Volume-based and cost-based approaches to public safety measurement

Suppose that we want to compare safety levels for areas experiencing different patterns of crime.  To be more concrete, assume one area (‘A’) experiences 90 violent offences each costing 5,000 in year 2 compared with 100 (violent) offences in year 1, while property crime remains the same across the two years at 1,000 offences each costing 500.  In another area (‘B’) violent offences remain stable at 80 while property crime is reduced from 1,200 to 1,000.  

1. Volume-based measure

In terms of volumes, the change in crime levels in the two areas is given by the change in the total number of offences between years 1 and 2.  Writing the number of violent offences before the number of property offences within each bracket, and writing the year 1 total ahead of the year 2 total we get:


Area A:
(90 + 1,000) - (100 + 1,000)
= -10


Area B:
(80 + 1,200) – (80 + 1,000)
= -200

That is to say that there is a larger reduction in the volume of crime in area B (-200) than in area A (-10).


2.
Cost-based measure

In terms of the costs of crime experienced in the two areas the story is somewhat different.  Using a similar approach as for the volume calculations, the change in the total cost of crime (the number of offences of each type multiplied by the cost per offence) can be written as:


Change in total cost of crime in area A:


= (100*5,000 + 1,000*500) – (90*5,000 + 1,000*500)
= - 50,000 


Change in total cost of crime in area B:


= (80*5,000 + 1,200*500) – (80*5,000 + 1,000*500)
= - 100,000

The cost saving is therefore twice as great in area B as in area A even though in volume terms the improvement in A is greater.

Conclusion

From a resource allocation or investment perspective, criminal justice resources should be allocated in ways that deliver (or are expected to deliver) the greatest possible cost saving.  This kind of assertion is already implicit in the criteria used to evaluate single projects.  

It is equally clear that concentrating resources in a way that will have the greatest impact on the volume of offences will give rise to an outcome that is very different from the minimisation of the social costs of crime.  So, given a choice between the two approaches, an economist feels instinctively more comfortable with the cost-based measure since this is consistent with a cost minimising approach to policy.  Measures of public safety reflecting relative costs have a built-in capacity to reflect the ‘seriousness’ of offences as well as their sheer volume. 

