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The Great American Crime Decline. By Franklin E. Zimring. New
York: Oxford University Press, 2007. Pp. xiv+258. $29.95 cloth.

Reviewed by Doris Marie Provine, Arizona State University

Rising rates of crime draw the attention of politicians, journalists,
and social scientists, but the same does not seem to be true of falling
rates of crime. A more than decade-long drop in crime in the
United States that began in the 1990s has received very little
attention from these quarters. Zimring gently chastises his
profession for its preoccupation with the negative, suggesting that
falling crime rates have many beneficial effects on peoples’ lives,
and also have the potential to soften harsh public policies.
Zimring’s goal, however, is to understand the crime decline, not
to assess its impact. He systematically unpacks the good news about
crime with the tools of his trade as a criminologist.

Zimring begins by describing the (declining) crime scene, and
then moves to “the usual suspects” (imprisonment economy,
demography) to begm to explain it. The rising incarceration rate,
improved economic performance, and shrinking proportion of
young people in the population have helped reduce crime rates, he
concludes, but they are only a partial explanation. Inspector
Zimring then moves on to three additional factors that have drawn
the attention of criminologists and economists seeking to explain
crime trends: changes in the size and activities of police forces, the
passing of the epidemic of crack cocaine, and increased access to
abortion.

This discussion of explanatory factors suggests rivalry between
criminologists and economists, who tend to stick with their
rational-choice-based paradigm. Zimring’s demonstration of its
weaknesses is compelling. The availability of legal abortion, for
example, has not actually translated into declining birth rates in the
most vulnerable groups.

At this point Zimring turns to Canada, which has experienced a
very similar drop in crime, but without increasing its incarceration
rate or the size of its police force, suggesting that these factors do
not have the effects that have been claimed for them. What Canada
and the United States do have in common is declining birth rates in
the 1970s and 1980s, producing a shrinking base of young adults
in the 1990s in their crime-prone years. Zimring resists putting too
much weight on these changes, however, because they do not
always have the expected impact on crime rates.

This forces a finesse. The “prudent view” is that “cyclical
variations without any further current explanation play a major
role in the Canadian decline, and for that reason can also be
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expected to be an important part of the U. S. story as well” (p. 131).
He never explains, however, what such cycles entail.

But Zimring rallies with a chapter on New York City, the poster
city for crime reduction in the 1990s. In New York, all crime
indexes dropped at about twice the rate of any other city over the
decade, by about 63 percent overall. This occurred, Zimring
asserts, without any significant changes in the city except in the size
and deployment of the metropolitan police forces. The “excess”
reduction in crime that New York experienced in the 1990s, he
suggests, is attributable to a 35 percent increase in the police force
and administrative changes introduced by Police Chief William
Bratton after his appointment in 1994. Without explaining how
these changes could have been so effective, Zimring essentially
credits them with half of the city’s crime decline in the 1990s.

This book can be recommended to all audiences as a readable
tour de force in unpacking aggregate statistics about crime in the
context of changes in demographic, economic, and crime-policy
trends. Zimring, a leader in his field, is a cheerful and irreverent
guide through the available research. He is generous in his
acknowledgments, straightforward in his critique, imaginative in
his use of aggregate data, and generally modest in claiming insights
from data. He argues persuasively for studylng w1dely divergent
cases and for comparative analysis. He is circumspect in claiming
trends before they are firmly established. Zimring is vulnerable,
however, in some of the assumptions he makes about law and
society. He claims that these changes occurred “without any
fundamental change in the population composition, economy, or
ecology” of the New York City area. But is this true? According to
the New York City Department of City Planning,

The passage of the 1965 Immigration and Nationality Amend-
ments led to a surge in immigration to New York City and a
decline in the share of European immigrants. Between 1970 and
2000, the total foreign-born population nearly doubled, from
1.44 million to 2.87 million, while the share of Europeans
dropped, from 64 percent to 19 percent. Latin America was the
largest area of origin in 2000, accounting for nearly 32 percent of
the city’s foreign-born, followed by Asia (24 percent), the non-
Hispanic Caribbean (21 percent), Europe (19 percent), and Africa
(3 percent). Thus New York City’s foreign-born in 2000 had
extremely diverse origins, in contrast to the overwhelming
European origin of the foreign-born in earlier decades.

(New York City Department of City Planning 2008: n.p.)

Such facts raise a broader question. What variables should be
included in a model to explain crime trends?

Zimring argues persuasively against atheoretical regression
models that conflate correlation with causation. But we are left with
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the mysterious crime cycles to explain much of the crime drop, and
a police-based explanation to explain the rest. Perhaps inadver-
tently, Zimring has demonstrated the need for a broader-based
explanation of crime trends.
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Sociolegal scholars employ a wide range of theoretical and
methodological tools to advance our knowledge of an assortment
of issues related to the legal system, ranging from attitudes toward
courts to the determinants of judicial decisionmaking to the
enforcement of legal rules. Often absent from sociolegal scholar-
ship, however, is a consideration of bureaucratic subculture within
legal institutions. In Tiial Courts as Organizations, Ostrom and
colleagues set out to rectify this lacuna by exploring how court
culture—the norms, values, and resulting behavior of actors within
a legal institution—not only varies widely throughout the United
States but also has profound implications for the administration of
justice. Combining qualitative and quantitative methodologies, and
using a rich body of interdisciplinary scholarship as its theoretical
foundation, this book makes a significant contribution to the
literature. The authors do an admirable job introducing the
importance of the topic, they cogently outline their research
strategy, and they go to great lengths interpreting their results in
an accessible manner, a particularly important point given that the
book relies on methodologies that may not be familiar to many
readers (including academics). Given its accessible nature, use of
interdisciplinary perspectives, and the salience of the topic, Tiial
Courts as Organizations will appeal to legal practitioners, sociolegal
scholars, and students of organizational behavior.

Ultimately, the authors aim to answer two very ambitious
questions. First, what distinguishes one court culture from
another? Second, what are the practical consequences of the
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