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<bbay is defined as theft or attempted theft by force or
hreat of violence. Robbery is perhaps the most impor-
:omponent of the urban crime problem; James Q. Wilson
it"themost costly of al common crimes,” duetoitshigh
chic and communal costs." This report describes recent
A @t pedOlx 58 ohhery and presents a framework for
yzing the potential effects of a variety of policy
sventions. ‘
few of the principal findings are these:
Nationd Crime Survey (NCS) dataand police data reported
y the FBI bothindicatethat robbery ratespeaked in 197 5
nd, after a brief decline, were climbing again by 1979.
*dice classfied a roughly constant 10 percent of dl
:rimina homicides as robbery murders between 1976 and
1981. it is possible, however, that the actua percentage
ncreased during this period since the fraction of homicides
:hat could not be dassfied by the police doubled during
this period (to 18 percent).
The robbery problem isJiighly concentratein urban areas.
orie-third of all robberies occurs:*. V- the Sx largest cities
in 1981.

Abstract

A recent survey of crimein the nation's junior and senior
high schools estimated that there were one million robberies
per year in these schools. This estimate exceeds the cor-
responding NCS estimate by a factor of 30.

Direct economic losses to robbery victims (not including
murders) are only about $.33 hillion. This number very
much underestimates the total socid cost of -robbery,
however.

The nurnber of bank robberies has been growing with ex-
traordinary rapidity during the last 25 years. The 56 per-
cent increase between 1975 and 1980 representsits slowest
rate of growth since 1957.

A recent survey of prisoninmatesfound that among those
who reported committing robberiesin thethree yearsprior
to their incarceration, the median annual commisson rate
was 4.8 and th<: 90th percentile rate was 86. Most active
robbers commit a variety of other crimes as well.
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Robbery isa particularly important and inter esting type of
crime. It is important because of the psychological and
" physical trauma suffered by themillion victims each year, and
because of thefear engendered by thethreat of rabbery; this
threat causes changesin lifestylethat are destructiveto social
hie and the sense of community in urban areas Robbery is
particularly interesting to criminologists becauseft istheonly |
oncofseventraditkmalFBI | r KiexaTr oesthatishothapr op-
erty-crimeand aviotent crime* It shareswith other crimes
of"property thepriinary_n"vatkMis (money), and thefact that
in most casesthepel pdratorsdo notknowther victims. 1t
shares with other-types-of vidlent crime a fairly high prob-
ability of victim injury or even death, the faceto-face en-
courter between perpetrator andvictim, and the extreme over-
representation of malesand blacksamong perpetrators(and
toa-tw extent, among victims).

‘Mogt of what we can daim to "know" about robbery is
descriptiveinformation on trendsand patterns. New sour ces
of data devdoped during the 1970's, particularly the National

1. Introduction

Crime Surveys, have greatly enhanced our ability to create
detailed descriptions of crime and the system's response to
crime Thisreport usestheseand other data asthebasisfor

afairly complete description of rabbery trends and patterns.

In those ingances where there are two alternative basc
sources of dataon thesamevariable | present both in aman-
ner that facilitates comparison.

Developing an empirical bags for criminal jugtice sysem
policy with respect to robbery requiresmorethan decriptive
information; unfortunatey, thereisno automatic connection
between our ability to describe or diagnose a problem, and
our ability to intervene effectively to mitigate the problem.
Needlessto say, our ability to providerdiabledescriptivein-
formation on robbery is more advanced than our ability to
assessthe potential effectivenessof palicy interventions. The
lag chapter of this report suggests a useful framework for
under sanding the robbery processfrom a pdw<y per ective,
and summarizes research that is germaneto several specific
policy options.

*The Crénes indluded in this Index are munter and non-negligent homicide, r ape, robbery, aggravated assault, burglary larceny, and auto theft. An

eghth crime, arson, has recently been added to this Index.



Definitions
{"* Robbery is defined as theft or attempted theft, in a direct
confrontation with thevictim, by forceor thethreat of force
or violence. The vernacular expressonsfor various types of
robbery give some notion of therange of eventsinduded in
thiscrime category: muggings, yokings'holdups sickups, and
so forth. A child "rdled" for hisschool lunch money and a
bank tdler confronted by a gang of shotgun-toting bandits
liar eboth robbery victims. Whilevictimsof burgary often say
have been "robbed," such incidents are not in fact
dasdsfred as robbery unless the burglar actually encounters
someonein the building and usesforce or threatensthem as
ameansto completing thetheft. Purse snatching and pocket-
picking incidents are not dassfied asrobbery unlessthe vic-
tim resgts and is overpowered.

2. Definitions and
Recent Trends in the
" Robbery Rate

Clearly robbery isa heter ogeneous category of arime Subse
guent sections discuss several typologies of rabbery and pre-
sent datidical information on the detailed gructure of the
rabbery problem. First, however, it isof interest to condder
trends in the overall rate of robbery.

Recent Trends in the Robbery Rate

The National Crime Survey (NCS, 1980)* egimated that
therewereabout 1.2 million noncommercial robberiesin the
United Satesin 1980, or 6.5 pe thousand residentsaged 12
and over. The NCS estimated there were 279,000 commer -
cial robberiesin 1976, the lag year the commerda survey
was conducted (NCS, 1976); thisnumber correpondsto arate
of 38S pa 1000 commercia establishments.

TheNational Crime Survey has published estimatesof na-

1960 1965
Robbery 59.9 712
Burglary 502.1 635.2
Criminal Homicide 5.0 51
Robbery 35 42
Burglary 47 61
Criminal Homicide 64 65

Source: UCR (1960, 1965,1970, 1975, and 1980)

Table 1.

Rates of Robbery, Burglary* and Criminal Homicide, 1960-1980
(crimes known to the police)

Rate per 100,000

1970 1975 1980
171.4 218.2 2435
1071.2 1525.9 1668.2
7.8 9.6 10.2
Index (1970 = 100.0)
100 127 142
100 142 156
100 123 131

*In this report, references to specific sources are made in the text using this parenthetical form. In most cases the reference will consist of the
author's last name foUowed by the date of publication: the complete reference is given in the bibliography. References to the annual reports of the
Uniform Crme Reports (the PBrs Crime In the United States) an-i the National Crime Survey are referenced with the abbreviations "UCR" and
"NCS" respectively, foUowed by the year to which their data refer; thus, " (NCS, 1980)" indicates the report of the National Crime Survey results for

1980.



tional crime rates since 1973. Longer trends must be in-
vestigated by analyzing statistics on crimes known to the
_jlice, published in the FBI's Uniform Crime Reports (UCR).
Dataon crimina homicide from this source are quite accurate;
for most other crimes, the UCR's data understate the true
volume of incidents because a large fraction of these crimes
ishot reported to the police.* However, proportiond intertem-
pora changesin these crime rates calculated from UCR may
be tolerably accurate.

Table 1 presents UCR robbery rates for 1960,1965,1970,
1975, and 1980. Burglary and crimina homicideratesareaso
presented, for comparison. The second part of this table
presents the same dtatistics "normed” on 1970; that is, each
entry showstherabbery, burglary, or homicideratefor apar-
ticiular year as a percentage of the corresponding crime rate
in 1970.

The trends reflected in thistable are familiar to every stu-
dent of crime. The U.S. suffered massve increasesin Hierates
of both property and violent crimes between 1965 and 1975.
Between 1975 and 1979, crime rates were roughly constant.
Robbery was the fagtest growing Index crimeinthelate 1960s,
increasing by 140 percent between 1965 and 1970. Burglary
and homicide rates increased by approximately 60 percent dur-
ing this period. Rates of growth dowed somewhat during the
early 1970's, between 1970 and 1975, burglary ratesincreas-
ed 42 percent, while robbery and homicide rates each increesed
by roughly 25 percent.

Annual data on robbery is available from both the UCR
and the National Crime Survey for 1973-1980. Table 2
presents these data. Despite the fact that these two robbery
counts are estimated from entirely different sources, and the
fact that the NCS excludes commercid robberies, the two
seriesexhibit smilar patterns between 1975 and 1979;* both
show a 12 percent decline between 1975 and 1978, and an
increase in 1979. There is a mCu:: hrge discrepancy in the
two seriesinthe 1973-75 interval, however, and a so between
1979 and 1980.

(It should be noted that the two series would not be in ex-
act agreement even if both gave unbiased estimates of year-
to-year changesin robbery rate; the standard error of the NCS
estimateis5 percent, so thereisagood ded of random " noise"
included in the NCS robbery series)

Summary

Reported robbery ratestripled between 1965 and 1975, and
began growing again in 1978 after a brief decline. Y ear-to-
year changesin the UCR and NCS series have usudly been
in the same direction between 1973 and 1980, but for the
period asawholethereissubstantial disagreement; the UCR
indicatesa24 percent increasein the. obbery rate during these
8 years, whereas the NCS indicates a dight reduction.

In calculating the 2 rates in each year.

them as comparable as possible with UCR rates.

Table 2.
Annual Robbery Rates, 1973-1980

Rat* Par 100,000

1973 1974 1975 1976 1977 1978 1979 .1980 1981
UCR 182.6 208.8 218.2 195.8 187.1 191.3 2121 243.5 250.6
NCS 528.0 567.2 538.2 517.6 500.6 476.0 507.0 523.2 n.a.
Index (1975 a 100)
UCR 84 96 100 90 86 88 97 112 115
NCS i.. 98 105 100 96 93 88 94 97 n.a.

Note: The Uniform Crime Reports (URC) Include commercial robberies In their total, whereas the National Crime Survey
(NCS) does not. NCS also excludes victims aged less than 12 years old. However, the same denominators were used

Source: NCR data are taken from the Bureau of Justice Statistics* National Crime Report SD-NCS-N-21, NCJ-80838, issued
July, 1982. U.S. population figures used to calculate the NCS rates were taken from various issues of the UCR, to make '

L

*Respondents in the National Crime Survey claimed to have reported 56.6 percent of'robberies in 1980. However, the true reporting rate may be a
good deal lower comparison of the noncommercial robbery counts from the UCR and NCS indicates that the former isonly about 30 percent of
the latter. Of course, part of the disparity may be the result of the way robbery reports by citizens are handled by local police departments.

‘or an extensive discussion of the National Crime Survey and related victimization surveys, see Penick (1976) and Fienberg (1980). Eck and Rkck>
0979) provide a useful discussion of the relationship between victim survey and reported crime rates.
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(  Robbery isa property crime, in the sense that most rob-
bers are motivated by economic gain. Judged by the vaue
of property taken in robberies, however, robbery isnot apar-
ticularly serious crime; theloss in most robberiesislessthan
$100. Itisof coursetheviolent nature of robbery that makes
it such a serious crime-in the eyes of the public and the

|CI iminal law. Themillion plusrobbeiie» that occur each year
"result in psychological and physical trauma for hundreds of
thousands of victims, and severa thousand deaths. Perhaps
even moreimportant, the urban public'sfear of robbery causes
widespread anxiety and defensive behavior — avoiding public
places at night, carrying a wegpon, moving to the suburbs
— that depreciatethe quality of urbanlife. Racerelationsare
perhaps a so harmed by the urban public's fear of robbery —
youthful black males commit the mgority of robberies, which
may cause some people to be suspicious and fearful of al
members of this group (Silberman, 1979).

Thissection presentsastatistical description of some of the
more readily measured consegquences of robbery, with thetwo
objectives of characterizing the aggregate impact of robbery,
and the heterogeneity of eventsincluded within this category.

Robbery Murder

Crimina homicide rates doubled between 1965 and 1974.
A concomitant change occurred in the nature of homicide,
with disproportionate increases in felony murders and other
killings by strangers (Block and Zimring, 1973; Block, 1977;
Zimring, 1977). Increases in robbery killings played an im-
portant role in these changes. In one particularly dramatic
example, Zimring (1977, p. 318) found that in Detroit the
number of police-classfied robbery motive killings increased
from 15 to 55 per year between 1962 and 1974. This type
“of killing is particularly frightening to the public, Snceit usud-
ly involvesan unprovoked attack by astranger 1t u> lyp~+
ly treated as murder by common law and as first degree
murder by statute (Zimring, 1977, p. 331). Recent state capita
punishment statutes instruct jurors and judges to treat the
robbery context for akilling asan "aggravating circumstance®
that helps justify the use of the capital sanction.

3. The Consequences
of Robbery

Deveoping an accurate measure of the robbery murder rate
is difficult because alarge percentage of robbery murders go
unsolved. The police department reports to the FBI dassfy
homicides by motive. Asshown in Table 3, about 10 percent
of criminal homicides have been assigned to the "robbery”
category in recent years; other homicides that in fact occurred
inarobbery context may have been dassfied in the "suspected
felony" or "unknown motives' categories. Thus at least 2160
robbery murders occurred in 1979, and the true number may
have been as much as twice that large.

Table 3

Robbery and Related Murders as a Percentage
of All Criminal Homicides, 1976 iind 1981

Police Classification 1976 1981
Robbery 10.3% 10.4%
Suspected Felony 7.0 5.5
Motive Unknown 8.5 17.8
Total Criminal Homicides* 16,605 20,053

'‘These numbers omit some homicides that apparently
were not classified by the police agencies In their Sup-
plemental Homicides Reports to the FBI.

Source: UCR, 1980, p. 13, and UCR, 1981, p. 12.

A conservative estimate of the likelihood that the victim
will be killed in a robbery can be calculated on the assump-
tion that all robbery murders were classfied as such by the
police. In 1979, there were about 4.6 police-classfied robbery
murders per 1000 robberies known to the police. Using the
NCSestimate of the number of robberiesin 1979 (augmented
by the number of commercia robberies reported in the UCR)
yields an estimated murder rate of about 15 per 1000 rob-
beries. Thus, the probahility that any one robbery victim will
be killed is quite small.



f - Finally, it isimportant to note that about one-ifth of ail
" law enforcement officers killed in the line of duty in the last

sue a fleeing robber.

Robbery Injury and Theft Losses

r  While robbery always ir.jVd"s force or threat of violence
\ as one element, only about one-third 01 victims of noncom-
\ mercial robbery were actudly injuredin 1979 (Table 4). Only
/ 2.6 percent of victims were injured serioudy enough to re-
L quire inpatient care in a hospital.

Table 4

Percent of Noncommercial Robbery' Victimizations
Involving Victim Injury, 1979

Percent
Physical Injury 34.1
Hospital Care 9.7
Emergency Room Only 7.1
Inpatient Care 26

Source: NCS, 1979, various tables.

Cook (1976) used victimization survey datain 26 cities (cd-
lected in the early 1970s) to compute medical costsincurred
by robbery victims. For al noncommercial robberiesinthese
cities, 5.2 percent of victims incurred medica costs, which

averaged $291. Only 0,5 percent incurred costs.which ex- -

ceeded $1000.
" Based on NCS estimates for 1979,65 percent of noncom-

mercia robberieswere successful in the sense that something

was stolen from thevictim (Table 5). The vaue of the stolen

, itemswas lessthan S50 in 37 percent of successul robberies,
. decade werekilled while attempting to stop arobbery or pur- / and exceeded $250 in only 16.5 percent of such cases. Thus

e —

[ in only about 11 percent of al noncommercid robberies (in-

+ cluding unsuccessful ones) did the theft Ins* exceed $250. By
way of comparison, about 23 percent of household burglaries
resulted in a theft of items valued at more than $250.
Commercid robbery losseswere naturally somewhat larger.
The NCSfor 1976 estimated that 74 percent of commercial
robberieswere successful. Of these, about 14 percent resulted
in atheft of lessthan $50, and 36 percent in a theft of more
than $250. All together, then, about one quarter of al cora
mercid robbery attemptsresulted in atheft of more than $250.
The datistics presented in this section indicate that lessthan™)
20 percent of al noncommercia robberies inflict serious .
economic losses and/or significant physica injury on victims* \
We have no measure of the extent to which victims suffer .
serious psychologica trauma, but a good many surely do. It
is clear, in any event, that robberies differ widdy in terms
of the seriousness of their immediate consegquences. Ly
Table 6 presents an estimate of the total direct cost of
Donlethd robbery to victimsin 1978. Thistotal of $333 million
excludes any valuation of pain and psychologicd trauma, and
makes no effort to assign an economic value to the lives of
the robbery murder victims.* It aso omits the cogt of sf-
protection measures taken by individuals and businesses to
protect againsgt robbery, and the genera anxiety felt by the
urban public. A
A more complete and theoretically valid method for
estimating the socia cost of robbery is to survey the popula-’
tion on the question of how much they would be willing to
pay to diminate robbery for .one year. For example, if the\
2.5 million retail trade concerns were willing to pay an average\
of 3200, and each of the 80 million households an average
of $50, then the total value would be 4.5 hillion. -

| —

Source: NCS, 1976 and 1979.

Table 5 ,
Theft Losses In Robbery

Unsuccessful Less than $50 $50-249 $250 or more N.A. .
Noncommercial, 1978 35% 24% 23% 11% 7%
Commercial, 1976 26% 11% 30% 26% 7%

+Cook (1976) found that noncommercial robberies resulting in large thefts were more likely than others to also result in victim injury, and vice
versa. Therefore the fraction that resulted in one or the other (or both) is less than if they were independent events.

*The estimated value of property loss for 1978, $264 million, is higher than the UCR estimate for 1978 (1181 million). Given that fewer than half
of all robberies are reported to the police and recorded by the UCR, one might expect a larger difference in these two estimates. However, the
likelihood that a robbery will be reported increases with the amount of money stolen; for example, essentially all of the most lucrative robberies —

bank robberies — are known to the police,



Crimind Justice Sysem Costs

A complete accounting of the coststhat robbery inflictson
society must-include the cost to the criminal justice system
of investigating robberies, processing defendantSin the courts,
and punishing convicts, A dramatic indication of the impor-
tance of robbery cases in the fdony courts is the fact that
23 percent of all state prisoners(in 1974) werethere on acon-
viction for robbery. (This statistic does not include robbery
murderers.) Robbers congtituted the largest category of
prisoners in that year.

At the other end of the crimina justice system, robbery
arrests congtituted only 6.4 percent of al arrests for Index
crimes (in 1981), and 6.9 percent of adult arrests for Index
crimes (UCR, 1981).

Thereisno easy method for all ocating the appropriate share
of thetotal costs of the CJS to robbery cases, but the correct
figure is on the order of severa hillion dollars. Supposng
75-100 thousand robbery convicts currently in prison, at an
annual cost of at least SI0,000 per prisoner, yidds a total of
about one hillion dollars just for imprisonment. The total
allocatable costs of police, courts, juvenile corrections, pro-
bation and parole, etc., no doubt exceed thisfigure by awide
margin.

Conclusons

Thetotal cost of robbery to society is hard to measure, Snce
the most important dimensions are difficult to quantify. Those
coststhat are readily measured from victim survey results—
property losses, medicd costs, dayslost from work — do not
add up to a very impressive total. The "willingness to pay"
approach would yield amorevalid estimate, and probably one
that would belarger by one or two orders of magnitude. Rob-
bery may well be a $7-10 hillion problem, especidly when
criminal justice system costs are taken into account. James

Q. Wilson (1978, p. 183) assertsthat robbery is"the most cost-
ly of all common crimes," duetoits"psychic and communal
costs.” '

Table 6

Direct Economic Costs of Robbery to Victims
(Excluding Robbery Murder), 1978

(millions)
Medical Expenses $ 36.8
Property Loss, Noncommercial 115.8
Property Loss, Commercial 148.3
Days Lost from Work 325
$3333

Notes:

1. There were 1.317 million robbery victimizations In
1978, Including 1.038 million noncommercial (NCS,
1978) anO .279 million commercial (NCS, 1976). Of the
latter, .207 million were successful.

2. Average medical expense per victimization was $19
circa 1973 (Cook, 1976), and was assumed to Increase
by the rate of inflation between '373 and 1978. Thus
this average was Increased oy a factor of 1,468.

3. The noncommercial average property loss was $76
circa 1973, (Cook, 1976) and was assumed to increase
by the rate of Inflation between 1973 and 1978.

4. The average property loss In successful commercial
robberies was assumed to be four times the average
property loss in successful noncommercial robbery.
The latter was $122 circa 1973 (Cook, 1976). This
figure was assumed to increase by the rate of
Inflation.

5. Days lost from work as a result of robbery was .72
million {estimated from NCS, 1978). Wages ware
assumed to be $45.52 per day, based on an assump-
tion of an 8 hour day and an average wage of
$S.69/hour (Economic Report of the President, 1961).




While it is natural to evauate the seriousness of robbery
by its consequencesto the victim — degree of injury and finan-
cid loss—themgor crimina law digtinctionisactudly based
on the robber's choice of technique. In particular, armed rob-
bery is subject to more severe punishment than unarmed
(strongarm) robbery, and a number of states have recently
adopted afurther distinction between gun robbery, and other
armed robbery (Jones and Ray, 1981). This chapter sum-
marizes available data on the weapon distribution in robbery,
and briefly considers the question of seriousness.

Digtribution by Weapon Type

The gtatisticsin Table 7 suggest that about half of al rob-
beries are unarmed, and only one-quarter involve firearms.
fhere TS adramatic differéice between commercial and non-
commercia robbery in this respect, with haf of the former
involving firearms, and only one-sixth of the latter. The last
column of this table reports the UCR tabulation of the
weapons distribution in robbery. It would appear from the
considerable differences between the UCR didtribution and
the survey based distribution that gun robberies are much

‘4. Weapon Use
In Robbery

more likely to be reported to the police than other types of
robbery.

Table 8 digplaysweapon breskdown for every year that is
given in the UCR. It appears that the relative frequency of
gun use in robbery increased between 1967 and 1975/(from
36 percent to 45 percent) and has declined dightly sincethen.

Seriousness and Wegpon Type

A recent survey of 900 assistant prosecutors found that they
perceived gun robbery as substantially more seriousthan rob-
bery with ablunt object or physical force (Roth, 1978). These
judgments receive support from several empirical studies.
First, the likeihood that arobbery will result in thevictim's
deathisclosdy related to thelethality of the robber'sweapon,;
using victimization survey data from eight cities on robbery,
Cook (1980) edtimated that thefatdity ratein robberiesranged
from 9.0/2000 from gun robberies, 1.7/1000 for other armed
robberies, and .8/1000 for unarmed robberies. Furthermore,
a cross section multivariate regression analysis of robbery
murder in SO cities (Cook, 1979) found that the fraction of
robberies committed with agun isamajor determinant of the

Source: NCS, 1976 and 1979.
Notes:

Table 7
Weapons Used by Robbery Offenders

Noncommercial* Commercial

NCS, 1979 NCS, 1976
Unarmed 47% 35%
Firearm 15% 52%
Knife 17% 7%
Other 13% 6%

a. The weapon type was unknown in 55 percent of the armed cases. In constructing the table, it was assumed that these
cases were distributed among weapon types in proportion to the distribution of otter armed cases,

b. It was assumed that 20 percent of all robberies were against commercial targets; this assumption is based on the
assumption of 279,000 commercial robberies (NCS, 1976) and 1,116,000 noncommercial (NCS, 1979). Combining statistics
from these two years is reasonable, since the overall robbery rate did not change much during this period.

Total* Total
Victim Survey Est. UCR (1978)
45% 38%
23% 41%
15% 13%
12% 9%




robbery murder rate. It is quite reasonable, then, to suppose
'hat guns are intrinsically more dangerous than other robbery
wegpons (Block, 1977; Zimring, 1977).

Gun robberies a so tend to be more seriousin the sense that
they are more likdly to be successful, and the 'take” islarger
on the average if successful. Unarmed robberies have the
lowest chance of success, and the smallest "take" if successtul
(Cook, 1976, p. 182), when compared with robberiesinvolv-
ing other weapons.

One et of results tends to confuse the relationship between
weapon lethality and robbery seriousness; anumber of Sudies
(Conklin, 1972; Cook, 1976; Skogan, 1978; Cook, 1980) have
found that the likdlihood of victim injury is related ‘aversely
to the lethality of the weapon. It is unusual for the victim

to be physcdly attacked in agun robbery, while most unarm-
ed robberies include such an attack. If there is an attack,
however, the likdlihood of serious injury or death increases
with the lethality of the weapon.

Summary

Gun robberies are more serious than others in the sense
that they are more likdly to result in the victim's death. The
fraction of robberies committed with gunsisonly about one-
quarter (according to NSC data) or as much as 40 percent
(UCR data). It would gppear that this fraction pegked in 1975
and declined dightly thereafter.

Table 8
Trends In Robbery Weapon Distribution, 1967-1981

Source: UCR, 1967 and 1974-1981.

this column.

1967" 1974 1975 1976 1977 1978 1979 1980 1981
U'narmed 42.2% 34.1 35.0 36.5 36.7 37.5 37.7 37.8 37.9
Firearm 36.3 447 44.8 42.7 41.6 40.8 39.7 40.3 40.1
Knife 138 131 124 130 13.2 12.7 13.2 12.9 13.1
Other 7.5 8.1 7.8 78 8.5 9.0 9.4 9.1 8.9

*The 1967 data are based on a speclai survey conducted by the Uniform Crime Reports. UCR (1967) summarized their
results by noting that of armed robberies, 63% were committed with firearms, 24% with a knife, and 13% with another
weapon. These results are combined with the armed/unarmed breakdown for 1967 to give the percentages displayed In

10



Robbery is the quintessential urban crime. Densdy
populated areas provide anonymity and a high concentration
of potentlal targ&%for therobber. The satistical patternswith
respect to city size feveal remarkable differences between the

largest cities and the smalest.

CSy Size

UCR robbery rates increase rapidly with city size (Table
9, column 2). Thelargest citieshave acollective robbery rate
that is 36 times greater than in rural areas. The correlation
between the UCR robbery rate and the logarithm of average
city size across the eight Size categories (excluding "rura™)
is.96.*

The 57 citieswith populations exceeding 250,000 in 1981

titained only 19 percent of the U.S. population, but reported
ol percent of all robberies. The six largest cities (with eight
percent of the population) had 33 percent of the robberies,

5. Geographic
Distribution
of Robberies

and New York City alone had 18 percent.

Robbery is more highly concentrated in large cities than
any of the other index crimes, by awide margin. For exam-
ple, the 57 largest cities reported only 46 percent of the
crimina homicides and 31 percent of the burglaries.

Among the nation's largest cities, it appears that popula-

tion Size may be a less important correlate of robbery than
population density. In a multivariate regresson anaysis of

Tobbéry raeST 50 large cities, Cook (1979) found that the.

principal explanatory variables were population density and
the fraction of the city population that were youthful black
males. The log of the population size and regiona dummy
variableswere not satistically sgnificant in this regresson.s»

Large cities differ from small cities not only with respect
to overd| Tobbery rates, but also location patterns. Fifty-nine

‘percent of robberiesinthelargest cities (250,000 or more) oc-

cur on the street; thisfraction declines steadily with city size.

Table 9
Robbery Rates by Size of City
Estimated rate
Number of Estimated rate per thousand
robberies (000) per thousand aged 16 and mw
Size of City (UCR, 1981) (UCR, 1981) (NCS, 1979)
1 million & over 184.3 11.09 21.3
500,000 -1 million 83.5 6.87 11.2
250,000 - 500,000 75.5 6.41 ">t 12
100,000 - 250,000 58.4 3.50
50,000 -100,000 43.2 2.28 \_;]- 56
25,000- 50,000 32.1 1.55 >
10,000- 25,000 22.1 .93
10,000 11.6 .55 Jll
Rural 6.2 22 *
Overall 561.2 2.68 6.3

*The population statistic for each of the eight groups of cities was the mean population of the citiesin that group.

*For further experiments in explaining city robbery rates see Hoch (1974).



and only 28.6 percent of robberies in the smallest cities are
1 the gtreet (UCR, 1981, p. 18). On the other hand, the
relative, importance of commercial robberies is .inversely

re atgd to city sze, increasing from 19 percent for the largest
cities, to 41 percent for the smallest cities.

Suburban Robbery

Isrobbery moving out to the suburbs? The satisticsin Table
10 indicate that suburban cities have somewhat higher rob-
bery rates than nonsuburban cities of smilar size, but that
there has been essentidly no change in these ratios between -
19/5 and 1981. Thus it seems reasonable to conclude that
thereisamodest degree of "spillover” in robbery between cen-
tral citiesand suburbs, but there hasbeen noincrease in this
effect in recent years.

Patterns Within Cities

flimz-city differences in robbery and other crime ratestend
to be quite large. The "ecology" of crime within large cities
has been intensively investigated by criminologists since the
1920s (Badwin, 1979).

Thetypica distribution of robberieswithin alarge city can
be explained by two reasonably well documented observetions:
(1) Most robbersresidein poverty areas, and typically operate
closeto home; (2) The most lucrative targetsarein the com-
-nercid areas of the city, and robbers who do travel tend to
seek out such targets. '

Lynn Curtis* (1974) study of the geography of robbery and
other violent crimes deserves particular attention due to its
large data base and careful analysis. He studied five cities —
Boston, Philadelphia, Atlanta, Chicago, and San Francisco.
He found that "High violence and poverty coincided spatial-
ly for the mogt part. Non-poverty areas with significant

violence were usualy on the fringes of high violence poverty
areas or better-off neighborhoods that robbers entered to-vic-
timize residents (p. 148)." Among the four types of violent
crime, he found "Homicide and assault consigtently showed
the highest degree of locdlization and robbery the least among
five cities (p. 147)." Armed robbers tended to travel longer
distances than unarmed robbers, with the centrd business
district one important destination in Boston and f hiladciplua

A study of robbery in Oakland (Feeney and Weir, 1973)
further illustrates the importance of opportunities in deter-
mining the geographic distribution of robberies. Robbery in
Oakland was heavily concentrated on afew mgor streets; two
thirds of al robberies were committed within a haf block of
amgor traffic or busness artery (p. 58). Commerdid robberies
were even more concentrated along such thoroughfares, but
for the most part well away from the central business district
"The establishments which have the highest commercid rob-
bery rates are those which tend to locate independently of
other busnesses* {p. 59).

ummary

The robbery problem is primarily an afliction of the na
tion'slargest cities. Other types of crime are dso concentrated
inlargecities, but not to the same degree asrobbery. The ma-
jority of big city robberiesoccur on the street, whereas com-
mercia robberies are more common (raively spesking) in  \
smdl cities. There appearsto be some spillover between cen-
tral citiesand their suburbs with respect to robbery, but not-
much.

The distribution of robberies within cities is concentrated
to some degree in poverty districts and the central business
district

Table 10
Robbery Rates In Small Cities
Robbery Rate in Robbery Rate In Ratio
' Suburban Cities Other Cities (Suburban to
Size of City (per thousand) (per thousand) nonsuburban)
1975
25 - 50,000 134 1.22 1.10
10 - 25,000 .89 .66 135
10,000 - .63 .34 185
1981
25 - 50,000 157 1.50 1.05
10 « 25,000 1.00 74 1.35
10,000 .69 .37 1.86
L Source: UCR, 1975 and 1981.




The site of a robbery serves as one ussful dimension by
which to classfy robberies; the typicd robbery on the street
differs in a number of respects from robberies in schools,
residences, or commercia buildings. The discusson below
highlights some of the unique features of robberies in
residences.

Residential Robbery

Residential robberies include some of the most terrifying
of al crimetypes— an armed intruder breaking intoahome
and holding the residents at gun- or knifepoint Such crimes
may originate as burglaries which "convert" to robberies if
theintruder findstheresidenceis occupied and decidesto use
threatsor violence asameans of completing thetheft (Repet-
to, 1974). Alternatively, they may involveaconfrontation at
the entrance, or a robbery committed by someone who has
aright to bein the house (e.g., asaninvited guest at a party).
One piece of evidence suggests that this last circumstance
dominates the residential robbery statistics — 54 percent of
all resdential robberies are committed by acquaintances (NSC,

6. Robbey Stes

1979). Thisisthe only category of robbery for which acquain-
tances figure importantly. Overal, only 19 percent of non-
commercid robberies involved acquaintances in 1979.

Robberies in Schools

TheNCS estimatesthat 3.2 percent of noncommercia rob-

beriesoccur in schools. A rdlated statistic from the NCS (1978

is that the robbery victimization rate for youth aged 12-19
is about one percent per year. A recent survey of school
children and teachers suggests that these estimates may be
much too low. :
The Safe Schoal Study interviewed a representative sam-
ple of junior and senior high school students in 1976. The
most useful dataon crime victimizationswerefor the month
preceding the interview. For that one-month period, 1.0 per-
cent of junior high students and 0.3 percent of senior high
students reported being robbed on school property. Some of
them were robbed more than once during this period. Fora
nine-month school year, then, these results for junior high
students imply victimization rates of over 9.0 percent for

Noncommercial Robbery

Table 11
Distribution of Robbery Sites, 1979

Commercial Robbery

(NSC, 1979) (URC, 1979%)

Location Percentage Location Percentage
Inside Home 11.4% Commercial House 53.3%
Near Home 9.8 Gas Station 14.0
Nonresidential Building 11.6 Convenience Store 26.5
School 17 Bank 6.2
Street, park —_—

school grounds 53.1 Total 100.0%
Elsewhere 124
Totar 100.0%

'Calculated from data on p. 176, on the assumption that the "Miscellaneous" category is noncommercial.
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junior high students, and 2.7 percent for senior high students;
-gtes that are far in excess of the NCS estimate of about 10
. .rcent per year for each of these age groups. The Violent
Schools-Safe Schools report characterizes the robberies this
way:

They are not stickups or muggings for the most

part, but instances of petty extortion —

shakedowns — which for some student viuuu-*

become an amost routine part of the school day"

(p. 60). _
Not surprisingly, few of these robberies involve much prop-
erty loss, in 76 percent of these incidents, the loss was less
than one dollar (p. 60).

Perhaps even more disturbing than these high robbery rates
for students is equaly high rates for teachers. In a typica
month, 0.6 percent of both junior and senior high teachers
reported being robbed at least once on schoal property. The
implied annual victimization rate of over five percent exceeds
that for other adults by an order of magnitude.

Taken together, these results suggest that there are about
one million school-related robberies per year — asmany, that
is, aswere estimated for the entire nation by the NCS. If the
Violent Schools-Safe Schools survey results are valid, then
school-related robberies constitute alarge portion of the rob-
bery "problem." While most of theserobberiesarenot serious,
it is disturbing that such an important ingtitution, for which
attendance is required by law, isin many cases doing such

poor job of protecting the more vulnerable students against
intimidation and extortion.

Robberies of Banks and
Convenience Stores

ki-1957, there were 278 bank robberiesin the U.S. In 1980,
therewere 651S. Between 1960 and 1970, the annual number
of bank robberies increased by 18 percent per year com-
pounded; between 1970 and 1980, the number increased at

acompounded rate of 11 percent per year (S2 Table 12). These
growth rates far outstrip the rates of growth for any Other
major category of robbery. Furthermore, the number of bank
‘robberies has continued to increase rapidly even during the
last five years, when the overdl robbery rate has remained
virtually unchanged; between 1975 and 1980, the number of
bank robberies increased by 56 percent.

Fairly detailed records on bank robbery are collected by
the FBI and have been compiled semiannualy since 1973.
Table 13 reports recent trends in the number of crimes (in-
cluding the rdlatively few larcenies and burglaries), the suc-
cessrate, average rate, average loot, and number of killings
(not including, perpetrators or law enforcement officers). Bank
robbery tends to be less violent than other forms of robbery
and involves much greater property losses on the average.

Table 12
Bank Robberies, Annual Totals, 1935-1980

Total Bank Crimes
(Incl. burglaries

Robberies and larcenies)

1935 229

1940 102

1945 51

1950 100 226
1955 306 526
1960 458 810
1965 1154 1749
1970 2331 3029
1975 4159 4883
1980 6515 7416

Source: FBI, private correstxmdance.

Note: In 1943, there were only 22 bank robberies
recorticd tn the U.S. — the lowest rate since
hatic.ial records were first compiled in iif-\.

Source: FBI, semi-annual compilations entitled "Bank Crime Statistics, Federally Insured Financial Institutions" (mimeo).

Table 13
Characteristics off Bank Crimes, 1974-1980
Number of Customers and
Number of Bank Success Average Loot, Employees
Year Bank Crimes Robberies Rate Successful Crimes Killed
1974 4253 3517 85.8% $11041 11
1975 4955 4180 87.3% 7453 10
1976 4565 3816 87.7% 6325 7
1977 4786 3988 86.2% 6228 9
1978 5504 4739 88.0% 6107 8
1979 7037 6148 88.6% 7611 7
1930 7416 6515 89.0% 7447 13
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The most common method of bank robbery isathreat with
a visble firearm; dightly more than haf involved visible
firearms in 1980, of which over 90 percent were handguns.

‘ost of the remaining robberies were perpetrated by use of
ademand note passed to the teller. The vast mgjority of bank
robberies were committed by individuals acting alone; there
wereatotal of only S081 known perpetratorsinvolvedinthe
3957 bank crimes committed in the second half of 1980. Thus
the gang style bank robberies of the Bonnie and Clyde era
arenot at all typical of modem-day bank robbery.

Why have bank robbery rates increased so rapidly in re-
cent years? Surely part of the answer liesin the increase in
the number of small branch banks, which tend to be designed
and located in such away asto be highly vulnerable to rob-
bers. But there de no complete, well-documented explana
tions available at present.

The other fast-growing category of robbery during recent
years is robbery of convenience stores. Between 1970 and
1974, the annual number of such robberies more than
doubled, and it has continued to increase (although at amuch

dower rate) sincethen. Currently convenience storesarethe
target for morethan onequarter of all commercia robberies.
Asin the case of bank robbery, the reasons for the vast in-
crease in convenience store robbery are obscure, although it
probably doesreflect in part anincreasein the number of such
stores. :

Summary

Three robbery sites were singled out for specid comment.
Resdentid robberiesare unusua inthat mog of theminvolve
perpetrators who are acquainted with their victims. School
robberies are notable for their pettiness, and for their
prevalence; if the Violent School s-Safe School sreport isac-
curate, thereare asmany robberiesin schoolsasin al other
noncommercia sites combined. However, there is a gross
discrepancy between this survey and the NCS findings on
school robbery. Finally, bank robbery isnotable for the large
financia losses typicd of this crime, and because of its un-
pardleled rate of growth over the last 25 years.



The National Crime Surveys and related victimization
surveys have proven particularly vauable in quantifying
- demographic patternsin robbery and other violent crimes; the
victim/respondent has actually seen the offender in most every
crimeof thissort, and isusudly ableto providetheinterviewer
with information on the number of offenders in the incident,
and their race, sex, and approximate ages. Prior to the vic-

timization survey program, estimates of the distributions of -

violent crime offenders and victims with respect to
demographic characteristics were based on specid studies of
police report files (e.g., Curtis, 1974). Since police filesonly
include reports of crimes known to police, which are
unrepresentative of the universe of al crimesin some respects,
this source of datais not entirely satisfactory. An alternative
for estimating the age, sex, and race distributions of offenders

Table 14 "

Distribution of Noncommercial Robbery Incidents
by Number of Offenders and Victims

Number of Offenders  Number of Victims

1 42 4% 91.9%

2 27.4% 5.5%
3 15.1% 1.9%
4 6.1%

5 3.5%

6-10 4.3%

11-14 e/ 7%
15-19 3%

20+ 3%

Overall 100.0% 100.0%
Mean 24 12

Source: Number of offenders calculated from Table 1 of
Reiss (1980). Robbery was defined to include
attempted and successful robberies and serious
assaults with theft. Reiss' data are pooled NCS
results from 7/1/72 to 12/31/75. Number of
victims taken from NCS (1979).

{. Characteristics of
Robbers and
Thar Victims

Table 15 “
Age Distribution of Robbery Offenders, 1979.
NCS (1979)
UCR Arrest  Single Multiple
Age Ranee Data, ie?9 Offenders* Offender” Overall
Lessthan15 8.1% 4.5%
Lessthan18 31.5% 19.0% .
Lessthan21 54.5% 39.7% 605% 56.1%
Lessthan25 74.4% —
Notes:

* Incidents in which the age of the offender was not
available in the NCS were assumed to have the same of-
fender age distribution as other incidents.

*1 Incidents involving multiple offenders of mixed ages (i.e.,
one or more aged 20 or less, and one or more aged 20 or
more) were assumed to ha»« an equal number in each
category, and to have the same number of offenders on
the average as incidents in which all offenders were in
the same age category.

1 79.0% of all offenders were in the multiple offender
category. This estimate is derived from two other
estimates: (1) NCS estimated that 52.5% of all incidents
involved multiple offenders; and (2) there are an average
of about 3.4 offenders in a multiple offender incident
(estimated from statistics In Table 14, above).

has been to use demographic data on arrestees; this source
of information is even more suspect than paolice reports, since
the processwhich generates arrestsfrom crime reports seems
likdy to have substantial biases with respect to the
demographic characterigtics of offenders. Victimization
surveys have provided a new and presumably more reliable
bad s for estimating the demographic distributions of both d-
fendersand victims. The dataa so serves asthe basisfor check-
ing the validity of estimates calculated from other data
sources. Hindelang (1978), for example, reported the
somewhat surprising result that arrest dataand victim survey
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data yield similar estimates of the distribution of offenders Number of Offenders and
A\éor\z,:xvce. Thisfinding is affirmed by the calculations presented Victims Per Incident
Subsequent sections present and discuss tabul ations on rob- Most robberies involve two or more offenders (58 percent)
bery victim and offender characteristics. Thesetabulationsare  and a single victim (92 percent). As shown in Table 14, 30
caculated from both NCS data and UCR arrest data. percent of robberies actually involve three or more offenders,

_ Table 16
Distribution of Robbery Offenders by Race, 1979

NCS (1979)
UCR Arrest Single Multiple _
Race Data, 1979 Offender* Offenders* 1 Overalli
White 41.0% 49.3% 34.9% 37.9%
Black 56.9% 47.4% 59.7% 57.1%
Other 2.1% 3.4% 5.4% 5.0%
Notes: .
* Incidents In which the race of the offender was not available were assumed to have the same race distribution as other
incidents.

1 In the 10.0% of all Incidents involving offenders of different races, it was assumed that half were white and half black.
1 See Footnote fromTable 15.

I Table 17
Comparison of Robbery Arrests with Those Arrested
for Property Crimes and Violent Crimes, 1979
Index Index

Robbery Property Crime Violent Crime

Arrests Arrests* Arrests!
Less than 15 8.1% 16.6% 5.2%
Less than 18 31.5% 43.5% 20.1%
Less than 21 54.5% 62.0% 38.0%

. Less than 24 74.4% 75.2% 57.4%
Race _
White 41.0% 68.2% 53.7%
Black . 56.9% 29.4% 44.1%
Other 2.1% 2.4% 2.2%
Race (Under age 18)
White 35.0% 71.2% 48.7%
Black 62.5% 26.3% 49.0%
Other 2.5% 2.5% 2.3%
Sex
Male 92.6% 78.2% 89.8%
Female 7.4% 21.8% 10.2%
Source: UCR (1979)

*  Auto theft, larceny, burglary
[ 1 Robbery, aggravated assault, rape, and criminal homicide.
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and about one percent of these incidents involve large gangs
of ten or more robbers.

Zimring (1980) reports that the propensity to commit rob-

ry ingroupsis age-related to asubstantial degree; adult rob-
bers are much more likely to work aone than youthful rob-
bers. Thisfinding is confirmed by the NCS tatistics reported
in Table 15; 44 percent of single offenderswere lessthan 21,
but approximately 59 percent of offenders acting in groups
were lessthan 21. (Generating the latter estimate from pub-

lished NCS statitics requires severd assumptions, as explained

in the footnotes.)

Age, Race, and Sex

Tables 15 through 18 report UCR arrest statistics on the
demographic characteristics of robbery offenders and victims.
The principal conclusions from these statistics are as follows;

* Victimization survey data and arrest data are in close
agreement. The Victimization survey data exclude commer-
cia robberies and robberies involving victims younger than
12. The UCR arrest data are not subject to either of these
exclusions. Furthermore, the mgor sources of error in the
two types of statistics are entirely different: the victim survey
estimates are subject to errorsin perception and memory; the
arrest statistics, while essentially free of those problems, are
quite possbly an unrepresentative "sample’ of al robbery of-
fenders. Despite these differences, the two types of data give
very similar estimates of the demographic distributions of

offenders. For example, 56.1 percent of offenders were under
age 21 according to the NCS, while 54.5 percent of al
arresteeswerelessthan 21 (Table 15). Furthermore, the NCS
and the UCR arrest data both indicate that 57 percent of rob-
bery offenders are black (Teble 16).

* Mog robberies are committed by youthful males. Blacks
commit more than haf of all robberies. About 75 percent of

" dl offendersarelessthan 25 yearsold, and morethan 90 per-

cent are males. Blacks are most overrepresented among
youthful offenders; 62 percent of youths younger than 18 who
are arrested for robbery are black.

Since robbery is both a crime of violence and a property
crime, it is interesting to see whether the demographic
characteristics of robbers tend to be more smilar to property

" offenders or violent offenders. Judging from the arrest data

in Table 17, property offenderstend to be younger, and violent
offenders older, than robbers (though the former difference
dissppears by age 25). Blacks and maes are more over-
represented in robbery than in either property or violent
crimes, though more smilar to violent crimesin thisrespect. )

« Distribution of demographic characteristics of robbery
victimsexhibit the same tendencies as robbery offenders, but
in less extreme form. Just as for offenders, victims are dis-
proportionately youthful, black, and male (Table 18). None
of these tendencies are nearly as pronounced for victims as
for offenders.

Victim
Characteristics

Table 18
Robbery Victimization Rates and Distribution of Robberies
by Victim Age, Race, and Sex 1979

Victimization
Rate (per thousand)

Percentage of All
Noncommerical Robberies

Age

12-15 94
16-19 104
20-24 12.1
25-34 6.0
35-49 51
50-64 35
65 + 25
Race (aged 12 and over)

White 55
Black 125
Other 5.6
Sex (aged 12 and over)

Male 8.8
Female 40

Source: NCS (1979)

12.5%
15.3%
21.6%
18.7%
16,5%
10,2%

5.3%

76.5%
22.0%
1.5%

66.9%
33.1%




Interactions Between Victims
—and Offenders

When the demographic characteristics of robbersare com-
pared with their victims, astrong "smilarity pattern” emerges
for each of the dimensions— race, sex, and age (Cook, 1976).
That is, there is some tendency for robbers to choose victims
who are similar to themsdves with respect to demographic

characteristics. Nevertheless, there are a substantial number -

of racial cross-over robberies.

Blacks committed 70 percent of the noncommercia rob-
beriesin the 26 cities covered by specid National Crime Panel
victimization surveysin theearly 1970s. Despite the fact that
their victimswere a so blacksto adisproportionate degree (the
similarity pattern), it was nevertheless true that a mgjority

of their victims were whites. Whiteswerethreetimes aslike-
ly to be robbed by nonwhites as by whites (Cook, 1976, p.

- 177). Thus interracia robbery is common — much more so

than for other crimes of violence.

Summary

Studies based on policefilesand arrest statistics suggested
that youthful black males commit a vastly disproportionate
fraction of al robberies; NCS data confirm this conclusion.
Y outhful black maes aso are disproportionately represented
among victims who are smilar to themsdves in terms of
demographic characterigtics. Depite this tendency, there is
agood ded of racia crossover in robberies, mogtly involving
black robbers and white victims.

20



From the point of view of robbery prevention, some of the
most interesting descriptive information concerns robbery
"career" patterns: age of onset and age of retirement, intens-
ty, degree of specidization, modus operandi, and so forth.

"Answers to these questions would be hdpful in quantifying
the likely effects of deterrence- or incapacitation-oriented
progianis.

Victim surveys provide awealth of information about the
immediate circumstances and . events associated with a
representative sample of robbery incidents, but such surveys
of course provide no information on offenders beyond what
isvisbleto thevictim at thetime. Career information must
be inferred from other sources, such as police and court
records and interviews with prisoners and other identified of-
‘enders. These sources of information are based on samples

offendersthat may be quite unrepresentative of the popula
tion of active offenders in some respects, and therefore must
be interpreted with some care. In any event, a great ded of
information on criminal careersis currently being collected,
to good effect.

The Rand Studies

A series of studies by the Rand Corporation (Greenwood,
1980) have gathered considerable information on robbersand
other criminals through intensive interviews with prisoners
concerning their careersin crime.* Theaternative approach
in this area has been to construct career information from
policy and/or court records.

Thethree Rand studies referred to in the discussion below
are as follows

Habitua Felons Surrey (Petersilia, Greenwood, and Lavin,
1977):

A random sample of 49 incarcerated malefd onswho were
sarving time *br anued robbery in a medium-security Cdifor-
niaprison in 1976 and had served at least one previous prison
term. Information included officid crimina histories and

8. Robbery Careers

responses to a sHf-report questionnaire covering the inmates
entire criminal career.

Inmate Survey | (Peterson and Braiker, 1980).

A random sample of 624 male Cdlifornia prison inmates.
Information included responses to an anonymous sdf-report
guestionnaire covering the three years prior to the current
spell of incarceration.

Inmate Survey |l (Greenwood, 1980):

A sample of 2400 prison and jail inmates in California,
Michigan, and Texas, taken in 1979 and not yet completely
analyzed.

Basad on information collected from these surveys and
other sources, the discussion below considers activity levels,
crime speciaization, motivation, sophigtication, and involve-
ment with drugs and alcohal.

Activity Levels

The distribution of robberies among active offenders fits
the"J-curye” modd that also describes the incidence of other
deviant activities: in any one year, afew offenders have avery
high rate of commission, whereas most active robbers only
commit one or two. Figure 1, taken from Rand's Inmate
Survey |, illustrates this point vividly. One characteristic of
such adistribution is that the mean far exceeds the median:
these values are 4.61 and 148 (armed robberies per year)
respectively, for Inmate Survey | (Peterson and Braiker, 1980,
P. 23).

Based on Inmate Survey |, it is possible, given several
assumptions, to estimate robbery commission ratesfor all ac-
tive street criminds (including burglars, con artists, drug
deders, and violent criminals); the Rand estimates were that
32 percent of dl adult, male, active street criminasin Cdifor-
niacommitted at least one armed robbery in atypica year,
and those who committed at least one committed an average
of about two (Peterson and Braiker, 1980, p. 28).

Preliminary results from Rand's Inmate Survey |1 suggest

"Conldin (1972) was the firgt to conduct an interview study of this sort. His work has been superceded by the far larger efforts of the Rand researchere.
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that the statistics above may understatethetrue activity levels
by a very wide margin. Greenwood (1980) considers this
second survey to be an improvement on Inmate Survey |; he
reports (p. 26) that of surveyed inmateswho committed armed
robberiesin the three years before their incarceration, the me-
dian annual commission rate was 4.8 armed robberies. The
90th percentile rate for thisgroup isan extraordinary 86 rob-
beries per year. _

An dternative to the retrospective survey method for
measuring activity levelsisto use officid crimind record data.
For example, Cook and Nagin (1979) constructed a panel of

violent offenders and burglars arrested in Washington, D.C. . j

and processed in Superior Court in 1973.. We found that 10.1
percent of the 1904 adult roobery arrests in 1974 involved
men from the 1302-member cohort arrested for robbery in
1973 (p. 18). Assuming that about 20 percent of adult rob-

: Flgure 1

Distribution of Armed Robbery Rate

(for sampled prisoners who commit this crime)
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beriesresult in an arrest, these numbers imply a mean activ-
ity level of .74 robberies in the year fdllowing the cohort rob-
bery arrest. Omitting the 16 percent who were incarcerated
in 1974 yieds an estimate of .88 robberies. This estimate is
far bdow Rand's estimated mean robbery rate for robbersin
the year before incarceration. One possble reason for the
discrepancy is that a large fraction of men arrested for rob-
bery "retire" inthe subsequent year. Alternatively, itispossble
that the robbery arrestees who were convicted and incarcer-
ated in 1973 were much more active on the average than those
who were not incarcerated.

The above results can be summarized as fojjows about one-
/ third of all active adult male street criminals commit at least
! one armed robbery in ayear; of those who do commit at least
one, and are incarcerated subsequently, the median-person
commits about five in that year, the distribution of activity
levelsamong active robbers is very skewed, with the top ten
percent committing alarge fraction of al robberies; it isquite
possiblethat the average robbery activity leve is substantial-
ly lessthe year fallowing an arrest than it was the year before.

It would be of considerable interest to have prevalence and
incidence information on robbery commission for an entire
population. One potential source of information is the data
collected by Marvin Wolfgang and his colleegues on a
Philadelphia cohort of maes bom in 1945. A ten percent
sample of this cohort was sdlected and interviewed at age 26
(Collins, 1981). Ten percent of those interviewed admitted
committing robbery before age 18, and five percent between
ages 18 and 26.* Hie median numbers of robberies commit-
ted by those who reported at least one was three before age
18 and five between 18 and 26. Unfortunately, afraction (42
percent) of the sample was not interviewed; those who were
not located or refused to be interviewed were not represen-
tative of the cohort and in particular had lower SES charac-
teristics and more contacts with the police. An obvious in-
ference is that the prevaence estimates from this sample are
biased and that the true prevalence percentages are higher
for this Philadelphia cohort.

Specialization
Rand Inmate Survey | and numerous other longitudina
studies {Farrington, 1981) have found that most active o
- fendere dojiqt specidize in any onetype of crime. Peterson
and Braiker (1980, p. X) report that a typical group of 100
adult male Cdifornia prison inmates convicted of robbery will
have committed 490 armed robberies, 310 assaults, 720 bur-
glaries, 70 auto thefts, 100 forgeries, and 3400 drug sdesin
the previous year of dreet time. Of the dmost 200 respondents
who reported committing a robbery in Inmate Survey |, only

'"These and'subsequent statistics were supplied by James Collins in a
personal communication.
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about 10 (five percent) wererobbery " edalists’ — men who

committed robbery frequently and to the exdusion of other
types of crimes. (The other high rate robbers were also very
activein other typesof criminal activity.) While one-third of
all respondents had committed a robbery, only 11 percent
named robbery as their main crime (p. 84).

The badc picture, then, isone of congderable diversfica
tion. Nevertheess, men who commit robbery in oneyear are
more likely than other sreet criminalsto commit robbery in
subsequent years, as shown in Table 19. Table 19 gives

Table 19

Rearrest Rates for Specified Crime Categories;
Adult Males, Washington, D.C., 1974-76

Original Murder,

Arrest, 1973 Assault, Rupa  Burglary Robbery
Assault .248 059 .092
Burglary .187 328 .216
Robbery .181 132 443

Source: Cook and Nagln (1979), p. 19.

recidivism datistics for adult maes arrested in 1973 in
Washington, D.C. Robbery arrestees were more likdly (both
relatively and absolutely) to be arrested for robbery than were
burglary or assault arrestees.

Little is known about the degree to which active robbers
specidizein particular types and techniques of robbery. It may
be possble to extract this information from the Rand surveys.

Motivation

Robbery is similar to other property crimes with respect
to itsprincipal motive. Rand's Habitual Offenders Survey of

\ 49 Cdifornia Prisoners imprisoned for robbery (and having

j / sarved a prior prison term) found that a magority of

respondents careers had progressed from auto theft and
burglary to an increasing proportion of robbery and forgery.
"The majority said they had switched to robbery because it

. required little preparation and few tools, was easy to do,
[ sddom required hurting anyone, and offered unlimited poten-
\jfal targets" (Petersilia, Greenwood, and Lavin, 1977, p. vii).

Respondents in the Habitual Offenders Survey were queried
concerning the main reasons for their crimes at different
phases of their criminal careers. "Expressve’ needs (thrills,
peer influence) were the most important during the juvenile
period, whereas financial need and desire for "high living"
(drugs, dcohol, women) became much moreimportant in later

years (pp. 75-79). These characterizations are not specificaly

Sophidtication

The Habitual Offenders Survey collected extensive infor-
mation on the degree of planning exercised by respondents,
enjoy hightimesor alleviate economic distress (Peterson and
Braiker, 1980, p. 94).

One question that has received enormous attention in re-
cent years has been the role of dcohaol and drugs in crime.
About 70 percent of respondents in the Habitual Offenders
Survey were involved in acohol or drugs at some point in
their careers. Thirty percent of al respondents listed obtain-
ing money for alcohol or drugs as their main motivation for
crime since reaching adulthood (Petersilia, Greenwood, and
Lavin, 1977, p. 76). Rand's Inmate Survey | found that street
criminaswho were regular users of hard drugs were no more
likely than othersto commit robbery; however, among those
who do rob, the drug users had arobbery offense rate almost
twice that of non-drug users (p. 190).

Interviews with over 10,000 inmates of state correctional
ingtitutions found that 39 percent of dl those incarcerated
for robbery reported that they had been drinking at the time

-of their offense (Roizen and Schneberk, 1978). This percent-

age is lower than for other crimes of violence.

The overdl concluson is this:

"Approximately one-quarter (of respondents) did
no planning or preparation whatsoever for
burglaries and robberies...; about hdf did none
or very little... For the typicd offender, pre-
crime planning involved only visting the location
before the crime, and less often, staking out the
target (p. 60).M

Onerespondent (p. 61) made the interesting observation that,
while he did not plan particular crimes, he devoted con-
dderable time to thinking about different methods for com-
mitting crimes successully and preparing himsdf in ageneral
way for any opportunities that might arise.

Thissurvey found that the amount of planning was greater
during the respondent's adult career than their juvenile
careers. It was aso found that the tendency to use partners
declined markedly with age (p. 66), apparently in part because
of a concern that a partner might inform on them at some
point.

- Conclugons

The mogt interesting lesson from this review is that any
attempt to create . typology of robbers must deal with the
fact that most robberies are not committed by "robbers'
(people who specidize in robbery), but rather by street

for robbery, but rather for al types of crime committed by ;
members of the sample. Rand's Inmate Survey | also found !
that respondents motiveswere characterized by the desireto !

criminadswho commit awide variety of crimes. Nevertheless,
at any one time it appears that a smal fraction of street
criminas commit the mgority of dl robberies— robbery com
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mission rates differ enormously among active robbers, and
the mogt active,group are very active indeed <a* era(robberies
mchwet - - - it i wnthan wralid
generaliz

bout ro . . [ IMTENSIVE ZI0up wu-
fers in important respects than others. For example, if drug-
using robbers are much more active than others, then the frac-
tionofrobbcrswhouscdrugswillhemmhhwerthanthﬁe
fraction of robberies committed by drug-using robbers. It is
not clear at this point whether a random sampie of robbers
in prison tends to be more representative-of rabberies or rob-
. bers. For this reason, among others, results from inmate
surveys should be interpreted with considerable caution.
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Summary
The primary motivdtion
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robbery

terns — robbers who use drugs are twice as active as those
who do not.

Robbery’s advantages relative to other crimes are tl_nat it
is quick, easy, and requires little planning or preparation.



The descriptive information presented above is useful in
establishing the dimensions of the robbery problem and pro-
viding some indication of where policymakers should focus
their attention in addressing this problem. Thisfina chapter
introduces each of the general strategies for controlling rob-
bery inthe context of an overview of the determinants of rob-
bery rates, patterns, and average seriousness.

Determinants of Robbery Rates
and Patterns

'/ Observed robbery patterns are the outcome of the interac-
tion between a group of people that can be cdled (somewhat
loosdly) "street criminals* and therobbery opportunities pro-
vided them by the environment Most of the street criminals
commit avariety of crimes, at rates that differ widely among
individuals and vary over time for any one individua. The
mix of crimes committed by this group, as between robbery
and other crime types, dependsin part on how lucrative and
saferobbery opportunitiesarerelative to other opportunities
for illicit income.

The street criminal exists in an environment of oppor-
tunities for economic gain — opportunities to commit rob-
beries, burglaries, larcenies, drug sales, "cons," and so forth,
aswell aslegitimate economic opportunities. Peoplewho com-
mit robberiesusually have avariety of other sources (licit and
illicit) of income. Theincidence of robbery will depend on the
number of active street criminals, their "tastes’ for violent
confrontations, the attractiveness of robbery opportunities
relative to other opportunities for economic gain, and the
availahility of firearms. The relative incidence of robberies
among different target types can be explained in smilar
fashion.

Nurhber of Sreet Criminals

The fraction of the population actively engaged in "hustl-
ig™* on the street depends on demographic, cultural, and
economic factors — the so-cdled "root causes’ of crime —
as well as the effectiveness of the crimina justice system.

9. An Overview of the
- Robbey Process

Despite good intentions and high hopes of the Great Society
era of the 1960s, it has proven exceedingly difficult to
transform the socioeconomic and cultural conditions that en-
courage urban youthsto hustle for some part of their income
and "kicks™ The downward trend in the probabilities of con-
viction and punishment for crime during the massive crime
wave of the 1960s sad early 1970s may have contributed to
the failure of these programs.

Therole of the crimina justice system in preventing rob-
bery iscomplex and poorly understood. The main preventive
effects of punishment are deterrence and incapacitation. An
increase in the likelihood and/or severity of punishment for
robbery will deter some street criminalsfrom committing rob-
bery, or at least cause robbersto rob less frequently. If this
increasein CI S effectivenessis specific to robbery, this reduc-
tion is likely to be coupled with an increase in other forms
of street crime (subgtitution). If theincreasein criminal justice
system effectiveness is more comprehensive, then the result
may be to encourage a number of street criminals to go into
early retirement and discourage other youths from beginning
crimina careers. This general deterrence process has been
studied extensively by economists and others during the last
decade (Blumgtein, Cohen, and Nagin, 1978). The empirica
results derived from aggregate data have been uninformative,
but the predictions of deterrence theory have received some
support from "natural experiments' (Cook, 1980).

Punishment in the form of incarceration physicaly
prevents the convict from committing crimes against people
outside of the prison. Thisincapacitation effect has also been
studied extensively in recent years (Cohen, 1978). The sub-
ject is more complicated than it may seem at first blush. Con-
dder the following problems in estimating the magnitude of

the incapecitation effect with respect to robbery: (1)

Estimating the total incapacitation effect with respect to rob-
bery requires some accounting of al inmates, not just those
actually convicted of robbery — remember that most robberies
are not committed by robbery specididts; (2) Estimating the
number of robberies prevented by locking up, say, one thou-
sand street criminals for a year requires a method for



estimating the number of robberiesthey would have commit-
ted if they had been given asuspended sentence (or had never
been caught) — a difficult task, given the volatility and vast
interpersond differencesin robbery commisson rates; (3) Mot

beries, especialy those committed by youths, are commit*
ted by groups of two or more. The problem that group crime
poses to criminologists seeking to estimate the magnitude of
the incapacitation effect is illustrated by this question: Will
locking up ayouth who would have committed Six robberies;
each with two accomplices, prevent all Sx robberiesfrom oc-
curring? Or none of them? Or perhaps two of them? (Reiss,
1980; Zimring 1980); and (4) It ispossible under some assump-
tions that some of the robbers who are incapecitated will be
replaced by other criminals, though thiseventuaity ssemsless
likely for robbery than for, say, prostitution (Cook, 1977,
Ehrlich, 1981).

In sum, the number of active robbers at any time is influ-
enced by the crimina justice system, through the deterrent
and incapacitative effects of punishment Thereareanumber
of other determinants of the Sze of the street crimina popula-
tion. These determinants are no doubt influenced by a vari-
ety of public programs outside the crimina justice system;
however, the linkages between, say, anti-poverty programs
and criminal activity are poorly understood.

Motivation and Personality

hat factors influence street criminals crimereated
choices? The various types of crime included in the hustler's
"nortfolio” differ inanumber of respects. Robbery isaquick,
implicated way of obtaining cash, that does not require
making any arrangements with other people such as fences,
drug buyers, etc. Itsdrawbacks areardatively high probability
of arrest, typicaly tow "take" (in street robbery), and the
/ possihility of being injured by the victim (in commercia rob-
Jbery) (Petersilia, Greenwood, and Lavin, 1977, pp. 64-65). The
~necessity for physca confrontation and possble attack of the
victim may be a drawback for some, but not for others who
have more of atastefor violence. Indeed, street robberies com-
mitted by large gangs of youths may be more of a violent
"gport** than a way of making money (Cook, 1980).

There are no interventions that have been demonstrated
to be effective in reducing robbery by changing street
criminals’ tastes, skills, or specia circumstances. The specia
"circumstance” that has received the most attention during
the last decade is drug addiction, a concern that has dicited
massve law enforcement efforts to reduce the availability of
illicit drugs and bring addicts into rehabilitation programs
(Gandossy et al., 1980). While it seems reasonable that ad-
dictsin search of aquick fix would find robbery a particular-
ly attractive crime, Rand's Inmate Survey | found otherwise
— regular users of hard drugs were about as likely as other
respondents to have been active in robbery.

Drunkenness may aso play an important rolein robbery.

Drunks may be more likely to commit an impulsive robbery
and also to serve as epecidly vulnerable victims.

Opportunities

A robbery "opportunity** — potentia victim— hasavari-
ety of characteristicsof relevanceto the street criminal, such
aslocation, potential take, capability of defending against rob-
bery, likdihood of intervention by bystanders, and the
presence of darms, cameras, and guards. From the crimind's
viewpoint, these features determine the perceived attrac-
flveness of the target, and particularly the following: (1) the
amournt of preparation required; (2) Thelikelihood of success
given the weapons, skills, and accomplices available to the
criminds, (3) The expected "take" if the robbery is successtul;
(4) Thelikelihood of injury at the hands of thevictim; (5) The
likelihood of arrest and conviction; and (6) The expected
severity of punishment if convicted. Theattributesare deter-
mined by the specific characteristics of the potentia victim,
interacting with the crimina justice sysem and the
characteristics of the robber. Table 20 illustrates this point
for commercia robbery by liging some of the ~eienr.inants
of the probabilities of conviction and injury and uf the ex-
pected take. ' -

The street crimind is faced with a variety of robbery and
other criminal opportunities. The overal dudity of the rob-
bery opportunitieswill influence the distribution of robberies
among targets.

There are two types of interventions that can be discussed
within this general framework. First, commercid robbery
targets may be encouraged or required to adopt specid
measures to defend againgt robbery: reduce the cash on hand,
hire guards, install darms and hidden cameras, train clerks,
and so forth. If only afew places take these actions, the like-
ly effect is Smply to reduce victimization rates there at the
expense of increased robbery rates at other places that lack
such precautions; if enough commercial targets adopt such
measures, the effect may beto reduce the overdl robbery rate.
A second type of intervention would be government actions
to increase surveillance (by golice, neighbors, etc.) of likely
robbery locations, improve street lighting, improve security
in school restroomsand parking tots, organi ze neighborhood
watch associations, design public housing projects to create
"defengble space," and so forth.

Gun Availability

To complete arobbery successfully, the offender must find
the means to intimidate or overpower the victim, and prevent
intervention by bystanders. The inherent difficulty of this task
depends on the nature of the victim and the circumstances. .
The mogt vulnerable victims are the ederly and the very
young when they are by themsdaves. The least vulnerable
targets are commercia places which have armed guards and
other means of protection. The observed patternsin robbery



Likelihood of Arrest
and Conviction

1. Hidden camera

2. Alarm

3. Guard

4. Location (ease of
escape)

Store Characteristics

. Police response time

. Priority assigned to
such robberies by
detectives and
prosecutor

. Court resources

CJS Characteristics

N

. Sophistication, planning
Prior criminal record*
Number of accomplices

Robber Characteristics

WNE W

greater resources to gaining convictions of career criminals.

Table 20

Determinants of Commercial Robbery Outcomes

to Robber Expected "Take"
. Guard 1. Policy on holding cash
. Clerk's attitude, 2. Access to vault
training, and :
weapons

. Police policy on use

. Weapons and other
2. Skill

"If the robber is known to the police from previous arrests, the probability of his being identified through the "mug shot" files
Is increased. Prior record also increases the probability of conviction given arrest, since prosecutors are likely to devote

Likelihood of Injury

of firearms

1. Amount of time spent

in store
2. Planning

means of Intimidation

clearly reflect the tendency of offenders to take victim
vulnerability,into account (Cook, 1976 and 1981; Skogan,
198D)Pcommercid targets, egpecidly those with severa
employees, aretypically robbed by gun-toting adults, wheress

male victims on the street are typically robbed by unarmed
youths. The age, sex, and number of robbers, together wfth
thelethality of their wegpons, determine their capability; there
isastrong tendency for the robber's capability to be inverse-
ly related to the vulnerability of his victim.

The principa intervention suggested by these observations
is the regulation of gun commerce and use. Gun control
measures, if they are effective in depriving some street
criminals of guns, should reduce the commercid robbery rate
by reducing the robbers' capahility.

Gun control measures may also have some effect on the
injury and death rate in robbery, as discussed below.

Robbery Consequences

Robbery issuch aserious crimein part because of thelarge
number of robbery-related injuries and deaths. Some of these
injuries and deaths are an inescapable by-product of the rob-
bery process, and most any intervention that reduced the
overall rpbbery rate would probably aso reduce the number
of victim'casualities. There is considerable evidence, on the
other hand, that there exists agood deal of "excess violence'
in robbery — gratuitous violence that is not the consequence
of victim resistance (Cook, 1980). For this reason, it is con-
ceivaolfe that interventions could be designed that would

reduce the amount of violence in robbery without reducing

theoverdl robbery rate. Thefdony murder ruleisan example
of such an intervention. Other possibilities for reducing rob-

bery murder include strengthening legd controls on gun com-

merce and adopting specia sentencing provisionsfor robbers,
who use guns.

Interventions that are oriented towards reducing gun use
will not reducetheinjury ratein robbery, snce gun robberies
are much lesslikdy to result in victim injury than other types
of robbery. One possible intervention focused on robbery in-
jury is to single out robbery defendants who are aso
chargeable with injuring their victims for high priority han-
diing in the courts.

Robberies result in financial losses to victims as well as
physica or psychological trauma. Potential victims can limit
the financid loss by limiting the amount of cash they carry.
This policy has of course been adopted by a number of com-
mercia targetsin large cities— gas stations, buses, taxis, and
so forth. Bur the public concern about robbery is motivated
by thefear of injury more than by the concern with financia
loss; that is precisgly why robbery is so much more serious
than purse snatching or shoplifting. Indeed, the most impor-
tant effect of "cash limitation" policies by commercid places
and public transport vehiclesisto reduce the likdlihood of in-
jury to employees by reducing therobbery victimization rate.

Summary

There are a number of interventions available to the
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criminal justice system that have the potential for reducing
either the rate or the seriousness of robbery.

First is the traditiona strategy of devoting greater effort,
or perhaps better focusad effort, to arresting, convicting, and
incarcerating robbers. Given limited resources, the problem
is to set appropriate priorities for the alocation of prosecu-
tion and prison capacity among robbery defendants. One
aspect of tiiisproblem isto develop means for identifying that
subgroup of robbery defendants who are most likely to pur-
sue active criminal careers and/or inflict serious injuries on
their future victims. Crimina careers research is directly ree-
vant in this context. A second aspect of the priority setting
problem is to determine which types of robbery induce the
greatest harm and hence should be most actively discouraged.
One traditiond distinction in this regard is between armed
and unarmed robbery; many jurisdictions have recently
created an additional distinction between robbery with agun
and robbery committed with another weapon. The wisdom
of thesedigtinctions can beinvestigated by studying the causal
rote of weapons in determining the outcome of the robbery.

A second type of intervention is to encourage robbery
targets to protect themsdlves, and to cooperate with the
criminal justice system investigation and prosecution of rob'
bery suspects. The posshilities here include everything from
the formation of neighborhood watch associations to the in-
stallation of hidden cameras and methods for limiting the

amount of reedily available"loot." Religble evaluation of such
mesures is difficult due to the resistance of public agencies
to conducting experiments, but even post hoc eval uations of
exigting programs can generate some ussful evidence.

A third type of intervention applies gpecificdly to schools.
If the robbery problem is anywhere near as severe in junior
and senior high schools asindicated by the Violent Schools-
Safe School s report, then it warrants immediate attention. It
is possible that a good dedl can be accomplished to reduce
inschool robberies through internal policies implemented by
schoal officids. More problematic is the extent to which the
criminal justice system can and should be directly involved
in maintaining order within the schools— indeed, parents
and school officids are often inclined to resst outside "in-
terference" in what they congder to be internal concerns. In
any event, thefirst mgor research project in thisareashould
be to develop a rdiable characterization of the nature and
seriousness of the problem.

The fourth and find type of intervention is to modify
policiesdirected at controlling youth's accessto drugs, dcohol,
and guns. Despite years of research on the drug/crime nexus,
itistill not clear whether amore active policy in controlling
illicit drugs would reduce or increase the robbery rate. The
causal role of alcohol use in robbery has not been evaluated.
The relationship between gun availability and robbery pat-
terns is better understood, but certainly not resolved.
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