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1. Introduction
Few policy issues have the potential to arouse as much intense public
debate as whether governments are doing enough to combat criminal
activity (or whether the actions being taken are the most effective). For
example, statistics indicating the pervasiveness of different types of crime
and trends in crime rates are widely disseminated and debated. Similarly,
public surveys of the public’s fear of crime—particularly violent crime—
have demonstrated growing concern about perceived crime risks amongst
the general public as well as among specific demographic groups. As a
result, governments in many countries are in the process of investing significant political capital in numerous initiatives that aim to reduce crime in
general or that target specific types of offending, such as gun crime. Of
course, these initiatives also involve the commitment of substantial economic resources. Hence, one interesting question is the extent to which
these policy interventions are informed by economic reasoning; that is,
with reference to some form of cost-effectiveness or cost–benefit thinking.
The economics of crime covers a wide range of issues, such as the effective deterrence and punishment of criminal activity (see, Di Lulio, 1996,
for a survey). A number of studies have also devoted attention to the economic costs that crime (and the fear of crime) imposes on society.
Interestingly, many of these studies construe the true costs of crime
broadly to include both tangible costs (e.g. financial outlays on personal
security and the criminal justice system) and intangible costs (e.g. the anxiety suffered by potential victims or the pain and suffering imposed on
actual victims). Indeed, for certain types of crime—in particular those
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entailing violence or the threat of violence—it seems plausible to speculate that this intangible cost will be highly significant.
In this paper we review the findings of recent studies that have sought
to measure the costs of crime.
Firstly, we discuss those approaches that describe the ‘big picture’ by
calculating the aggregate burden of all crime. While such studies have
yielded useful overall summaries about the magnitude of the crime problem, they have also revealed that surprisingly little is known, for example,
about the value of the ‘intangible’ effects of crimes that entail actual violence or the credible threat of violence. However, a growing number of
contributions to this literature have begun the process of filling this gap
through novel applications of established valuation methods—used extensively, for example, in environmental economics—to a crime context.
Secondly, we discuss those new (micro) approaches that have sought to
value the preferences of individuals or households for reductions in crime
risks using stated preference methods such as contingent valuation.
Contingent valuation (CV) is a survey-based technique that typically
involves asking respondents to state their willingness to pay (WTP) for
specified policy changes: the elicited amounts are monetary measures of
respondents’ preferences (Mitchell and Carson, 1989; Bateman et al.,
2002). Although controversial, stated preference approaches are widely
used today to inform policy decisions. Indeed, this use has been codified
in policy-making by the recent publication by the UK Government of a
manual outlining best practice in using these methods in UK policy decisions (see, for example, Bateman et al. 2002). In the context of crime,
much of this work has focused on violent crime risks where the predominant costs are mainly ‘intangible’; that is, adverse impacts on well-being
associated with the physical pain and mental distress of victimisation. Of
course, placing a money value on the physical and psychological harm
resulting from violent crime is far from straightforward. Yet neither is it an
impossible task. Moreover, such findings have direct policy relevance
through the provision of valuable and new information about the benefits
of policy initiatives that aim to reduce crime.

2. The aggregate costs of crime
There is now a growing number of studies that seek to quantify the costs
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