
Criminal Careers & Criminal 
Firms 

Giovanni Mastrobuoni & Emily Owens 
University of Essex & Collegio Carlo Alberto, University of 

Pennsylvania & Cornell University 

XV European Conference Caserta ς 22° June 2013 



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 
ŦƛƴŘ ǎǘŀǘƛǎǘƛŎǎΧύ 

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 

 

²Ŝ ŀǊŜ ƎƻƛƴƎ ǘƻ άǎŎŀƴέ ŎǊƛƳƛƴŀƭǎ 
using two types of data. 

 

1. Prison data (Emily Owens) 

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

ïDo criminals look like homo economicus? 
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ÅCan economic insight help reduce crime? 

ïAre we assigning the right punishments the right 
offenders? 
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ÅPart 1: Criminal Careers 

ÅIƻǿ ŘƻŜǎ ǊƻōōŜǊȅ Ŧƛǘ ƛƴǘƻ ŀ ŎǊƛƳƛƴŀƭΩǎ ŎŀǊŜŜǊ 
trajectory? 

ïIndustry switching? 

ïSpecialization with tenure? 

 

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

ïMC=MB? 

 

 



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

ÅOf people working in period t-1 

ï24% will switch industries in t 

ï64% will stay in the same industry in t 

ï12% will exit the labor force in t 

 

ïMore industry persistence for older workers 

 

 



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

 

ïIncarcerated  in Bollate or Opera Prison between 
2001 and 2012 

ïIncarcerated at least once for robbery 

ÅLifetime incarceration history 

Å7,000 robbers, 30,000 incarcerations 



Convicted Criminals in Milan 
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The complicated relationship 
between age and criminality 
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/ǊƛƳƛƴŀƭ άŘǊƻǇ ƻǳǘέ  ¸ƻǳƴƎŜǊ ŎǊƛƳƛƴŀƭǎ Ґ ƭŜǎǎ άŎǊƛƳƛƴŀƭέ 



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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¢ƘŜ άDŜƴŜǊŀƭƛǎǘέ ƳƻŘŜƭ 
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How does a criminal career evolve? 
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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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Å/ǊƛƳƛƴŀƭ /ŀǊŜŜǊǎ ŀǎ ǎƛƳǇƭȅ ά/ŀǊŜŜǊǎέ  

ïLow skilled labor market 

ÅTransitions with related crimes 

 

ïMore Experience 

ĄMore Specialized 

ĄMore Active 

 

 

 

 



Are Judges setting MC=MB? 
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ÅFuture harm (MB) = Recidivism 
 

ÅAre the factors that are associated with 
recidivism also associated with longer 
punishments? 

 
ïOutcome of 6,039 convictions 
ÅWhat factors indicate a mid-career criminal? 

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



MB:Who stays in crime? 
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