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by Jens Ludwig, University of Chicago; and Kevin Schnepel, Simon Fraser University

Do jobs and income-transfer programs affect 
crime? In this paper, the authors conduct a 
literature review aimed at answering this question. 
They distinguish between property crimes, which 
constitute over 80% of crimes in the United 
States, and violent crimes, which drive most of the 
social harm associated with crime. The authors 
draw on evidence from prior research to assess 

the extent to which policies that alleviate material 
hardship impact these two different kinds of 
crimes. They draw the following conclusions: 

•	 Policies that reduce economic desperation, 
such as jobs programs or more generous 
transfers, reduce property crime and, hence, 
overall crime. By contrast, such policies have 
little, if any, systematic effect on violent crime.

Policies that reduce economic desperation reduce property crime (and hence overall 
crime rates) but have little effect on violent crime. 
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Figure 1 · Effects from Prior Studies on Property vs. Violent CrimesE�ects from Prior Studies on Property vs. Violent Crimes

A) Property Crimes B) Violent Crimes

Note: This figure summarizes results from prior studies relating macroeconomic conditions, jobs programs or transfer programs 
on property and violent crimes. 
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•	 This evidence suggests that property crimes 
are motivated by profit, while violent crimes 
tend to be motivated by passion, such as 
rage. Policies designed to alleviate material 
hardship, therefore, are likely insufficient for 
preventing violent crimes.

The authors identify the following exceptions to 
the general rule stated above, which shed further 
light on the drivers of crime:

•	 While the property crime component of 
robbery seems motivated by income, the 
violence involved in robberies often appears to 
be incidental and spontaneous. 

•	 Youth summer jobs can reduce violent crime, 
though the youth who benefit the most 
economically from the jobs are not the ones for 
whom violence declines the most. Relatedly, one 
of the few in-kind transfers that reduces violence 
is Medicaid, which supports the treatment of 
people with mental health problems. These 
results suggest that human capital may matter 
more for violent crime than economic incentives.

•	 Income seems to reduce violence when it 
helps people avoid the risk of violence, such as 
assistance to help people avoid homelessness 
or domestic violence.

While these exceptions help shed light on 
the determinants of violent behavior, they 
don’t overturn the conclusion that economic 
desperation does not appear to be a key driver of 
violent crime. The result is further illustrated by 
the fact that when overall economic conditions 
improve, rates of violent crime overall do not 
necessarily follow along.

Jobs and transfer programs are essential for 
improving the material conditions of low-income 
people in the United States. As this review 
confirms, however, such programs are insufficient 
for keeping low-income communities safe from 
violent crime. To this end, separate policies aimed 
more squarely at preventing crime are required. 
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Human capital: The collective skills, knowledge,  
and abilities of individuals that can be used to create 
economic value.
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