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Some basic facts: 

1. There are more bank 
robberies (high ability  
robbers) in Italy than in the 
rest of Europe all together.    

2. Average prison sentence: 10 
years in the US, 3 years and 6 
months in Piedmont (hard to 
find statistics…) 

3. Large difference in severity 
across countries. 

4. Italian banks spend 800 mil. 
Euro a year in security 
investments   

Robberies 



Are things getting better? 
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RETRIBUTION+DETERRENCE+INCAPACITATION: 
1. More prison time to recidivating offenders  
2. More prison time to the most prolific 

offenders 
3. More prison time to the most able offenders  
 
How can we identify the more socially harmful 
offenders? Very important at times of prison 
overcrowding!! 

 

What can we do? 
The never-ending circle 



Identification of harmfulness 

 

We are going to “scan” criminals 
using two types of data. 

 

1. Prison data (Emily Owens) 

2. Police Data (myself) 
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• Can economic insight help reduce crime? 

– Do criminals look like homo economicus? 



Criminal Careers & Criminal Firms 

6/24/2013 Criminal Careers and Criminal Firms 7 

• Can economic insight help reduce crime? 

– Are we assigning the right punishments the right 
offenders? 
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• Part 1: Criminal Careers 

• How does robbery fit into a criminal’s career 
trajectory? 

– Industry switching? 

– Specialization with tenure? 

 

• Do  judges assign longer sentences to those most 
likely to re-offend? 

– MC=MB? 

 

 



Criminal Careers compared to what? 
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• Golan, Lane, and McEntarfers (2007) 

• Of people working in period t-1 

– 24% will switch industries in t 

– 64% will stay in the same industry in t 

– 12% will exit the labor force in t 

 

– More industry persistence for older workers 

 

 



Criminal Careers: The Data 
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• Administrative records from two Milanese 
Correctional Facilities in collaboration with the 
Dipartimento di Amministrazione Penitenziaria 
(Ministry of Justice) and Daniele Terlizzese (EIEF) 

 

– Incarcerated  in Bollate or Opera Prison between 
2001 and 2012 

– Incarcerated at least once for robbery 

• Lifetime incarceration history 

• 7,000 robbers, 30,000 incarcerations 



Convicted Criminals in Milan 
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The complicated relationship 
between age and criminality 
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Criminal “drop out”  Younger criminals = less “criminal” 



Shift and expansion of the age 
distribution  
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Convicted Criminals in Milan 
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When do people start their careers? 
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30% 

60% 

Human capital and career length 



Is Crime Really Random? 
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The “Generalist” model 
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How does a criminal career evolve? 

6/24/2013 Criminal Careers and Criminal Firms 19 



How do criminals move between 
industries? 
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Industry switching and experience 
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High Frequency  
Criminals 

Increasing Specialization  
over time 



Crime is (relatively) persistent! 
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Golan, Lane, and McEntarfers (2007) 



What can we do with this? 
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• Criminal Careers as simply “Careers”  

– Low skilled labor market 

• Transitions with related crimes 

 

– More Experience 

More Specialized 

More Active 

 

 

 

 



Are Judges setting MC=MB? 
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• Future harm (MB) = Recidivism 
 

• Are the factors that are associated with 
recidivism also associated with longer 
punishments? 

 
– Outcome of 6,039 convictions 

• What factors indicate a mid-career criminal? 

• Do mid-career criminals get longer sentences than 
people already at the end of their career? 



MB:Who stays in crime? 
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Are judges setting MC=MB? 
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Are judges setting MC=MB? 



How can we measure “potential” social 
harm? 

In case of robberies its relatively easy (disregarding the risk 
of casualties): 

MORE LOOT & LESS RISK OF ARREST = MORE SOCIAL HARM 

PRISON 
 
 
 TIME 



How to weigh loot and risk 

Jail  no earnings  
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• Developed by the Milan police department in 2008 
by Mario Venturi, a number-crunching police officer 

• Used to (successfully) predict and fight commercial 
robberies. 

• Contain individual data on loot and arrest. 

• Track groups of robbers over time: 

– Time-series dimension of criminal behavior (unique) 

– Learning, evolution of size, mobility, etc. 

 

DATA: Predictive Policing (KEY CRIME) 
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Estimation of D 
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Targets 

 



Size of the group and D (VoP) 



Nationalities 

 



Weapons 
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Casual effects or ability? 

• Until now we have just described some differences in D. 

• This does not mean that using a gun causes an increase 
in the “value of production” D. 

• Groups of more professional robbers may have 
unobserved abilities that might be associated with higher 
D and the use of guns. 

• Next, we’ll exploit differences over time in the use of 
weapons, and more generally modus operandi. 

• In other words, can                               become?  

6/24/2013 Criminal Careers and Criminal Firms 40 



6/24/2013 Criminal Careers and Criminal Firms 41 



Intuition: Y and p as functions of 
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Δ = marginal changes in D 



How does this compare to 
the sentence 
enhancements? 

• “Firearms” receive 38 
percent stiffer sentences 
but are 200 percent more 
productive. 

• Knifes 0.19 versus 1.60. 

• Number of robbers 0.08 
versus 0.60. 

• Recidivism=0… but since 
then there was a reform 

 

• Scope for more “targeted” 
sentencing.  
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Conclusions 

• Micro-level data on  criminal behavior allow us to 
highlight the most “productive” and thus socially 
harmful offenders. 

• Optimal sentencing should be even more targeted 
towards the most productive offenders (on top of 
generating deterrence and additionally reducing the 
social cost). 

• Hopefully the studies highlighted that the 
cooperation between academia and policy makers 
can be beneficial for all parties involved. 
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THE END 

THANK YOU 
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Crime and Economics 

Economics of Crime 


