film, a citizen 
criticizes Batman by saying, “You can't take the law 
into your own hands,” but is countered by another that 
says, “Well, at least he's getting something done.” The 
idea that one may need to break the law for a higher 
good is also seen in The Dark Knight (2008) when a 
mobster refuses to be intimated by Batman and betray 
the Joker (despite the fact that Batman deliberately 
dropped him from a building, resulting in broken 
bones) because he knows about Batman’s code against 
killing (“You got rules. The Joker, he’s got no rules.”). 
Still, Batman is willing to push some rules in the film, 
savagely beating up the Joker while in custody during 
an interrogation and using surveillance technology to 
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spy on all of Gotham in order to capture the Joker 
(which his assistant Lucius Fox calls “unethical”). 
Aware of the danger of this technology, Batman has 
Fox destroy it once the Joker has been captured.  

The need to work outside the law to get justice is 
also expressed in The Dark Knight Rises (2012), where 
Commissioner Gordon argues that sometimes “rules 
aren’t weapons anymore. They’re shackles, letting the 
bad guy get ahead.” This is why Gotham needs people 
like Batman, who can “plunge their hands into the 
filth, so that you can keep yours clean.” The Dark 
Knight also shows Batman forbidding Catwoman to 
kill criminals (“No guns. No killing”), but Batman is 
later saved when Catwoman shoots Bane (“About the 
whole no guns thing. I’m not sure I feel as strongly 
about it as you do.”). Although these exchanges 
between Batman and Catwoman are largely played for 
humor, they do underscore Gordon’s comment about 
rules being “shackles.” It is perhaps telling that this 
focus on rules, surveillance, and interrogation occurs 
most in the post-9/11 films. 

The low-threat period films feature aggression 
towards criminals, but the films do not dwell on the 
implications of this violence. The fight scenes in 
Batman: The Movie are meant to feel cartoonish and 
are captioned with words like “BAP” and “KAPOW.” 
Batman not only deliberately kills several criminals in 
Batman (1989), but he also deliberately and matter-of-
factly kills the Joker (“I’m going to kill you”), whom 
in this film is portrayed as having killed Bruce 
Wayne’s parents. Batman & Robin (1997) also 
undermines the seriousness of violence by playing 
Three Stooges-style sound effects when Mr. Freeze 
throws police officers into a column.  

It is worth noting that the high-threat period film 
Batman Returns (1992) also downplays the 
implications of aggression. Like Batman (1989), 
Batman Returns is directed by Tim Burton, and the 
film shows Batman deliberately killing criminals. In 
Batman Returns (1992), Batman deliberately kills at 
least one criminal while fighting, and the sympathetic 
anti-hero Catwoman deliberately kills Max Shreck 
because he had earlier tried to kill her. However, there 
is an absence of satisfaction, remorse, or introspection 
from Batman or Catwoman leading up to and 

following the killings, and audiences are not really 
encouraged to think about the legal or moral 
implications of these killings. Like the other low-
threat period films, the violence in Batman Returns 
largely resembles Gerbner’s (2012) “happy violence.” 
Despite the low-threat period outlier Batman Forever 
(1995) and the high-threat period outlier Batman 
Returns (1992), the high-threat period films do in fact 
meditate more on the benefits and consequences of 
aggression, which supports H2. 

Putting the Batman Film Franchise in Perspective 

To better understand the overall differences 
between the films across periods of threat, I coded for 
the presence/absence of “Fear and Need for Order,” 
“Corrupt Political or Criminal Justice System 
Authority Figures” (Authoritarian Submission—
reverse-coded), “Police Attempt to Arrest Batman” 
(Authoritarian Submission—reverse-coded), and 
“Protagonist Torn Over Breaking Laws” 
(Authoritarian Aggression). Only one low-threat 
period film (Batman) of the four (25%) featured “Fear 
and Need for Order,” “Corrupt Political or Criminal 
Justice System Authority Figures,” or “Police Attempt 
to Arrest Batman.” Only one low-threat period film 
(Batman Forever) of the four (25%) showed 
“Protagonist Torn Over Breaking Laws.”  In contrast, 
all of the high-threat period films exhibited “Fear and 
Need for Order.” Three high-threat period films 
(Batman: Mask of the Phantasm, Batman Begins, The 
Dark Knight) out of the five (60%) featured a corrupt 
political or criminal justice system authority figure. 
All of the high-threat period films also show the police 
trying to arrest Batman. Finally, four of the five (80%) 
high-threat period films show Batman, Robin, or 
Commissioner Gordon being tempted to break laws 
(Batman Returns is the exception). If we look at the 
entire franchise, we can see that six of the films 
contained “Fear and Need for Order” (67%), three of 
the films contained “Corrupt Political or Criminal 
Justice System Authority Figures” (44%), six of the 
films contained “Police Attempt to Arrest Batman” 
(67%), and five of the films contained “Protagonist 
Torn Over Breaking Laws” (56%). The results are 
presented in Table 2. 
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Table 2: Authoritarian Themes in Batman Films Across Periods of Threat 
 

 Fear and 
Need for 

Order 

Corrupt Political or 
Criminal Justice 
System Authority 

Figures 

Police 
Attempt to 

Arrest 
Batman 

Protagonist Torn 
Over Breaking 

Law 

Low-Threat Period Film 

Batman: The Movie     
Batman X X X  

Batman Forever     X 

Batman & Robin     

Low Threat Total 25% 25% 25% 25% 

High-Threat Period Film  

Batman Returns X  X  

Mask of the Phantasm X X X X 

Batman Begins X X X X 

The Dark Knight X X X X 

The Dark Knight Rises X  X X 

High-Threat Period Total 100% 60% 100% 80% 

All Films Total 67% 44% 67% 56% 

 
 

One way to assess the impact that Batman films 
had on audiences at the time of their release is to 
evaluate their commercial performance at the 
American box office. This approach can be useful in 
letting us see if films with certain types of messages 
about crime, law, and order were more commercially 
successful than others. The American gross box office 
receipts for Batman: The Movie come from the 
imdb.com, while the American gross box office 
receipts for the other films come from the-
numbers.com. I use usinflationcalculator.com to 
adjust these figures for inflation in 2015 dollars. The 
five highest grossing films were The Dark Knight 
($589,433,780.34), Batman ($477,756,672.77), The 
Dark Knight Rises ($464,439,218.41), Batman 
Forever ($287,279,404.64), and Batman Returns 
($276,161,434.64). With the exception of Batman 
Forever, these are dark films filled with officials who 
are often antagonistic toward Batman or corrupt. 
Many of these films (except Batman and Batman 
Returns) also show the main protagonists torn about 
breaking the law in order to pursue justice. In short, 
many of the best-selling Batman films show both 
authoritarian fears about social disorder, some 
sympathy (even if ultimately rejected) towards 
authoritarian aggression, and critical depictions of 
officials and the criminal justice system. Overall, the 
high-threat period films also had higher gross box 

office receipts ($317,893,272.95) than the low-threat 
period films ($236,538,781.33). The results are in 
Table 3. 

Conclusion 

This study has important implications for research 
on representations of law, order, and authority, and it 
challenges some earlier findings on mediated images 
of crime and authoritarianism. As we have seen, many 
high-threat period Batman films depict police and the 
legal system in a very negative light, showing them as 
often being dysfunctional, corrupt, and antagonistic 
towards Batman. Indeed, 67% of all the Batman films 
show the police trying to arrest Batman. These 
representations of the police and legal system 
challenge earlier characterizations of how media often 
depict the legal system (Nichols-Pethick, 2012) but do 
largely support other work on superhero comics 
(Phillips & Strobl, 2006, 2013) and television shows 
(Kort-Butler, 2013). The fact that high-threat period 
films are more critical of authority figures and position 
Batman as an outsider who endures attacks from 
police and politicians (as well as the public) 
contradicts Peterson and Gerstein’s (2005) finding on 
authoritarian submission. This difference may stem 
from my study’s more expanded conceptualization of 
“authority” to include non-governmental officials, the
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Table 3: United States Gross Box Office Receipts of Batman Films Across Periods of Threat 
 

 Box Office Receipts 

Low-Threat Period Film and Year of Release 

Batman: The Movie (1966) 
 

$22,031,944.44 

Batman (1989) 
 

$477,756,672.77 

Batman Forever (1995) 
 

$287,279,404.64 

Batman & Robin (1997) 
 

$159,087,103.46 

Low-Threat Period Film Average $236,538,781.33 

High-Threat Period Film and Year of Release 

Batman Returns (1992) 
 

$276,161,434.64 

Mask of the Phantasm (1993) 
 

$9,250,035.30 

Batman Begins (2005) 
 

$250,181,896.08 

The Dark Knight (2008) 
 

$589,433,780.34 

The Dark Knight Rises (2012) 
 

$464,439,218.41 

High-Threat Period Film Average $317,893,272.95 

Overall Film Average $281,735,721.12 

 
The gross box office receipts for Batman: The Movie come from imdb.com, while the gross box 
office receipts for the other Batman films come from the-numbers.com. The box office receipts 
were adjusted for inflation (in 2015 dollars) using usinflationcalculator.com.   
 

 
use of a DC comic book superhero, and/or the use of 
film. While somewhat surprising, this finding is 
supported by research that shows that people tend to 
be more cynical toward authority during high-threat 
periods (Doty et al., 1991). 

Another important finding from this study is that 
Batman films feature a complex blend of authoritarian 
themes. In general, Batman films released during high-
threat periods tend to exude anxiety about chaos, a 
disorderly mass public, demagogic villains, and 
corrupt and misguided authority figures. At the same 
time, many of the high-threat period films depicted the 
protagonists as being conflicted about the use of 
aggressive tactics or being motivated by revenge 
rather than justice. Much as the 1970s Batman comics 
turned to the tumultuous 1930s and 1940s Batman 
comics for inspiration,  many of the high-threat period 
films draw upon the darker Batman comics of the 
1970s and 1980s, such as The Killing Joke (Moore & 
Bolland, 2008) and The Dark Knight Returns (Miller, 
Janson, & Varley, 1996). Conversely, films outside 

these periods tend to be comedic, campy, and 
cartoonish. Taken together, these findings support 
earlier research on authoritarianism in mass media.  

A few limitations of this study must be addressed. 
This study only looks at images of crime and 
authoritarian themes in Batman films. More research 
is necessary to see if similar patterns apply to other 
superheroes (such as less vigilante-themed heroes) and 
genres. Another limitation is that to some extent this 
content can be explained through a more director-
based perspective. The two Burton films not only 
share many similarities (such as being the only films 
where Batman deliberately kills), but also feature the 
same gothic qualities associated with many Burton 
films. The two Schumacher films harken back to the 
comical, light-hearted Batman of the 1960s, while 
Nolan’s films are marked by their relative realism and 
darkness. From this perspective, we can see directors 
playing an important role in shaping the tone of a film. 
However, directors do not exist in a vacuum, and they 
(as well as their script writers and film studios) may to 
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some degree reflect or at least attempt to accommodate 
prevailing cultural concerns (such as a preoccupation 
with crime and inept authorities) when creating a film. 
A final limitation is that typologies are never perfect, 
and some may argue about classifying years into 
different periods of threat. 

One important implication from this research is 
that the concept of authoritarianism—with its 
emphasis on fear, authority, conformity, and 
punishment—can be useful to research in sociology 
and criminology. More specifically, the findings from 
this study find that cinematic representations of crime, 
law, and order in the superhero genre appear to 
correspond in part to changing levels of threat over 
time. This is not to say that levels of threat in society 
mechanically drive depictions in media, reducing 
scriptwriters, directors, media companies, and 
audiences into mere puppets. Instead, the general 
argument presented here is that perceived levels of 
threat seem to provide a type of environment that tends 
to favor the growth, development, and success of 
certain ideas (and media texts) over others. A number 
of the Batman films seem to tap into anxieties and 
frustrations existing in American culture about crime, 
the economy, and terrorism (and the inability of 
authorities to address them). In contrast, Batman films 
made during low-threat periods do not have the same 
reservoir of fear and anger to draw upon. As a result, 
the image of a brooding crime-fighter in a dangerous 
world is viewed more as an absurdity ripe for satire 
and campy portrayals. Camp’s shelf life seems 
contingent on these happier times, as camp is just not 
as funny when the world is full of riots and war 
(Morrison, 2012, p. 334). 

Despite a general scholarly consensus on how 
mass media depict crime, law, and order, this study 
finds important variations on how these topics are 
treated, particularly across different periods of threat. 
Scholars should build upon these findings by looking 
at how mediated depictions and public discourses on 
crime respond to different levels of threat in society 
and to what extent they tap into authoritarian themes. 
The increased success and ubiquity of the superhero 
genre across media (e.g., film, television, and digital 
comics) suggests a cultural preoccupation with larger-
than-life heroes saving society from powerful villains, 
underscoring the importance of understanding their 
messages and how they affect audiences. It is also 
worth noting that DC Comics and Marvel have created 
self-contained, consistent universes on television and 
film, with different storylines and characters existing 
within and across films. For example, in Iron Man 3, 
Tony Stark’s post-traumatic stress disorder is tied to 
his experiences in The Avengers movie. Scholars 
should be sensitive to how these films and television 
shows work together collectively, rather than simply 

viewing each film/television show as an isolated data 
point.  

More broadly, this study suggests that a critical 
analysis of media texts can help us gain a new 
understanding about cultural values, public attitudes, 
and prevailing discourses. Mass media can both reflect 
and affect the public’s attitudes about crime, law, and 
order (Cavender, 2004) and help reproduce and 
facilitate the rhetoric and policy goals of political 
elites (Jeffords, 1994; Kellner, 1995, 2010). For 
example, Phillips and Strobl (2013) argue that the 
Bush administration’s rhetoric on terrorism was 
successful in part because it drew upon “sentiments 
and symbols of tough-talking Americanisms already 
embedded in popular consciousness through a variety 
of media, including comic books” (p. 219). Based on 
this study, threatening times are linked with cultural 
concerns (and media texts) about crime and chaos, 
corrupt and inept politicians, judges, and police, the 
need for strong (and arguably rogue) leaders to 
aggressively combat danger, and concern that it be 
done morally as well as effectively. 

Returning to the Joker’s “Why so serious” 
question, we see that Batman has not always been so 
serious, and has even made jokes at his own expense. 
Right now, American audiences seem to want to watch 
movies in which gritty superheroes restore order, 
justice, and hope to imperiled societies. The 
resurgence of the campy superhero and waning of 
interest in superheroes will likely come again, but at 
this point, Americans may be too concerned about 
crime, terrorist attacks, and financial crises to begin 
laughing at such symbols of law, order, and justice. 
For now, it seems that audiences want Batman (and 
other superheroes) to protect them, not make them 
laugh. If history is any indication, we will need to wait 
until better times before the Dark Knight can lighten 
up again. 
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As mass imprisonment continues to dominate 
American crime policy, prison visitation has received 
increased scholarly attention (Cochran & Mears 
2013; Comfort, 2008; Siennick, Mears, & Bales, 
2013; Tasca, 2014). As a key source of social 
support, prison visitation allows inmates to interact 
and communicate with their loved ones over 
significant periods of time (Christian, 2005; Visher, 

2013). Such meaningful contact can help to minimize 
the pains of imprisonment by providing prisoners 
with an important coping resource (Hairston, 1991; 
Jiang & Winfree 2006; Tewksbury & DeMichele, 
2005). Visits also provide inmates and their visitors a 
chance to maintain or rebuild relationships and an 
opportunity to plan for release with respect to 
housing, employment, and other critical reintegration 
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needs (Arditti, 2003; 2012; Christian & Kennedy, 
2011). Given this, it is unsurprising that research 
largely indicates that visitation is beneficial for 
prisoners.  

At the same time, however, there are major gaps 
in our understanding of visitation experiences. There 
are many factors which we know little about that 
might contribute to the quality of a visit from 
conditions of confinement and type of contact (i.e. 
face-to-face, noncontact) to the relationship status of 
inmates and visitors. The familial and romantic ties 
of prisoners are often strained before incarceration 
given prisoners’ high rates of drug use, mental 
illness, and lengthy histories of system involvement 
(Owen, 1998; Turanovic, Rodriguez, & Pratt, 2012). 
Moreover, the majority of visitors—like the inmates 
they visit—are a vulnerable population with complex 
needs of their own (Christian, 2005; Comfort, 2008). 
The support capacities of inmates’ interpersonal 
networks, then, may be limited, placing further stress 
on already fragile relationships. To that end, visits 
may be particularly stressful experiences for some 
prisoners.  

What remains unclear is for whom—and under 
what circumstances—visitation is positive, negative, 
or has no effect on prisoners. Hairston (1991) 
described the ideal data for moving research forward:  

 
The data should be comprehensive to allow 
comparisons among racial groups, age 
groups, institutional security levels, nature 
of the crime committed and length of 
sentence.... These studies would assess the 
quality and meaning of family relationships 
as well as the quantity of family contacts.  
Additionally, they would explore the 
relationship between pre-prison, in-prison, 
and post-prison family environment and 
relationships. (p. 101)  
 
To date, prior work has relied almost exclusively 

on quantitative administrative data that do not contain 
these dynamic measures vital to improving our 
understanding of the relationship between visitation 
and inmate behaviors (e.g., misconduct and 
recidivism).2 And although quantitative data are 
certainly needed to establish broad patterns in the 
effects of prison visitation on inmate behaviors, the 
use of administrative data alone cannot explain why 
prison visitation influences particular outcomes. 
There is a need to pair these types of administrative 
data with rich, qualitative data (such as data collected 
from in-depth interviews with inmates) that can 
broaden what we know about the nature of visitation 
experiences and identify mechanisms underlying the 

relationships established in the larger prison 
population.  

Advancing knowledge on prison visitation, then, 
requires a fresh methodological approach. As part of 
our initial efforts to meet this goal, the purpose of this 
paper is to introduce a new data source: the Arizona 
Prison Visitation Project (APVP). The APVP is a 
mixed-method study designed to broaden our 
understanding of visitation experiences and their 
effects on inmate outcomes such as recidivism, 
misconduct and self-harm.  This two-phase study is 
comprised of 1) administrative records on a 
population of Arizona prisoners released between 
July 1st, 2010 and June 30th, 2013 along with 2) 
semi-structured interviews on visitation experiences 
collected from a subsample of visited male and 
female offenders incarcerated in the Arizona 
Department of Corrections (ADC) in the summer of 
2014. These data are particularly unique in that they 
include White, Black, Latino/a, and American Indian 
prisoners, across all security levels, experiencing 
different types of visitation (i.e. contact versus non-
contact). The interviews tap into the complex nature 
of visits between each inmate and multiple visitors 
while the administrative data can establish broader 
patterns between various forms of visitation on 
recidivism, misconduct, and self-harm. Thus, the 
APVP provides a prime opportunity for scholars to 
examine untested facets of visitation.  

We begin below with a discussion of what could 
be learned by studying prison visitation using a 
mixed-method approach. Next, we outline both 
phases of the APVP including study setting, 
methodology, and data elements. We also provide 
interviewers’ reflections on the data collection 
process to highlight the complexity of prison 
visitation experiences and the depth of the data.  We 
conclude with a discussion of the implications of the 
APVP for future research, policy, and practice. In 
doing so, our broader purpose is to introduce scholars 
and practitioners to a new data resource that can be 
used to advance research on prison visitation. 

The Empirical Status of  
Prison Visitation Research 

Prison visitation has been associated with 
institutional misconduct, recidivism, and 
psychological outcomes (Cochran, 2012; Duwe & 
Clarke, 2013; Hairston, 1988; Jiang & Winfree, 
2006; Mears, Cochran, Siennick, & Bales, 2012; 
Tewksbury & DeMichele, 2005). Prison visitation 
has also been found to increase the likelihood of 
family support and reduce family conflict following 
incarceration (Mowen & Visher, 2015; Visher, 2013). 
While the majority of research suggests that visitation 
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is positive for inmates, some studies show that under 
certain circumstances, visitation can have adverse 
effects (see Bales & Mears, 2008; Siennick et al., 
2013). As such, we know that visitation is influential; 
what remains poorly understood is why.  

To extend this body of work, it is first necessary 
to investigate the nature of visits themselves. During 
visitation, prisoners may receive affection, support, 
and a temporary reprieve from the pressures of prison 
life while sharing food, stories, and interacting with 
loved ones (Christian, 2005; Comfort, 2008). 
Alternatively, visitation can give visitors a forum to 
confront prisoners about prior wrongdoings and make 
future demands, which may lead to arguments, 
heightened tension, and stress (Arditti, 2012; 
Christian & Kennedy, 2011). Prisoners, then, may 
have both positive and negative visitation 
experiences given the complexity of their 
interpersonal relationships and circumstances. To 
fully tap into dynamics that can shed light on 
visitation effects requires interviews with a diverse, 
representative sample of men and women inmates 
that cover the content of visitation discussions; 
perceptions of these interactions as beneficial, 
harmful, or non-significant; and the emotions that 
arise following contact.  

Further research is also needed on how type of 
visitor influences inmate behavior. Prior studies have 
identified positive effects of visitation with spouses, 
family, and friends on recidivism—with spousal 
visits producing the most favorable outcomes (Bales 
& Mears, 2008; Cochran & Mears, 2013). On the 
other hand, visitation from children has been linked 
to increased recidivism (Bales & Mears, 2008).  
What accounts for these disparate findings is likely 
rooted in the quality of these relationships before and 
during incarceration as well as variation in the 
support capabilities and expectations of prisoners 
among different visitors. Nevertheless, without 
insight into these relationship dynamics, we are left 
to merely speculate on what explains the linkages 
between visitor type and inmate behavior. Moreover, 
the impact of visitor type on inmate outcomes is 
potentially tied to visitation experiences. A visit with 
a spouse likely involves different discussions and 
interactions than a visit with children, or with 
individuals whom the prisoner shares weaker ties 
(e.g., distant relative, acquaintance). This underscores 
the need for mixed-method research to uncover the 
role of relationship quality and visitation experiences 
across visitor types.  

The conditions under which contact occurs may 
also produce varied visitation effects (Arditti, 2012; 
Comfort, 2008). Indeed, prisoners are subject to 
different visitation policies which can affect the 
length and quality of their contact with visitors. Visits 

may involve physical contact over extended periods 
of time in some cases, whereas for others, visitation 
may involve speaking to visitors through plexiglass 
barriers over monitored phones during shortened 
visiting hours. Since prison visitation has been 
deemed by the U.S. Supreme Court as a privilege and 
not a right (see Overton v. Bazzetta, 2003), prison 
administrators often restrict the nature and frequency 
of visits of higher security inmates and those inmates 
who have been disruptive to prison order. That is, 
maximum custody or administratively segregated 
prisoners—who represent a significant portion of the 
inmate population—may only experience noncontact 
visitation (Toch, 2001).  The extent to which the type 
of visit influences inmate behavior is unknown as 
existing datasets do not differentiate between contact 
and noncontact visitation in the prisoner population.  

Of similar importance in advancing prison 
visitation research is identifying the ways in which 
visitation effects may vary across inmate 
characteristics (Cochran & Mears, 2013). Of course, 
existing studies control for a host of factors including 
prisoner demographics, offense characteristics, and 
prior convictions and/or incarcerations (Cochran, 
2012; Duwe & Clarke, 2013; Siennick et al., 2013). 
Yet, there are a multitude of inmate characteristics 
that may shape visitation experiences and effects that 
have yet to be fully explored. We know very little 
about how the impact of visitation may vary across 
gender, race/ethnicity (i.e. White, African American, 
Latino/a, American Indian), citizenship status, or 
security classification. Other important controls in the 
context of visitation include substance abuse and 
mental health needs as these factors arguably play a 
key role in inmates’ interpersonal relationships, 
prison experiences, and reentry success. We also do 
not know how visitation effects may be conditioned 
by factors such as marital status, gang membership, 
or parenthood.  Thus, to tap into the variability 
inherent in prison visitation, data are needed that 
capture a broader array of inmate characteristics and 
experiences.   

Extending existing knowledge on prison 
visitation requires a mixed-method approach through 
the use of both administrative records and interview 
data. Our study—the Arizona Prison Visitation 
Project—will be able to identify connections between 
visitation and prisoner outcomes in the inmate 
population and begin to explain the mechanisms that 
underlie these relationships. These data will provide 
nuanced insight into the nature of prison visitation 
experiences and how these experiences may vary by 
type of visitor, conditions of confinement, and inmate 
characteristics. The racial and ethnic diversity of the 
Arizona prison population is a particular strength of 
the APVP in that these data include a high number of 
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Latino/as—including those of Mexican descent 
specifically, which is the largest and fastest growing 
segment of the Hispanic population—and American 
Indian men and women. Importantly, these data 
provide a unique opportunity to address unanswered 
questions surrounding prison visitation. In the 
following sections, we detail the contours of the 
Arizona Prison Visitation Project. 

The Arizona Prison Visitation Project 

Data for the Arizona Prison Visitation Project 
were collected in collaboration with the Arizona 
Department of Corrections (ADC) for the purpose of 
advancing research on prison visitation. Consistent 
with a mixed-methods approach, the data were 
collected in two phases. The first phase entailed 
obtaining detailed administrative records on all 
inmates released from ADC over a period of three 
fiscal years (2010 to 2013). These data were 
originally compiled and maintained by ADC 
personnel, and they contain a variety of inmate- and 
institutional-level factors that can be used to advance 
the research on prison visitation, recidivism, 
misconduct, and well-being. The second phase of 
data collection involved conducting semi-structured 
interviews with visited men and women incarcerated 
in ADC. A random sample of inmates across varying 
security levels (i.e., minimum, medium, and 
maximum custody prisoners) were interviewed 
during the summer of 2014, and a wealth of in-depth 
information was captured directly from prisoners that 
could not be gleaned from administrative records 
(e.g., inmates’ experiences with visitation and the 
quality of their relationships with visitors). Data from 
Phase 2 were collected in order to identify the various 
mechanisms underlying why and how prison 
visitation impacts the lives of prisoners. Greater 
detail on these two phases of data collection, 
information on the study setting, and an overview of 
Arizona’s prison visitation policies are provided in 
the following sections.  

In addition to collecting data from inmates 
during Phase 2 of the project, researchers were also 
given the opportunity to observe prison visitation on 
the weekends. The insights gleaned through these 
observations were not recorded systematically as part 
of the data, but rather are field notes that can be used 
to better contextualize and understand interview 
responses. To highlight this complexity, some of the 
researchers’ experiences with prison visitation are 
also detailed below. 

Study Setting 

The Arizona Department of Corrections is a 
unique setting in a number of ways. First, Arizona is 

one of the few states in the U.S. where prison 
populations are on the rise. Between 2013 and 2014, 
when many states experienced a “leveling off” in 
their correctional populations, the number of inmates 
incarcerated in Arizona increased by 2.6%—one of 
the highest growth rates in the country (Carson, 
2015). Across 15 institutions (14 male facilities and 1 
female facility), the Arizona Department of 
Corrections currently houses more than 42,000 
prisoners (Arizona Department of Corrections, 
2015a). This population has increased more than 50% 
since 2001, and it is projected to grow even more 
over the next several years (Arizona Department of 
Corrections, 2015b). 

Second, due to Arizona’s multicultural 
landscape, the Arizona Department of Corrections is 
one of the most racially and ethnically diverse prison 
systems in the nation. Arizona is a large state that is 
home to over 6.7 million people, many of whom are 
Latino (30%), American Indian (5%), and African 
American (4%; State of Arizona, 2014). The diversity 
of Arizona is a benefit in that much of the literature 
on prison visitation relies heavily on African 
American samples. Data from Arizona thus provides 
valuable opportunities to study racial and ethnic 
differences in prison visitation, since approximately 
39% of prisoners are White, 13% are African 
American, 41% are Latino/a (11% of which are 
Latino/a immigrants), and 5% are American Indian 
(Arizona Department of Corrections, 2015a). 

Third, Arizona prison sentences are among the 
toughest in the nation, particularly for non-violent 
crimes (Lynch, 2009; Tonry, 2013). Prisoners in 
Arizona undergo especially long periods of time 
away from their families and friends, making prison 
visitation a critically important part of the 
incarceration experience. Arizona also uses a truth-
in-sentencing model in which inmates are released on 
supervision after serving 85% of their sentence 
behind bars. Despite these sentencing practices, 
Arizona’s recidivism rate is quite high. According to 
recent estimates, approximately 40% of prisoners 
released from ADC are reincarcerated within three 
years after release (Fischer, 2011). Within this 
context, there is much to be gained by examining the 
effects of prison visitation on inmates’ experiences.  

Arizona’s Prison Visitation Policies 

Prisoners are allowed to receive visits from a 
maximum of 10 persons who must first be approved 
by the Arizona Department of Corrections. The 
approval process entails a $25 fee and a complete 
criminal history background check that can take up to 
60 days. Typically, the Department will deny 
approval to those with active charges pending or 
prior convictions (unless that person is deemed to be 
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no security threat to the institution) and to victims of 
crimes perpetrated by the inmate. Unless visitors are 
immediate family members to multiple inmates, 
visitors can be approved on only one inmate’s 
visitation list at a time (Arizona Department of 
Corrections, 2011a).  

For approved visitors to enter prison, they must 
first adhere to strict dress codes, present accepted 
forms of identification, clear metal detectors, and 
successfully pass sniff tests by drug alert dogs. On 
typical visitation days, each adult visitor is limited to 
bringing in a maximum of $30 worth of coins in a 
clear plastic bag to purchase items from the visitation 
room vending machines (but visitors must ensure 
inmates do not touch the coins), one pack of 
unopened cigarettes, and a car key.3 Upon their entry 
to prison, all visitors are notified that their belongings 
and their vehicles are subject to searches at any time. 
Inmates are pat-searched by officers before they enter 
the visitation room, and then they are mandatorily 
strip-searched before returning to their unit. 

Regular visitation occurs in four-hour blocks 
each weekend, starting at 8:00 am to 12:00 pm, and 
12:00 pm to 4:00 pm. Generally, inmates are not 
permitted to have very much physical contact with 
their visitors, even when visits do not occur behind 
glass. For instance, a brief kiss or embrace between 
an inmate and a visitor is permitted at the beginning 
and end of visitation, and inmates can hold one hand 
of a visitor while walking or sitting at a table, as long 
as hands remain above the table and visible to staff at 
all times. Any cuddling activities, laying heads on the 
shoulders of one another, or hugging or kissing 
during visitation is not permitted. Inmates are 
allowed to hold small children on their lap so long as 
the child is six years of age or under. These visitation 
policies are strictly enforced by the Arizona 
Department of Corrections and are similar to those 
found in many other states across the United States 
(e.g., California, Texas, and Florida).4 

It is important to note that Arizona inmates are 
eligible for different types of visits (e.g., contact 
visits versus non-contact visits behind glass) and in 
varying frequencies depending on their custody level 
and their ADC “Earned Incentive Program Phase” 
(Arizona Department of Corrections, 2011b). 
Specifically, inmates in ADC have “program phase” 
levels that range from 1 to 3 in which prisoners in 
higher phases have the greatest privileges for their 
particular security level. Prisoners in higher phases, 
such as in phase 3, have the greatest visitation 
privileges for their security level. For example, 
minimum and medium custody inmates at phase 1 are 
allowed visitors for one, 4-hour block per week, 
whereas those at phase 3 are allowed visits for four, 
4-hour blocks per week and food visitation on up to 

four holidays (where visitors to prison bring home-
cooked or family purchased food). Some maximum 
security inmates in particular units also qualify for 
this program, where those in phase 1 are allowed 
visitors for one, non-contact 2-hour block per week 
(i.e., on a telephone behind glass), and those at phase 
3 are allowed one, 2-hour block per week of contact 
visitation.  

Inmates move up to higher program phases by 
remaining free of disciplinary violations (major and 
minor) for a period of six consecutive months and by 
completing required programming (e.g., anger 
management, substance abuse education, and 
domestic violence classes). Some inmates, such as 
those in detention status, do not receive phase level 
privileges, and inmates on death row are never 
eligible to receive contact visits. Inmates at phase 2 
or 3 can lose their privileges by receiving three minor 
disciplinary violations in a 90 day period or by 
receiving a major disciplinary violation. These 
policies are important to recognize given that not all 
prisoners are eligible to receive similar numbers and 
types of visits.5 

Population Data: Phase I 

In Phase I of the project, population data on all 
inmates in the Arizona Department of Corrections 
released between July 1st, 2010 and June 30th, 2013 
were compiled. Specifically, data were obtained from 
the Arizona Department of Corrections Adult Inmate 
Management System (AIMS), which contains 
information on all movements in and out of prison, 
offenders’ demographic characteristics, institutional 
and community risk scores, disciplinary actions, 
security level classification, and detailed 
imprisonment events before and after incarceration. 
Rearrest and reconviction data for each prisoner were 
also obtained from the Arizona Department of Public 
Safety and merged with the AIMS data. Over 15,000 
inmates are included in the population data. 

In addition, and unique among most correctional 
data sources, the AIMS data includes detailed 
information on every prison visitation event, 
including the date of the visit and the relationship 
between the prisoner and each visitor (e.g., romantic 
partner, parent, child, friend, relative). A key strength 
of the AIMS data is that it allows for prison visitation 
to be examined in several ways. In particular, the 
number of visits a prisoner receives can be assessed, 
as can the type of visit (e.g., contact, noncontact) and 
the recency of visitation (Bales & Mears, 2008; 
Cochran & Mears, 2013).  

These data also contain a variety of inmate- and 
institutional-level factors that are important to take 
into account when assessing the impact of prison 
visitation. For example, the data include information 
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on inmates’ citizenship status, mental health 
problems, substance abuse treatment needs, medical 
needs, involvement in street and prison gangs, and 
detailed information on the offense for which inmates 
are serving time (e.g., crime type, whether the crime 
was committed under the influence of drugs and 
alcohol, or whether it was committed to support a bad 
habit). In addition, the institutional factors include 
detailed indicators of inmates’ conditions of 
confinement, such as the complex in which they are 
located, the type of unit in which they are housed 
(e.g., in protective custody, in a medical or mental 
health unit), the length of time served in each unit, 
and detailed information on their security 
classifications and earned incentive phase levels.   

Perhaps most importantly, these data also 
provide the opportunity to study the impact of prison 
visitation on multiple outcomes, including 
recidivism, prison misconduct, and self-harm. 
Recidivism, for instance, can be examined in a few 
different ways in the data. Because the AIMS data 
are linked with each inmate’s record of arrest and 
prosecution, recidivism can be assessed during a 24-
month follow up period using rearrest, reconviction, 
or return to prison. According to King and 
Elderbroom (2014), “Recidivism reduction is the 
responsibility of multiple agencies and many 
different actors, and the definition of success must 
allow for a range of outcome measures that are 
responsive to this fact” (p. 2). It is thus beneficial in 
these data that recidivism can be measured more 
ways than one.  

Moreover, since the data also contain detailed 
information on prison misconduct, there are many 
opportunities to gain a deeper understanding of the 
impact of prison visitation on disciplinary infractions. 
Prison misconduct can be assessed by type, severity, 
or frequency, and patterns of misconduct over time 
can be established as a function of visitation. The 
impact of visitation on misconduct can also be 
examined by type of visitor, frequency of visits, and 
recency of visits, and proper time ordering can be 
ensured given that dates of visits and misconduct are 
recorded in the data.  

And lastly, inmate self-harm, which can include 
intentional self-poisoning, serious self-injury, and 
other forms of attempted suicide, is an important 
outcome in the data that is rarely examined in the 
prison visitation literature. Prisoners are known to be 
at high risk for suicide attempts (Hawton, Linsell, 
Adeniji, Sariaslan, & Fazel, 2014), yet information 
on how prison visitation can affect this phenomenon 
is scant. Few state correctional systems reliably 
record or release data on inmate self-harm, and rarely 
is this information captured alongside visitation data. 
Suicide is the most common unnatural cause of death 

among state prisoners in the U.S. (Noonan, 2014), 
and the risk of self-harm is generally assumed to be 
higher among inmates who are more socially isolated 
(Liebling, 1993). The APVP dataset is among few 
that allow for the advancement of research on prison 
visitation and inmate self-harm. 

Interview Data: Phase II 

The second phase of data collection took place 
during the summer of 2014 and involved semi-
structured interviews with 231 visited inmates 
incarcerated in ADC (110 men and 121 women) and 
were subsequently merged with administrative 
records. Data collection took place in minimum, 
medium, and maximum-security units in both the 
Florence State Prison Complex (for men) and the 
Perryville State Prison Complex (for women). Each 
day, researchers were provided with an up-to-date 
visitation log that listed all prisoners who had 
received at least one visit within the past month. 
From that list, prisoners were randomly identified to 
be approached for participation in the study by a 
member of the research team. Correctional staff 
would locate and escort each prisoner to the 
designated interview location (e.g., an empty 
visitation room or classroom) where a researcher 
would obtain consent prior to conducting the 
interview. The research team included men and 
women of diverse racial and ethnic backgrounds who 
had extensive experience conducting interviews with 
vulnerable populations. It is important to note that 
ADC staff did not screen or recruit prisoners for 
participation in the project, and prisoners were not 
informed of the project prior to speaking to the 
interviewers. Each interview lasted between 30 and 
45 minutes. 

A total of 277 inmates were selected to 
participate in the study. Of the 277 inmates selected, 
15 were ineligible to participate because they were 
working off-yard or in the medical unit. Among the 
262 eligible inmates selected, only 12 men and 19 
women declined to take part in the study. This 
resulted in a cooperation rate of 88.2% (231/262). 
The inmates were not offered an incentive to 
participate in interviews.  

Despite the personal nature of some of the 
interview questions, the vast majority of inmates felt 
comfortable sharing details about their relationships 
with family members, information on what goes on at 
visits, and some of the more intimate aspects of 
prison life. Although a few inmates expressed to 
researchers that their visits were private and “none of 
our business,” these instances were rare. Overall, 
inmates shared many unique experiences that 
provided a great amount of insight on prison 
visitation.  
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The interview instrument developed for this 
phase of the project was composed of close-ended 
questions and open-ended response items.  Interviews 
covered broad domains including inmate’s visitation 
experiences, levels of stress, perceptions of social 
support, quality of relationships, and reentry 
expectations. Thus, detailed information on key 
dimensions of prisoners’ lives before and during 
incarceration was captured.  

The first section of the interview was devoted to 
children of inmates, a distinct and understudied 
population of visitors. Since the majority of prisoners 
are parents (Glaze & Maruschak, 2008), inmates 
were asked whether they had any children under the 
age 18 and if so, how many. We wanted to capture 
the relationships inmates had with each of their 
children by asking such things as whether they were 
living with their children and whether they were the 
primary source of financial support or provided most 
of their daily care in the month before incarceration. 
We also asked about the level of contact they have 
with their children while in prison—whether they 
talked on the phone, exchanged mail or were 
personally visited by each child, and how often. 
Finally, we asked about any negative issues or 
experiences the children may have encountered 
before and during the prisoner’s incarceration, such 
as problems in school, exposure to violence, drugs 
and/or alcohol abuse, and victimization. These 
questions allow us to examine the effect of 
incarceration on the relationships between inmates 
and children, on child well-being, and whether 
having a child visit versus other types of visitors 
differentially impacts prisoners.  

The second section focused on social support 
prior to incarceration. In particular, prisoners were 
asked whether romantic partners, family members, 
and friends in their lives provided instrumental and 
emotional support the year before they were 
incarcerated. Instrumental support included items 
such as, “In the year before your incarceration, did 
you need money to help pay your bills?” and “Did 
you need help getting a job?” If inmates responded 
yes to any of these questions, we asked who helped 
them (e.g. current romantic partner, mother, friend, 
etc.) and whether the inmate had to give anything in 
return for this support.  Questions pertaining to 
emotional support included whether the inmate felt 
that he or she had family or friends to “talk to talk 
about private matters,” “felt very close to,” and “turn 
to for help or advice for a personal problem.”  

Next, the primary component of the interview 
was dedicated to visitation and the incarceration 
experience. Among this sample of visited inmates, 
we captured who visited, how often, and the content 
of visitation encounters. Specifically, what was 

talked about during visitation? How did visits make 
them feel? How has incarceration affected their 
relationships, and what did they expect from these 
relationships when released? These questions 
provided insight into the relationship dynamics 
between prisoners and multiple visitors.  

Prisoners began this section by identifying their 
relationship to their five most recent visitors (e.g., 
current romantic partner, mother, friend, etc.). We 
then proceeded with questions on the frequency and 
pattern of visits, how consistent the visits have been 
during the current incarceration term (e.g., remained 
the same, visited more often in the beginning, visited 
less often in the beginning), and whether inmates are 
satisfied with the number of visits, or would like 
fewer visits or more visits. This was followed by a 
number of questions to gauge the quality of 
relationship with each individual visitor prior to 
incarceration, whether the quality of the relationship 
had changed since being incarcerated (e.g., closer 
than before, more strained than before, no change), 
and what expectations inmates had for each 
relationship upon release.   

With respect to the actual visitation experience, 
we asked a number of open-ended questions about 
what took place during the visits with each visitor. To 
begin, we asked about the activities that inmates and 
visitors engaged in such as playing games or taking 
walks outside, as well as topics the inmate and visitor 
discussed. Specific items included, “What do these 
individuals talk to you about during visits?” as well 
as topics raised by inmates (e.g. “What do you talk to 
these individuals about during visits?”) The key 
points of discussion ranged from more trivial topics, 
such as sports and the weather, to more imperative 
topics like staying out of trouble while in prison and 
plans for release. Inmates were also asked about the 
guidance and advice they received from visitors and 
whether they ever provided guidance and advice to 
their visitors. We further probed on the type of 
guidance given or received. Prisoners were also 
asked if they had any conflicts or arguments during 
visits and the nature of such disputes with each 
visitor. Finally, we inquired about how visits with 
each individual visitor made the inmate feel, with 
possible responses including depressed, guilty, 
hopeless, comforted, supported, happy, and loved.   

The final section of the interview was focused on 
inmates’ expectations upon release from prison. The 
questions mirrored the same items about emotional 
support (e.g. someone they could talk to about private 
matter) and instrumental support (e.g. money for bills 
or help getting a job) that were asked in regard to 
support prior to incarceration in the first section of 
the instrument. We wanted to capture the type of 
support and from whom the inmate expected to 
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receive that support when released from prison, as 
well as challenges they expected to face when 
released such as finding a place to live and obtaining 
employment. We also asked a series of questions 
about the community inmates expected to move to in 
order to tap into neighborhood context, support, and 
resources pertaining to their future reentry.  

Lastly, a series of questions captured information 
on inmates’ experiences with stressful life events 
prior to and during incarceration. These events 
included experiencing a close friend or family 
member die, a breakup, separation or divorce, having 
a serious illness, having increased arguments with 
someone close, or being victimized. Relatedly, 
questions were asked about whether problems or 
conflicts were experienced in any close relationships 
in the year before prison and the nature of those 
problems. To provide information on inmates’ more 
recent emotional well-being, survey items assessing 
depressive symptoms in the past two weeks were also 
included.  

In sum, we captured key dimensions of 
prisoners’ lives through in-depth semi-structured 
interviews that build upon existing knowledge on 
prison visitation. Types of visitors, including 
children, romantic partners, family, and friends and 
the specifics of visitation with each of these visitors 
were central to the interview, but we also asked about 
social support, stress, and expectations for reentry. 
Overall, the interviews provided a rather complicated 
and in-depth picture of the lives of inmates before 
and during incarceration, the nature of their 
relationships, and how visitation fits within these 
broader contexts. In the section that follows, we 
provide unique insights gleaned from interviewers’ 
observations and experiences in the data collection 
process to more explicitly demonstrate the nuances of 
visitation.  

Interviewers’ Insights on the Complexity of 
Visitation  

As scholars, we say that there is “heterogeneity 
in visits,” and we caution against broad claims 
regarding the effects of visitation on inmate 
outcomes.  But what does this truly mean?  It means 
that a pregnant inmate meets the future adoptive 
parents of her child for the first time.  It means that a 
mother tells her son, an inmate in his early 20s, that 
his grandfather (and hero) has died.  It means that 
high school classmates, who never talked while they 
were in school together, become best friends when 
one reaches out upon hearing that the other is 
incarcerated.  It means a young man is torn between 
maintaining a tough exterior and displaying how 
much he misses his older, incarcerated sister.  It 
means that a mother brings her young son to 

maximum-security prison so that his father may 
discipline him—on a telephone from behind glass.  
And it means that a sister visits her cancer-stricken 
brother every Saturday as he lies on an infirmary bed. 

Every inmate in the APVP shared a common 
characteristic in that they all had been visited in 
prison within the past 30 days.  Beyond that, the 
variation among inmates was striking.  We 
interviewed a 20 year old who said that prison itself 
was not bad, but that being away from his family was 
the worst.  We interviewed a 75 year old who has 
been visited by her daughter in prison for the last 19 
years.  We talked with inmates who had been fashion 
consultants, carpenters, registered nurses, baristas, 
lawyers, jewelers, truckers, teachers, dental 
assistants, phlebotomists, plumbers, paralegals, 
research analysts, and electricians.  They had owned 
businesses including a cake decorating operation, a 
paint and body shop, a party rental company, and an 
outfit that provided and managed residential homes 
for the elderly.  Inmates were racially and ethnically 
diverse, and we interviewed those who were in prison 
for the first time and others who had been in five 
times before.  We interviewed inmates who had just 
experienced their first visit and inmates who counted 
35 adult visitors who had come to see them. 

Visitors were romantic partners, mothers and 
fathers, brothers and sisters, sons, daughters, 
grandparents, cousins, aunts, and uncles.  But they 
were also next-door neighbors, co-workers, members 
of the church, old friends, and plenty of in-laws.  
Some visitors maintained a consistent pattern of 
visitation over the incarceration period while others 
visited more often early on or were just now 
beginning to visit more frequently.  In talking with 
inmates it became clear that often their visitors would 
have addictions and lifestyles quite similar to their 
own.  Usually visitors would come together, but 
others would visit their inmate alone.  Visitors were 
young children and older grandparents.  Some 
visitors were new to the visitation experience and had 
difficulty following visitation policies while others 
were quite familiar with the prison setting. 

Most visits involved food and drinks from the 
vending machines in the visitation room but beyond 
that they were as varied as the inmates and visitors 
themselves.  Some inmates played games and read to 
children.  Others sat and quietly listened to updates 
from friends and family.  Discussions at visits 
included topics ranging from kayaking to the 
deteriorating health of a loved one, from a child’s 
performance in school to drama on the prison yard, 
and from poor decisions ending in incarceration to 
promising plans for the future.  Advice was given—
and received—from both visitors and inmates on 
managing romantic relationships, child-raising, 
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money, drug and alcohol addictions, and staying 
crime-free.  Arguments during visitation happened 
over accusations of infidelity, bringing other men (or 
women) around their children, parenting of children 
in general, religion, drug and alcohol abuse, money, 
and “stupid, random things.”  Perhaps most 
importantly, visits left inmates feeling happy and sad, 
comforted and stressed, and loved and hopeless. 

We have belabored the point that with visitation 
there is no one typical inmate, visitor, or visitation 
experience.  But it is not until we begin to observe or 
talk about visitation that the true meaning of this 
statement becomes apparent. Before turning to our 
discussion, we conclude with one final anecdote 
regarding the complexity of the nature of visitation:  
At a maximum security prison in Florence, Arizona 
an inmate in his late 20s is being visited by three 
individuals: a current or former female romantic 
partner, an older daughter that appears to be around 
12 years of age, and a younger daughter that appears 
to be around 5 years of age.  The 5 year old is thrilled 
to see her daddy, bouncing around and smiling and 
laughing as if they were on a playground and not the 
prison visitation room.  The 12 year old sits silently, 
with her arms crossed and a look of extreme 
displeasure on her face; she would rather be 
anywhere in the world than right here.  The 5 year 
old stops bouncing around just long enough to ask 
her father a question, “What is this place anyway?”  
He jokes and deflects the question aside, 
uncomfortably repeating it back to her.  The 12 year 
old breaks her silence for the first time all visit and 
angrily (and loudly) blurts out, “Prison!  We’re in 
prison....”   

After observing this encounter, we had the 
opportunity to talk to this inmate and two others 
before they were taken back to their cells.  One said 
that repeatedly thinking of his visit will help him get 
through the week.  One said that he will replay his 
visit a couple of times in his head and then “put it 
away.”  The inmate visited by his two daughters was 
visibly upset, and he said, “You don’t know what it’s 
like to be in here and have your daughter call 
someone else ‘Dad.’”  No two visits are the same, 
and neither are their effects on inmates. 

Discussion 

Over the last several decades an evidence-based, 
“what works” movement has significantly advanced 
correctional research (Andrews et al., 1990; Drake, 
Aos, & Miller, 2009; Wright & Cesar, 2013).  A 
critical component to this movement is the 
recognition that a focus on certain characteristics of 
programs (e.g., the risk level of the target 
population)—rather than on types of programs (e.g., 

vocational training)—is most appropriate for 
assessing the efficacy of existing correctional 
interventions (Andrews et al., 1990).  Based on this 
research, programs that are said to be high in 
integrity produce sizeable treatment effects when it 
comes to measures of offender outcomes such as 
future reoffending (Lowenkamp, Latessa, & Smith, 
2006).  Prison visitation is largely absent from this 
literature.  This comes as no surprise given that 
visitation is not necessarily a planned correctional 
intervention with a targeted goal of inmate behavior 
change.  Nevertheless, the concepts of appropriate 
correctional treatment (Andrews et al., 1990) and the 
principles of effective correctional intervention 
(Gendreau, Smith, & French, 2006) suggest a 
promising approach for the future of prison visitation 
research.  This approach asks what works best for 
whom under what conditions.  The existing visitation 
literature documents encouraging effects on in-prison 
and post-prison inmate behavior.  It is entirely 
possible, however, that these often modest (and 
sometimes conflicting) effects are masking a much 
larger effect that may be achieved through identifying 
the principles of effective visitation.  We need to ask 
under what conditions is visitation effective and for 
whom. 

The problem is that, up until this point, we have 
not had the necessary data to better understand the 
visitation experience.  The ideal dataset would 
combine administrative data detailing visitation, 
misconduct, self-harm, and recidivism among a large 
and diverse correctional population with rich, 
detailed qualitative data about the actual visitation 
experience.  This mixed-method approach would 
allow for a process by which the qualitative 
information could begin to contextualize the larger 
patterns observed within the administrative data to 
suggest the processes by which visitation affects 
inmate outcomes (Brent & Kraska, 2010; Maruna, 
2010; Wright & Bouffard, 2014).  In this regard, the 
Arizona Prison Visitation Project may provide a 
significant step forward for visitation research.  Our 
mixed methods approach allows us to ask new 
questions regarding prison visitation.  What are the 
similarities and differences in the nature of visitation 
across gender or race and ethnicity?  How do 
institutional and inmate characteristics such as 
security level and in-prison stress impact the 
visitation experience?  What are the factors (e.g., 
time spent incarcerated, drug use prior to 
incarceration) that may impact whether a visit results 
in positive or negative emotions experienced by 
inmates?  Does visitation contribute to a change in 
the inmate’s perceived quality of relationship with 
the visitors?  Do visits provide an opportunity for 
inmates to receive social support from visitors?  
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What is talked about during visits—are relationships 
mended?  Are plans for release discussed?  What 
leads to arguments? Do inmates share details of their 
incarceration experience with visitors? How do these 
visitation experiences vary across visitors? Finally, 
how do the answers to all of these questions relate to 
the outcomes of self-harm, misconduct, and 
recidivism?  These are just a few of the many 
questions that can be answered using data collected 
as part of the APVP. 

These questions highlight the potential for 
visitation research to provide an opportunity to 
examine criminological theories from a different lens 
(see especially Cochran & Mears, 2013).  Informal 
social control, social support, social capital, social 
ties, strain, procedural justice, operant conditioning, 
and even deterrence are just a few of the many 
theoretical concepts that are often implicated in the 
existing literature.  Without the proper data to assess 
these concepts, they will remain implications, and 
this presents a missed opportunity to identify the 
theoretical mechanisms that may underlie the 
principles of effective visitation (Sampson, Winship, 
& Knight, 2013).  More broadly, though, this 
presents a missed opportunity for criminologists who 
wish to breathe new life into theory testing using a 
unique population.  If social relationships are critical 
toward explaining deviant behavior, then prison 
visitation represents a largely untapped resource to 
better understand the relevance of others to individual 
behavior change.   

Theoretical contributions notwithstanding, the 
true promise of continued visitation research lies in 
its policy implications.  It is difficult to think of 
another program or policy that has as much potential 
as visitation when it comes to managing correctional 
populations, improving inmate mental health and 
reducing misconduct, and lowering recidivism rates 
once ex-offenders return to society.  To the general 
public, visitation is a supported policy that stops short 
of more controversial treatment and 
vocational/educational opportunities afforded to 
those convicted of a crime (Applegate, 2001).  To 
correctional administrators and staff, visitation is a 
tool that can help to manage inmate behavior, and the 
correctional officers that we interacted with 
confirmed the value of visitation as an incentive for 
inmates.  Perhaps most importantly, to the families 
and friends of inmates, visitation provides an 
opportunity for them to maintain contact with their 
brothers and sisters, mothers and fathers, and sons 
and daughters, and an improvement in the visitation 
experience could potentially also improve the well-
being of the significant portion of society that is 
affected by incarceration.  Given the complexity of 
visitation, it does not necessarily follow that this 

improvement can be achieved by merely increasing 
the number of visits or the number of inmates visited.  
What it does mean is that we have much to learn 
before we can suggest improvements to the visitation 
experience, and we hope that the Arizona Prison 
Visitation Project—and the works that come out of 
it—might take scholars and practitioners one step 
closer toward making these improvements. 
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Endnotes 
 

1  The APVP data are available for research purposes by contacting either of the first two authors of this article. 

2  For a detailed discussion of specific studies published on prison visitation since 1991, see De Claire and Dixon 
(2015). 

3  Visitors with babies or small children can bring in more things, such as one diaper for each hour of visitation, a 
clear plastic baby bottle with an unopened package of milk or formula, and a handheld baby carrier. 

4  More information on visitation policies can be found at https://corrections.az.gov/sites/default/files/0911.pdf. 

5  More details on ADC’s Earned Incentive Program can be found at https://corrections.az.gov/sites/default/files/ 
policies/800/0809.pdf. 
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