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THE SPECIFIC DETERRENT EFFECTS OF
ARREST FOR DOMESTIC ASSAULT*

RICHARD A. BERK
Upniversity of California, Santa Barbara
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University of Maryland, College Park
and Police Foundation
with
42 Patrol Officers of the Minneapolis Police Department,
Nancy Wester, Donileen Loseke, David Rauma, Debra Morrow, Amy Curtis,
Kay Gamble, Roy Roberts, Phyllis Newton, and Gayle Gubman

The specific deterrence doctrine and labeling theory predict opposite effects of
punishment on individual rates of deviance. The limited cross-sectional evidence
available on the question is inconsistent, and experimental evidence has been
lacking. The Police Foundation and the Minneapolis Police Department tested these
hypotheses in a field experiment on domestic violence. Three police responses to
simple assault were randomly assigned to legally eligible suspects: an arrest;
“advice” (including, in some cases, informal mediation); and an order to the suspect
to leave for eight hours. The behavior of the suspect was tracked for six months after
the police intervention, with both official data and victim reports. The official
recidivism measures show that the arrested suspects manifested significantly less
subsequent violence than those who were ordered to leave. The victim report data
show that the arrested subjects manifested significantly less subsequent violence
than those who were advised. The findings falsify a deviance amplification model of
labeling theory beyond initial labeling, and fail to falsify the specific deterrence
prediction for a group of offenders with a high percentage of prior histories of both
domestic violence and other kinds of crime.

Sociologists since Durkheim ([1893]
1972:126) have speculated about how the
punishment of individuals affects their behav-
ior. Two bodies of literature, specific deter-
rence and labeling, have developed competing
predictions (Thorsell and Klemke, 1972).
Durkheim, for example, implicitly assumed
with Bentham that the pains of punishment
deter people from repeating the crimes for
which they are punished, especially when
punishment is certain, swift and severe. More
recent work has fostered the ironic view that
punishment often makes individuals more
likely to commit crimes because of altered in-
teractional structures, foreclosed legal oppor-
tunities and secondary deviance (Lemert,
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1951, 1967; Schwartz and Skolnick, 1962;
Becker, 1963).

Neither prediction can muster consistent
empirical support. The few studies that allege
effects generally employ weak designs in which
it is difficult, if not impossible, to control
plausibly for all important factors confounded
with criminal justice sanctions and the rule-
breaking behavior that may follow. Thus, some
claim to show that punishment deters individu-
als punished (Clarke, 1966; F.B.1., 1967:34-44;
Cohen and Stark, 1974:30; Kraut, 1976; Mur-
ray and Cox, 1979; McCord, 1983), while
others claim to show that punishment increases
their deviance (Gold and Williams, 1969;
Shoham, 1974; Farrington, 1977; Klemke,
1978). Yet all of these studies suffer either
methodological or conceptual flaws as tests of
the effects of punishment (Zimring and Haw-
kins, 1973; Gibbs, 1975; Hirschi, 1975; Tittle,
1975), especially the confounding of incarcera-
tion with attempts to rehabilitate and the fre-
quent failure to differentiate effects for dif-
ferent types of offenders and offenses (Lem-
pert, 1981-1982).

Perhaps the strongest evidence to date
comes from a randomized experiment con-
ducted by Lincoln et al. (unpubl.). The ex-
periment randomly assigned juveniles, who
had already been apprehended, to four dif-
ferent treatments ranked in their formality: re-
lease; two types of diversion; and formal
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charging. The more formal and official the pro-
cessing, the more frequent the repeat crimi-
nality over a two-year follow-up period. This
study supports labeling theory for arrested ju-
veniles, although it cannot isolate the labeling
or deterrent effects of arrest per se.

In all likelihood, of course, punishment has
not one effect, but many, varying across types
of people and situations (Chambliss, 1967; An-
denaes, 1971). As Lempert (1981-1982:523)
argues, ‘it is only by attending to a range of
such offenses that we will be able to develop a
general theory of deterrence.” The variables
affecting the deterrability of juvenile delin-
quency, white-collar crime, armed robbery and
domestic violence may be quite different.
Careful accumulation of findings from different
settings will help us differentiate the variables
which are crime- or situation-specific and those
which apply across settings.

In this spirit, we report here a study of the
impact of punishment in a particular setting,
for a particular offense, and for particular
kinds of individuals. Over an eighteen-month
period, police in Minneapolis applied one of
three intervention strategies in incidents of
misdemeanor domestic assault: arrest; order-
ing the offender from the premises; or some
form of advice which could include mediation.
The three interventions were assigned ran-
domly to households, and a critical outcome
was the rate of repeat incidents. The relative
effect of arrest should hold special interest for
the specific deterrence-labeling controversy.

POLICING DOMESTIC ASSAULTS

Police have been typically reluctant to make
arrests for domestic violence (Berk and
Loseke, 1981), as well as for a wide range of
other kinds of offenses, unless victims demand
an arrest, the suspect insults the officer, or
other factors are present (Sherman, 1980). Par-
nas’s (1972) qualitative observations of the
Chicago police found four categories of police
action in these situations: negotiating or
otherwise ‘‘talking out” the dispute; threaten-
ing the disputants and then leaving; asking one
of the parties to leave the premises; or (very
rarely) making an arrest.

Similar patterns are found in many other
cities. Surveys of battered women who tried to
have their domestic assailants arrested report
that arrest occurred in 10 percent (Roy,
1977:35) or 3 percent (see Langley and Levy,
1977:219) of the cases. Surveys of police agen-
cies in Illinois (Illinois Law Enforcement
Commission, 1978) and New York (Office of
the Minority Leader, 1978) found explicit
policies against arrest in the majority of the
agencies surveyed. Despite the fact that vio-
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lence is reported to be present in one-third
(Bard and Zacker, 1974) to two-thirds (Black,
1980) of all domestic disturbances police re-
spond to, police department data show arrests
in only 5 percent of those disturbances in Oak-
land (Hart, n.d., cited in Meyer and Lorimer,
1977:21), 6 percent of those disturbances in a
Colorado city (Patrick et al., n.d., cited in
Meyer and Lorimer, 1977:21) and 6 percent in
Los Angeles County (Emerson, 1979).

The best available evidence on the frequency
of arrest is the observations from the Black and
Reiss study of Boston, Washington and
Chicago police in 1966 (Black, 1980:182).
Police responding to disputes in those cities
made arrests in 27 percent of violent felonies
and 17 percent of the violent misdemeanors.
Among married couples (Black, 1980:158),
they made arrests in 26 percent of the cases,
but tried to remove one of the parties in 38
percent of the cases.

An apparent preference of many police for
separating the parties rather than arresting the
offender has been attacked from two directions
over the last fifteen years. The original critique
came from clinical psychologists, who agreed
that police should rarely make arrests (Potter,
1978:46; Fagin, 1978:123-24) in domestic as-
sault cases, and argued .that police should
mediate the disputes responsible for the vio-
lence. A highly publicized demonstration proj-
ect teaching police special counseling skills for
family crisis intervention (Bard, 1970) failed to
show a reduction in violence, but was inter-
preted as a success nonetheless. By 1977, a
national survey of police agencies with 100 or
more officers found that over 70 percent re-
ported a family crisis intervention training pro-
gram in operation. While it is not clear whether
these programs reduced separation and in-
creased mediation, a decline in arrests was
noted for some (Wylie et al., 1976). Indeed,
many sought explicitly to reduce the number of
arrests (University of Rochester, 1974; Ket-
terman and Kravitz, 1978).

By the mid-1970s, police practices were
criticized from the opposite direction by
feminist groups. Just as psychologists suc-
ceeded in having many police agencies respond
to domestic violence as “‘half social work and
half police work,”” feminists began to argue that
police put “too much emphasis on the social
work aspect and not enough on the criminal”
(Langley and Levy, 1977:218). Widely pub-
licized lawsuits in New York and Oakland
sought to compel police to make arrests in
every case of domestic assault, and state
legislatures were lobbied successfully to re-
duce the evidentiary requirements needed for
police to make arrests for misdemeanor
domestic assaults. Some legislatures are now
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considering statutes requiring police to make
arrests in these cases.

The feminist critique was bolstered by a
study (Police Foundation, 1976) showing that
for 85 percent of a sample of spousal
homicides, police had intervened at least once
in the preceding two years. For 54 percent of
the homicides, police had intervened five or
more times. But it was impossible to determine
from the cross-sectional data whether making
more or fewer arrests would have reduced the
homicide rate.

In sum, police officers confronting a domes-
tic assault suspect face at least three conflicting
options, urged on them by different groups
with different theories. The officers’ colleagues
might recommend forced separation as a
means of achieving short-term peace. Alter-
natively, the officers’ trainers might recom-
mend mediation as a means of getting to the
underlying cause of the “‘dispute” (in which
both parties are implicitly assumed to be at
fault). Finally, the local women’s organizations
may recommend that the officer protect the
victim (whose “‘fault,” if any, is legally irrele-
vant) and enforce the law to deter such acts in
the future.

RESEARCH DESIGN

In response to these conflicting recom-
mendations, the Police Foundation and the
Minneapolis Police Department agreed to con-
duct a randomized experiment. The design
called for random assignment of arrest, sep-
aration, and some form of advice which could
include mediation at the officer’s discretion. In
addition, there was to be a six-month follow-up
period to measure the frequency and serious-
ness of domestic violence after each police in-
tervention. The advantages of randomized ex-
periments are well known and need not be re-
viewed here (see, e.g., Cook and Campbell,
1979).

The design only applied to simple (mis-
demeanor) domestic assaults, where both the
suspect and the victim were present when the
police arrived. Thus, the experiment included
only those cases in which police were empow-
ered (but not required) to make arrests under
a recently liberalized Minnesota state law; the
police officer must have probable cause to be-
lieve that a cohabitant or spouse had assaulted
the victim within the last four hours (but police
need not have witnessed the assault). Cases of
life-threatening or severe injury, usually
labeled as a felony (aggravated assault), were
excluded from the design for ethical reasons.

The design called for each officer to carry a
pad of report forms, color coded for the three
different police actions. Each time the officers
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encountered a situation that fit the exper-
iment’s criteria, they were to take whatever
action was indicated by the report form on the
top of the pad. We numbered the forms and
arranged them in random order for each of-
ficer. The integrity of the random assignment
was to be monitored by research staff observ-
ers riding on patrol for a sample of evenings.

After police action was taken, the officer
was to fill out a brief report and give it to the
research staff for follow-up. As a further check
on the randomization process, the staff logged
in the reports in the order in which they were
received and made sure that the sequence cor-
responded to the original assignment of treat-
ments.

Anticipating something of the victims’ back-
ground, a predominantly minority, female re-
search staff was employed to contact the vic-
tims for a detailed face-to-face interview, to be
followed by telephone follow-up interviews
every two weeks for 24 weeks. The interviews
were designed primarily to measure the fre-
quency and seriousness of victimizations caused
by the suspect after the police intervention.!
The research staff also collected criminal jus-
tice reports that mentioned the suspect’s
name during the six-month follow-up period.

CONDUCT OF THE EXPERIMENT

As is common in field experiments, im-
plementation of the research design entailed
some slippage from the original plan. In order
to gather data as quickly as possible, the ex-
periment was originally located in the two
Minneapolis precincts with the highest density
of domestic violence crime reports and arrests.
The 34 officers assigned to those areas were
invited to a three-day planning meeting and
asked to participate in the study for one year.
All but one agreed. The conference also pro-
duced a draft order for the chief’s signature
specifying the rules of the experiment. These
rules created several new situations to be ex-
cluded from the experiment, such as if a sus-
pect attempted to assault police officers, a vic-
tim persistently demanded an arrest, or if both
parties were injured. These additional ex-
ceptions, unfortunately, allowed for the possi-
bility of differential attrition from the separa-
tion and mediation treatments. The im-

! The protocols were based heavily on instruments
designed for an NIMH-funded study of spousal vio-
lence conducted by Richard A. Berk, Sarah
Fenstermaker Berk, and Ann D. Witte (Center for
Studies of Crime and Delinquency, Grant #MH-
34616-01). A similar protocol was developed for the
suspects, but only twenty-five of them agreed to be
interviewed.
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plications for internal validity are discussed
later.

The experiment began on March 17, 1981,
with the expectation that it would take about
one year to produce about 300 cases (it ran
until August 1, 1982, and produced 330 case
reports.) The officers agreed to meet monthly
with the project director (Sherman) and the
project manager (Wester). By the third or
fourth month, two facts became clear: (1) only
about 15 to 20 officers were either coming to
meetings or turning in cases; and (2) the rate at
which the cases were turned in would make it
difficult to complete the project in one year. By
November, we decided to recruit more officers
in order to obtain cases more rapidly. Eighteen
additional officers joined the project, but like
the original group, most of these officers only
turned in one or two cases. Indeed, three of the
original officers produced almost 28 percent of
the cases, in part because they worked a par-
ticularly violent beat, and in part because they
had a greater commitment to the study. Since
the treatments were randomized by officer,
this created no internal validity problem. How-
ever, it does raise construct validity problems
to which we will later return.

There is little doubt that many of the officers
occasionally failed to follow fully the exper-
imental design. Some of the failures were due
to forgetfulness, such as leaving the report
pads at home or at the police station. Other
failures derived from misunderstanding about
whether the experiment applied in certain situ-
ations; application of the experimental rules
under complex circumstances was sometimes
confusing. Finally, from time to time there
were situations that were simply not covered
by the experiment’s rules.

Whether any officers intentionally subverted
the design is unclear. The plan to monitor ran-
domization with ride-along observers broke
down because of the unexpectedly low inci-
dence of cases meeting the experimental
criteria. The observers had to ride for many
weeks before they observed an officer apply
one of the treatments. We tried to solve this
problem with ‘““chase-alongs,”” in which the ob-
servers rode in their own car with a portable
police radio and drove to the scene of any
domestic call dispatched to any officer in the
precinct. Even this method failed.

Thus, we are left with at least two disturbing
possibilities. First, police officers anticipating
(e.g., from the dispatch call) a particular kind
of incident, and finding the upcoming exper-
imental treatment inappropriate, may have oc-
casionally decided to void the experiment.
That is, they may have chosen to exclude cer-
tain cases in violation of the experimental de-
sign. This amounts to differential attrition,
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which is clearly a threat to internal validity.
Note that if police officers blindly decided to
exclude certain cases (e.g., because they did
not feel like filling out the extra forms on a
given day), all would be well for internal va-
lidity.

Second, since the recording officer’s pad
was supposed to govern the actions of each
pair of officers, some officers may also have
switched the assignment of driver and record-
ing officer after deciding a case fit the study in
order to obtain a treatment they wanted to
apply. If the treatments were switched be-
tween driver and recorder, then the internal
validity was again threatened. However, this
was almost certainly uncommon because it was
generally easier not to fill out a report at all
than to switch.

Table 1 shows the degree to which the treat-
ments were delivered as designed.? Ninety-
nine percent of the suspects targeted for arrest
actually were arrested, while only 78 percent of
those to receive advice did, and only 73 per-
cent of those to be sent out of the residence for
eight hours were actually sent. One explana-
tion for this pattern, consistent with the ex-
perimental guidelines, is that mediating and
sending were more difficult ways for police to
control the situation, with a greater likelihood
that officers might resort to arrest as a fallback
position. When the assigned treatment is ar-
rest, there is no need for a fallback position.
For example, some offenders may have re-
fused to comply with an order to leave the
premises.

Such differential attrition would potentially
bias estimates of the relative effectiveness of
arrest by removing uncooperative and difficult
offenders from the mediation and separation
treatments. Any deterrent effect could be un-
derestimated and, in the extreme, artifactual
support for deviance amplification could be
found. That is, the arrest group would have too
many ‘“‘bad guys” relative to the other treat-
ments.

We can be more systematic about other fac-
tors affecting the movement of cases away
from the designed treatments. The three deliv-
ered treatments represent a polychotomous
outcome amenable to multivariate statistical
analysis. We applied a multinominal logit for-
mulation (Amemiya, 1981:1516-19; Maddala,
1983:34-37), which showed that the designed
treatment was the dominant cause of the
treatment actually received (a finding sug-
gested by Table 1). However, we also found
that five other variables had a statistically sig-

2 Sixteen cases were dropped because no treat-
ment was applied or because the case did not belong
in the study (i.e., a fight between a father and son).
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Table 1. Designed and Delivered Police Treatments
in Spousal Assault Cases

Delivered Treatment

Designed
Treatment Arrest Advise Separate  Total
Arrest 98.9% 0.0% 1.1% 29.3%
91 ) ) 92)
Advise 17.6%  77.8% 4.6% 34.4%
(19) (84) ) (108)
Separate 22.8% 4.4% 72.8% 36.3%
(26) ) (83) (114)
Total 43.4%  28.3% 28.3% 100%
(136) (89) (89) 314)

nificant effect on ‘‘upgrading” the separation
and advice treatments to arrests: whether
police reported the suspect was rude; whether
police reported the suspect tried to assault one
(or both) of the police officers; whether police
reported weapons were involved; whether the
victim persistently demanded a citizen’s arrest;
and whether a restraining order was being vio-
lated. We found no evidence that the back-
ground or characteristics of the suspect or vic-
tim (e.g., race) affected the treatment received.

Overall, the logit model fit the data very
well. For well over 80 percent of the cases, the
model’'s predicted treatment was the same
as the actual treatment (i.e., correct class-
ifications), and minor alterations in the as-
signment threshold would have substantially
improved matters. Moreover, a chi-square test
on the residuals was not statistically significant
(i.e., the observed and predicted treatments
differed by no more than chance). In summary,
we were able to model the assignment process
with remarkable success simply by employing
the rules of the experimental protocol (for
more details, see Berk and Sherman, 1983).

We were less fortunate with the interviews
of the victims; only 205 (of 330, counting the
few repeat victims twice) could be located and
initial interviews obtained, a 62 percent com-
pletion rate. Many of the victims simply could
not be found, either for the initial interview or
for follow-ups: they either left town, moved
somewhere else or refused to answer the phone
or doorbell. The research staff made up to 20
attempts to contact these victims, and often
employed investigative techniques (asking
friends and neighbors) to find them. Sometimes
these methods worked, only to have the victim
give an outright refusal or break one or more
appointments to meet the interviewer at a
“safe” location for the interview.

The response rate to the bi-weekly follow-up
interviews was even lower than for the initial
interview, as in much research on women
crime victims. After the first interview, for
which the victims were paid $20, there was a
gradual falloff in completed interviews with
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each successive wave; only 161 victims pro-
vided all 12 follow-up interviews over the six
months, a completion rate of 49 percent.
Whether paying for the follow-up interviews
would have improved the response rate is un-
clear; it would have added over $40,000 to the
cost of the research. When the telephone inter-
views yielded few reports of violence, we
moved to conduct every fourth interview in
person, which appeared to produce more re-
ports of violence.

There is absolutely no evidence that the ex-
perimental treatment assigned to the offender
affected the victim’s decision to grant initial
interviews. We estimated a binary logit equa-
tion for the dichotomous outcome: whether or
not an initial interview was obtained. Re-
gressors included the experimental treatments
(with one necessarily excluded), race of the
victim, race of the offender, and a number of
attributes of the incident (from the police
sheets). A joint test on the full set of regressors
failed to reject the null hypothesis that all of the
logit coefficients were zero. More important
for our purposes, none of the t-values for the
treatments was in excess of 1.64; indeed, none
was greater than 1.0 in absolute value. In short,
while the potential for sample selection bias
(Heckman, 1979; Berk, 1983) certainly exists
(and is considered later), that bias does not
stem from obvious sources, particularly the
treatments. This implies that we may well be
able to meaningfully examine experimental ef-
fects for the subset of individuals from whom
initial interviews were obtained. The same
conclusions followed when the follow-up
interviews were considered.

In sum, despite the practical difficulties of
controlling an experiment and interviewing
crime victims in an emotionally charged and
violent social context, the experiment suc-
ceeded in producing a promising sample of 314
cases with complete official outcome measures
and an apparently unbiased sample of re-
sponses from the victims in those cases.

RESULTS

The 205 completed initial interviews provide
some sense of who the subjects are, although
the data may not properly represent the char-
acteristics of the full sample of 314. They show
the now familiar pattern of domestic violence
cases coming to police attention being dispro-
portionately unmarried couples with lower
than average educational levels, dispropor-
tionately minority and mixed race (black male,
white female), and who were very likely to
have had prior violent incidents with police
intervention. The 60 percent suspect unem-
ployment rate is strikingly high in a community

This content downloaded from
128.122.149.96 on Mon, 29 Jun 2020 09:23:36 UTC
All use subject to https://about.jstor.org/terms



266

AMERICAN SOCIOLOGICAL REVIEW

Table 2. Victim and Suspect Characteristics: Initial Interview Data and Police Sheets

A. Unemployment
Victims 61%
Suspects 60%
B. Relationship of Suspect to Victim

Divorced or separated husband 3%
Unmarried male lover 45%
Current husband 35%
Wife or girlfriend 2%
Son, brother, roommate, other 15%
C. Prior Assaults and Police Involvement
Victims assaulted by suspect, last six months 80%
Police intervention in domestic dispute,
last six months 60%
Couple in Counseling Program 27%
D. Prior Arrests of Male Suspects
Ever Arrested For Any Offense 59%
Ever Arested For Crime Against Person 31%
Ever Arrested on Domestic Violence Statute 5%
Ever Arrested On An Alcohol Offense 2%%
E. Mean Age
Victims 30 years
Suspects 32 years
F. Education Victims Suspects
< high school 43% 42%
high school only 33% 36%
> high school 24% 22%
G. Race Victims Suspects
White 57% 45%
Black 23% 36%
Native American 18% 16%
Other 2% 3%

N = 205 (Those cases for which initial interviews were obtained)

with only about 5 percent of the workforce
unemployed. The 59 percent prior arrest rate is
also strikingly high, suggesting (with the 80
percent prior domestic assault rate) that the
suspects generally are experienced lawbreak-
ers who are accustomed to police interven-
tions. But with the exception of the heavy rep-
resentation of Native Americans (due to Min-
neapolis’ unique proximity to many Indian res-
ervations), the characteristics in Table 2 are
probably close to those of domestic violence
cases coming to police attention in other large
U.S. cities.

Two kinds of outcome measures will be con-
sidered. One is a police-recorded *‘failure” of
the offender to survive the six-month follow-up
period without having police generate a written
report on the suspect for domestic violence,
either through an offense or an arrest report
written by any officer in the department, or
through a subsequent report to the project re-
search staff of a randomized (or other) inter-
vention by officers participating in the experi-
ment. A second kind of measure comes from
the interviews with victims, in which victims
were asked if there had been a repeat incident
with the same suspect, broadly defined to in-
clude an actual assault, threatened assault, or
property damage.

The two kinds of outcomes were each for-
mulated in two complementary ways: as a
dummy variable (i.e., repeat incident or not)
and as the amount of time elapsed from the
treatment to either a failure or the end of the
follow-up period. For each of the two out-
comes, three analyses were performed: the
first using a linear probability model; the sec-
ond using a logit formulation; and the third
using a proportional hazard approach. The
dummy outcome was employed for the linear
probability and logit analyses, while the
time-to-failure was employed for the propor-
tional hazard method.3

Given the randomization, we began in
traditional analysis of variance fashion. The
official measure of a repeat incident was re-
gressed on the treatment received for the sub-

3 In addition to the linear probability model, the
logit and proportional hazard formulations can be
expressed in forms such that the outcome is a proba-
bility (e.g., the probability of a new violent incident).
However, three slightly different response functions
are implied. We had no theoretical basis for selecting
the proper response function, and consequently used
all three. We expected that the substantive results
could be essentially invariant across the three for-
mulations.
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Table 3. Experimental Results for Police Data
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Proportional
Linear Logistic Hazard Rate
Variable Coef t-value Coef t-value Coef t-value
Intercept (separate) 0.24 5.03* —1.10 —4.09* — -—
Arrest —0.14 —2.21%* -1.02 —2.21* -0.97 —2.28*
Advise -0.05 -0.79 -0.31 -0.76 -0.32 —0.88
F = 2.01 Chi-square = 5.19 Chi-square = 5.48
P= .07 P=.07 P = .06
N = 314

* p < .05, two-tailed test.

set of 314 cases (out of 330) that fell within the
definition of the experiment. Compared to the
baseline treatment of separation, which had the
highest recidivism rate in the police data, the
arrest treatment reduced repeat occurrences
by a statistically significant amount (t = —2.38).
Twenty-six percent of those separated com-
mitted a repeat assault, compared to 13 percent
of those arrested. The mediation treatment was
statistically indistinguishable from the other
two. To help put this in perspective, 18.2 per-
cent of the households failed overall.

The apparent treatment effect for arrest in
this conventional analysis was suggestive, but
there was a danger of biased estimates from the
“upgrading” of some separation and advise
treatments. In response, we applied variations
on the corrections recommended by Barnow et
al. (1980: esp. 55). In brief, we inserted instru-
mental variables in place of the delivered
treatments when the treatment effects were
analyzed. These instruments, in turn, were
constructed from the multinomial logit model
described earlier.*

Table 3 shows the results of the adjusted
models. The first two columns report the re-
sults for the linear probability approach.
Again, we find a statistically significant effect
for arrest (t = —2.21). However, it is well
known that the linear probability model will
produce inefficient estimates of the regression
coefficients and biased (and inconsistent) esti-
mates of the standard errors. Significance
tests, therefore, are suspect. Consequently, we
also estimated a logit model, with pretty much
the same result. At the mean of the endogenous
variable (i.e., 18.2 percent), the logit coeffi-
cient for arrest translates into nearly the same
effect (i.e., —.15) found with the linear proba-
bility model (t = —2.21).

One might still object that the use of a
dummy variable outcome neglects right-hand

4 We did nor simply use the conditional expecta-
tions of a multinomial logit model. We used an alter-
native procedure to capitalize on the initial random
assignment. The details can be found in Berk and
Sherman (1983).

censoring. In brief, one cannot observe failures
that occur after the end of the experimental
period, so that biased (and inconsistent) results
follow. Thus, we applied a proportional hazard
analysis (Lawless, 1982: Ch. 7) that adjusts for
right-hand censoring. In this model the time-
to-failure dependent variable is transformed
into (roughly) the probability at any given mo-
ment during the six-month follow-up period of
a new offense occurring, given that no new
offenses have yet been committed. The last
two columns of Table 3 indicate that, again, an
effect for arrest surfaces (t = —2.28). The
coefficient of —0.97 implies that compared to
the baseline of separation, those experiencing
an arrest were less likely to commit a new
battery by a multiplicative factor of .38 (i.e.,
e raised to the —0.97 power). If the earlier re-
sults are translated into comparable terms, the
effects described by the proportional hazard
formulation are the largest we have seen (see
footnote 4). But the major message is that the
arrest effect holds up under three different
statistical methods based on slightly different
response functions. Overall, the police data in-
dicate that the separation treatment produces
the highest recidivism, arrest produces the
lowest, with the impact of ‘“‘advise” (from
doing nothing to mediation) indistinguishable
from the other two effects.

Table 4 shows the results when self-report
data are used. A “‘failure” is defined as a new
assault, property destruction or a threatened
assault. (Almost identical results follow from a
definition including only a new assault.) These
results suggest a different ordering of the
effects, with arrest still producing the lowest
recidivism rate (at 19%), but with advice
producing the highest (37%).

Overall, 28.9 percent of the suspects in Table
4 ““fajled.” Still, the results are much the same
as found for the official failure measure. How-
ever, given the effective sample of 161, we are
vulnerable to sample selection bias. In re-
sponse, we applied Heckman’s (1979) sample
selection corrections. The results were virtu-
ally unchanged (and are therefore not re-
ported).
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Table 4. Experimental Results for Victim Report Data
Proportional
Linear Logistic Hazard Rate
Variable Coef t-value Coef t-value Coef t-value
Intercept (advise) 0.37 5.54* -0.53 -1.70 — —
Arrest -0.18 —2.00* -0.94 -2.01* -0.82 —2.05*
Separate -0.04 -0.35 -0.15 -0.10 -0.27 -0.09
F = 231 Chi-square = 4.78 Chi-square = 4.36
P= .10 P=.09 P= .11

N = 161 (Those cases for which all follow-up interviews were obtained)

* p < .05, two-tailed test.

An obvious rival hypothesis to the deterrent
effect of arrest is that arrest incapacitates. If
the arrested suspects spend a large portion of
the next six months in jail, they would be ex-
pected to have lower recidivism rates. But the
initial interview data show this is not the case:
of those arrested, 43 percent were released
within one day, 86 percent were released
within one week, and only 14 percent were
released after one week or had not yet been
released at the time of the initial victim inter-
view. Clearly, there was very little incapacita-
tion, especially in the context of a six-month
follow-up. Indeed, virtually all those arrested
were released before the first follow-up inter-
view. Nevertheless, we introduced the length
of the initial stay in jail as a control variable.
Consistent with expectations, the story was
virtually unchanged.

Another perspective on the incapacitation
issue can be obtained by looking at repeat vio-
lence which occurred shortly after the police
intervened. If incapacitation were at work, a
dramatic effect should be found in households
experiencing arrest, especially compared to the
households experiencing advice. Table 5
shows how quickly the couples were reunited,
and of those reunited in one day, how many of
them, according to the victim, began to argue
or had physical violence again. It is apparent
that all of the police interventions effectively
stopped the violence for a 24-hour period after
the couples were reunited. Even the renewed
quarrels were few, at least with our relatively
small sample size. Hence, there is again no
evidence for an incapacitation effect. There is

also no evidence for the reverse: that arrested
offenders would take it out on the victim when
the offender returned home.

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSIONS

The experiment’s results are subject to several
qualifications. One caution is that both kinds of
outcome measures have uncertain construct
validity. The official measure no doubt ne-
glects a large number of repeat incidents, in
part because many of them were not reported,
and in part because police are sometimes re-
luctant to turn a family ““dispute” into formal
police business. However, the key is whether
there is differential measurement error by the
experimental treatments; an undercount ran-
domly distributed across the three treatments
will not bias the estimated experimental effects
(i.e., only the estimate of the intercept will be
biased). It is hard to imagine that differential
undercounting would come solely from the ac-
tions of police, since most officers were not
involved in the experiment and could not have
known what treatment had been delivered.
However, there might be differential under-
counting if offenders who were arrested were
less likely to remain on the scene after a new
assault. Having been burned once, they might
not wait around for a second opportunity. And
police told us they were less likely during the
follow-up period (and more generally) to re-
cord an incident if the offender was not pre-
sent. For example, there would be no arrest
forms since the offender was not available to
arrest. If all we had were the official outcome

Table 5. Speed of Reunion and Recidivism by Police Action

Time of Reunion

More than New New
One Day but Longer Quarrel Violence
Within Less Than or No Within Within
Police Action One Day One Week Return (N) A Day A Day
Arrested

(and released) 38% 30% 32% (N=76) ?) (1)
Separated 57% 31% 10% (N=54) 6) A3)
Advised — — (N=72) 4) 8))

N = 202 (Down from the 205 in Table 2 due to missing data)
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measures, there would be no easy way to re-
fute this possibility. Fortunately, the self-
report data are not vulnerable on these
grounds, and the experimental effects are
found nevertheless.

It is also possible that the impact for arrest
found in the official outcome measure repre-
sents a reluctance of victims to call the police.
That is, for some victims, the arrest may have
been an undesirable intervention, and rather
than face the prospect of another arrest from a
new incident, these victims might decide not to
invoke police sanctions. For example, the ar-
rest may have cost the offender several days’
work and put financial stress on the household.
Or the offender may have threatened serious
violence if the victim ever called the police
again. However, we can again observe that the
self-report data would not have been vulnera-
ble to such concerns, and the experimental ef-
fects were found nevertheless. The only way
we can see how the self-report data would fail
to support the official data is if respondents in
households experiencing arrest became more
hesitant to admit to interviewers that they had
been beaten a second time. Since there was no
differential response rate by treatment, this
possibility seems unlikely. If the arrested sus-
pects had intimidated their victims more than
the other two treatment groups, it seems more
likely that such intimidation would have shown
up in noncooperation with the interviews than
in differential underreporting of violence in the
course of the interviews.

This is not to say that the self-report data are
flawless; indeed there is some reason to believe
that there was undercounting of new incidents.
However, just as for the official data, unless
there is differential undercounting by the ex-
perimental treatments, all is well. We can think
of no good reasons why differential under-
counting should materialize. In summary,
internal validity looks rather sound.

The construct validity of the treatments is
more problematic. The advice and separation
interventions have unclear content. Perhaps
“good” mediation, given consistently, would
fare better compared to arrest. The more gen-
eral point is that the treatment effects for arrest
are only relative to the impact of the other
interventions. Should their content change, the
relative impact of arrest could change as well.

Likewise, we noted earlier that a few officers
accounted for a disproportionate number of the
cases. What we have been interpreting, there-
fore, as results from different intervention
strategies could reflect the special abilities of
certain officers to make arrest particularly ef-
fective relative to the other treatments. For
example, these officers may have been less
skilled in mediation techniques. However, we
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re-estimated the models reported in Tables 3
and 4, including an interaction effect to cap-
ture the special contributions of our high-pro-
ductivity officers. The new variable was not
statistically significant, and the treatment ef-
fect for arrest remained.

Finally, Minneapolis is hardly representative
of all urban areas. The Minneapolis Police De-
partment has many unusual characteristics,
and different jurisdictions might well keep sus-
pects in custody for longer or shorter periods
of time. The message should be clear: external
validity will have to wait for replications.

Despite these qualifications, it is apparent
that we have found no support for the deviance
amplification point of view. The arrest inter-
vention certainly did not make things worse
and may well have made things better. There
are, of course, many rejoinders. In particular,
over 80 percent of offenders had assaulted the
victims in the previous six months, and in over
60 percent of the households the police had
intervened during that interval. Almost 60 per-
cent of the suspects had previously been ar-
rested for something. Thus, the counter-
productive consequences of police sanction, if
any, may for many offenders have already
been felt. In labeling theory terms, secondary
deviation may already have been established,
producing a ceiling for the amplification effects
of formal sanctioning. However, were this the
case, the arrest treatment probably should be
less effective in households experiencing re-
cent police interventions. No such interaction
effects were found. In future analyses of these
data, however, we will inductively explore in-
teractions with more sensitive measures of
police sanctioning and prior criminal histories
of the suspects.

There are, of course, many versions of
labeling theory. For those who theorize that a
metamorphosis of self occurs in response to
official sanctions over a long period of time,
our six-month follow-up is not a relevant test.
For those who argue that the development of a
criminal self-concept is particularly likely to
occur during a lengthy prison stay or extensive
contact with criminal justice officials, the dos-
age of labeling employed in this experiemnt is
not sufficient to falsify that hypothesis. What
this experiment does seem to falsify for this
particular offense is the broader conception of
labeling implicit in the prior research by Lin-
coln et al. (unpubl.), Farrington (1977) and
others: that for every possible increment of
criminal justice response to deviance, the more
increments (or the greater the formality)
applied to the labeled deviant, the greater the
likelihood of subsequent deviation. The abso-
lute strength of the dosage is irrelevant to this
hypothesis, as long as some variation in dosage
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is present. While the experiment does not fal-
sify all possible ‘‘labeling theory’ hypotheses,
it does at least seem to falsify this one.

The apparent support for deterrence is
perhaps more clear. While we certainly have
no evidence that deterrence will work in gen-
eral, we do have findings that swift imposition
of a sanction of temporary incarceration may
deter male offenders in domestic assault cases.
And we have produced this evidence from an
unusually strong research design based on ran-
dom assignment to treatments. In short, crimi-
nal justice sanctions seem to matter for this
offense in this setting with this group of experi-
enced offenders.

A number of police implications follow.
Perhaps most important, police have histori-
cally been reluctant to make arrests in domes-
tic assault cases, in part fearing that an arrest
could make the violence worse. Criminal jus-
tice sanctions weakly applied might be insuffi-
cient to deter and set the offender on a course
of retribution. Our data indicate that such con-
cerns are by and large groundless.

Police have also felt that making an arrest
was a waste of their time: without the applica-
tion of swift and severe sanctions by the
courts, arrest and booking had no bite. Our
results indicate that only three of the 136 ar-
rested offenders were formally punished by
fines or subsequent incarceration. This sug-
gests that arrest and initial incarceration alone
may produce a deterrent effect, regardless of
how the courts treat such cases, and that arrest
makes an independent contribution to the de-
terrence potential of the criminal justice sys-
tem. Therefore, in jurisdictions that process
domestic assault offenders in a manner similar
to that employed in Minneapolis, we favor a
presumption of arrest; an arrest should be
made unless there are good, clear reasons why
an arrest would be counterproductive. We do
not, however, favor requiring arrests in all
misdemeanor domestic assault cases. Even if
our findings were replicated in a number of
jurisdictions, there is a good chance that arrest
works far better for some kinds of offenders
than others and in some kinds of situations
better than others.> We feel it best to leave
police a loophole to capitalize on that varia-
tion. Equally important, it is widely recognized
that discretion is inherent in police work. Sim-
ply to impose a requirement of arrest, irre-
spective of the features of the immediate situa-
tion, is to invite circumvention.

5 Indeed, one of the major policy issues that could
arise from further analysis of the interaction effects
would be whether police discretion should be guided
by either achieved or ascribed relevant suspect char-
acteristics.
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AN APPROACH TO SENSITIVITY ANALYSIS IN
SOCIOLOGICAL RESEARCH*

JAE-ON KiM

University of lowa

Sociologists, in particular, and social scientists, in general, are plagued by both
weak theory and weak data. When the existing theory is insufficient to make all the
relevant parameters of a statistical model identified, we often introduce dubious
assumptions to make the model identifiable. In a similar way, when the variables
under examination do not meet the measurement levels required by the statistical
model, we sometimes pretend as if they do. As a means of evaluating the extent to
which the parameter estimates are sensitive to such potential errors in model
specification and data, a new approach to sensitivity analysis is proposed. The
sensitivity index, which is the key to the new approach, has been widely used in
different disciplines under a variety of different names.

As we employ increasingly powerful statisti-
cal tools in sociological research, we are often
faced with problems caused by weak theory
and weak data. On one hand, we may not have
sufficient theory to fully specify the statistical
model, and on the other, we may have to rely
on data containing a variety of nonrandom
errors. Faced with these problems, we could
refrain from using these techniques and
thereby forgo important explorations which
only such powerful methods can provide. Or,
we could proceed as if there were no problems.
For instance, we may introduce enough arbi-
trary assumptions to make the model identifi-
able and go on to interpret the results as
usual; likewise we could treat the variables that
are measured, at best, on an ordinal scale as if
they met more stringent measurement re-
quirements.

A sensitivity analysis, which evaluates how
sensitive the conclusions of a statistical
analysis are to possible misspecifications in the
model and errors in the data, can alleviate the
problem. Such an analysis cannot in itself solve

* Direct all correspondence to: Jae-On Kim, De-
partment of Sociology, University of Iowa, Iowa
City, 1A 52242.

The author is grateful to Jane Hansen, Barry
Markovsky, Fred Pampel, Toby Parcel, David Par-
ton, Jay Teachman, and Diana Hix Warner, who
have read earlier versions of the paper and given
valuable comments, and to two anonymous re-
viewers of ASR for their comments and advice.

inherent problems in weak theory or data, but
it can minimize the chance of making false
conclusions. Better still, it may occasionally
provide us with the happy finding that some
parameter estimates are insensitive to minor
inadequacies in model specification and data.
The main objectives of this paper are to pro-
pose a general approach to sensitivity analysis,
to apply it to a sociological problem, and to
persuade researchers to use it as an indispens-
able part of their data analysis. Sociologists
(e.g., Duncan, 1969; Hauser, 1971; Jencks et
al., 1972) have used a variety of sensitivity
analyses, which Land and Felson (1978) re-
viewed. These approaches, however, address
only the problems that arise when weak theory
forces the researcher to introduce arbitrary as-
sumptions into the model, but not the problem
of errors in data. The approach proposed here
can deal with both misspecification in the
statistical model and possible errors in data.
The key to this new approach is an index of
sensitivity, which has been used in other disci-
plines, under different names, and in slightly
different contexts.! By introducing a new

! The mathematical foundation for it is readily
available in standard calculus texts under the heading
of implicit function theorem or total differential (see,
e.g., Courant and John, 1974). Readers interested in
pursuing the topic further may consult literature
dealing with the Lagrange multiplier or undeter-
mined coefficients in optimization, comparative
statics and input-output analysis in economics, and
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