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Abstract: Although more than 100 billion dollars is spent each year on policing, we
know very little about what works, and still less about whether the benefits of vari-
ous policing policies and practices outweigh the costs. In particular, although there
has been some important work done to assess the effects of various practices, and
even to monetize some of the benefits of reducing crime, there has been virtually
no attention paid to the other side of the benefit-cost equation: the social costs that
particular policing practices potentially can impose. In February 2017, the Polic-
ing Project at NYU School of Law held a conference aimed at jumpstarting the
use of benefit-cost analysis to assess policing practices, and to begin to tackle the
many methodological challenges to doing so. Here, we provide an overview of the
existing literature, identify the serious gaps that remain, and sketch out a research
agenda for moving forward.
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1 Introduction

In the past few years we have seen notable – perhaps unprecedented – turmoil
around policing. Events in Ferguson, Missouri following the death of Michael
Brown raised sharp concern about the militarization of the police (Beaver & Shank,
2014; Szoldra, 2014). Other police shootings have spawned protests, movements
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such as Black Lives Matter, and calls to re-examine the use of force. Disclosures
about police use of various surveillance technologies – from drones to domain
awareness systems – have prompted calls for oversight boards and privacy assess-
ments. Litigation around stop-and-frisk in major metropolitan areas – such as Floyd
v. City of New York – brought societal awareness of the practice, and engendered
sharp debate (Floyd, 2014).

This turmoil has had its predictable backlash. Black Lives Matter was met
with Blue Lives Matter. Police officials warned of a “Ferguson effect” in which
police officers under sharp scrutiny engage in “de-policing.” Attorney General of
the United States, Jeff Sessions, ordered a review of existing U.S. Department of
Justice efforts around policing reform, and made clear his view that to curb gun vio-
lence what is needed is more policing and less scrutiny of the police (Kaczynski,
2017).

This may, on its face, seem like a classic political struggle. Debates about police
and policing raise, in the minds of many, a tension between safety and security, on
the one hand, and liberties on the other. People also point to fissures between those
who want more policing, and those who object to how they are being policed –
typically poor communities, communities of color, and other marginalized groups.
Participants in these debates properly raise basic questions of fairness and equity,
as well as public safety.

But these heated debates may reflect equally a shortfall of research. Much of
the debate that is occurring over these policing practices is happening in the absence
of clear facts, and certainly in the absence of good and reliable science. We spend
over 100 billion dollars a year on public safety in this country, and we know far too
little about what works (US Bureau of Justice Statistics 2013; Fackler, Henrichson,
Janszky and Neusteter (2017, this issue)). Even where we know what works – and
we discuss below some of the important work in this area – we often know far too
little about whether those measures are good policy.

In this fraught space, there are three questions with which we should all be
concerned. First, are the measures that we take to keep us safe efficacious? Second,
even if they are efficacious, are the benefits we are achieving reasonable in light of
the costs, particularly social costs, that are incurred? And finally, even if the benefits
are worth it, are there distributive costs about which we should be concerned, which
is to say, are the costs of policing falling inordinately or inappropriately on some
segment of society?

Elsewhere in government, on matters that are on par with public safety – we
employ some form of benefit-cost analysis (BCA) to assess our policies and prac-
tices (e.g., Executive Order 12866 1993; or Executive Order 13563 2011; Hahn
and Sunstein 2002). Benefit-cost analysis is a valuable tool because it asks for
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a comprehensive assessment of all the costs and benefits of a policy, including
alternatives. Yet, as a 2014 report from the Vera Institute for Justice pointed out,
BCA is not widely used in the criminal justice field (Matthies & Chiu, 2014).1

Observing the serious gap in scholarship in this area, the Policing Project at
New York University School of Law – with support from the Laura and John Arnold
Foundation – organized a convening of scholars to tackle these issues. Criminol-
ogists were an important part of the group, but given the gaps in knowledge in
this area, we widened the circle to include methodologists from a variety of fields,
including environmental, political, health, and economic sciences. In order to estab-
lish something approaching a level playing field we circulated a literature review,
developed a series of germane hypotheticals, and offered up writing prompts. All
the participants wrote thought pieces addressing the set of questions we consider
here. The Journal of Benefit-Cost Analysis offered us this symposium to present a
sample of that good work; the full Conference Report, and the entire set of thought
pieces, are available on the Policing Project website, www.policingproject.org.

In this Foreword, we seek to accomplish three things. We begin, in Part I, by
summarizing the state of the field, providing a sampling of the work that has been
done to date in order to quantify the costs of crime, and as well as the efficacy of
some techniques designed to enhance public safety. Despite this work, there remain
critical questions that have not been tackled – or tackled adequately – in the liter-
ature. We turn to these in Part II, singling out two in particular. First, there has
been virtually no work done to incorporate into BCA of policing the social costs
imposed by a particular policing practice itself. Second, too often ignored are the
notable distributive costs associated with policing, which is to say that even if cer-
tain policing measures are effective, the cost of pursuing them often falls unequally
in society. After indicating the importance of incorporating these features into any
BCA of policing practices, we turn – in Part III – to some of the most difficult chal-
lenges to conducting BCA of policing practices along the lines we urge. It is enor-
mously difficult to construct field experiments to assess accurately the benefits of
policing tactics; randomized controlled trials (RCTs) and even quasi-experiments
are not always readily available or ethically appropriate. And many of the social
costs that have been omitted from prior studies are not easily susceptible to mon-
etization. Still, in Part III we offer tangible suggestions and takeaways from the
conference and its papers, many of which were about facing these challenges. We
discuss techniques for taking advantage of various discontinuities to analyze the

1 Although the norm in the world is to refer to cost-benefit analysis, or CBA, we follow the lead of this
journal, and refer to BCA. The reason should be apparent: if there are no discernible benefits, costs are
irrelevant, and so one starts with benefits (Aos, 2015). That said, if quantifying the benefits is difficult,
but the costs are measurable, a form of breakeven analysis may be the way to go. (Aos, 2015).
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benefits of policing approaches, and we explore how contingent valuation and other
approaches can be used to monetize intangible costs.

Two critical lessons emerged from this collection of papers and the conference
discussions. First, and foremost, it is imperative that researchers turn their attention
to conducting comprehensive BCA of policing practices. Public safety is founda-
tional; it is essential that it be assured, and in a way that is most attentive to the
competing benefits and costs. Second, although there are indeed challenges, they
can be addressed, as they have been in other areas in which BCA has proven an
invaluable tool in social planning.

2 Defining the Terrain
There is a body of important social scientific work in the public safety and policing
field, a small proportion of which we cite below. For an overview, one might look at
the excellent papers in Welsh, Farrington and Sherman (2001). The efforts we hope
to advance here build on the shoulders of all those who have been leaders in this
field for so long. We have been privileged to learn from these scholars. The gaps
we point to in Part II – although notable – should in no way detract from the work
that has been done to date.

Both before, and at, the conference, in order to make our work concrete, we
relied upon a series of hypotheticals as prompts for discussion. The hypotheticals
mirror the kinds of questions and difficulties that public safety officials face on a
daily basis. We will use two of those hypotheticals to frame our discussions here.

The first hypothetical reflected the sorts of challenges that departments often
face in deciding whether to acquire and deploy new technologies, such as surveil-
lance technologies. We used the question of whether the fictional city of Westville
should spend the money to acquire license plate reader (LPR) technology. LPRs
can be stationary or mounted on the rear of patrol cars. They use optical char-
acter recognition to scan in license plates, looking for “hits” in law enforcement
databases, such as one including the plates of stolen vehicles. Although LPR tech-
nology originally was focused on auto theft, its use has been expanded to tracking
down suspects with outstanding warrants, to the enforcement of municipal fines
(such as unpaid parking tickets), and even to tracking down those who owe munic-
ipal taxes. License plate data also can be stored in databases and used subsequently
in criminal investigations – for example by providing police with a list of cars near
the scene of a crime.

The question, of course, is whether the costs of LPRs justify the benefits. The
units can be expensive, and there also are data storage costs. The enforcement
benefits are those described above. Yet with some of those benefits come addi-
tional costs, to privacy. There are complicated questions of how long data should
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be stored, and on what basis they should be accessed. Can resident data be stored
indefinitely, and used to track the travels of vehicles?

This scenario is hardly hypothetical. Jurisdictions have been acquiring LPRs at
a rapid pace: a 2014 RAND report estimated that 70% of departments were using
LPRs, with 85% expressing interest (Gierlack, Tom LaTourrette, Anderson, Mayer
& Zmud, 2014). In addition, LPRs have been experiencing a sort of mission creep
from their early days as a tool to address auto theft, to much broader uses today.
Some departments build and store databases of license plate location information
for use in criminal investigations; others use them for enforcement of outstanding
traffic tickets. Mission creep has been accompanied by data creep, as more juris-
dictions have begun to store the data for investigative purposes, or to contract with
third-party vendors like Vigilant Solutions to share their data.2

The question is whether the costs of acquiring and utilizing LPRs justify the
benefits, and it is here that we begin our brief review of the state of the field.

2.1 What works?
The first question in any BCA is whether the intervention is efficacious. Does it
yield any benefits? If not, there is no sense in pursuing the question further.3

Excellent work is being done across a range of domains to assess the effects of
policing policies and practices. Chief among them at present is work on hot-spot
policing. Study after study seems to confirm that flooding criminogenic hot spots
with police reduces crime, seemingly with minimal displacement (Ariel, Weinborn
& Sherman, 2016; Weisburd & Green, 1995). Other policing interventions also have
been the subject of examination, including stop-and-frisk (e.g., Rosenfeld & For-
nango, 2014; Weisburd, Wooditch, Weisburd & Yang, 2016), consent searches (e.g.,
Lichtenberg and Smith 2001), and closed-circuit television cameras (e.g., Caplan,
Kennedy & Petrossian, 2011; Welsh & Farrington, 2009). Outside of the policing
space, researchers have assessed a variety of public safety initiatives, and diver-
sion programs aimed at reducing crime without incarceration. (For a recent meta-
analysis, see Wilson and Hoge 2013).

Even acknowledging all the work being done, however, there still are wide
domains in policing practices, tactics, and technologies about which we know
very little. An instructive example is LPRs. Two early studies assessing the value
of LPRs were largely inconclusive (Lum, Hibdon, Cave, Koper & Merola, 2011;
Taylor, Koper & Woods, 2011). One of the studies showed that LPRs can

2 Vigilant Solutions runs the National Vehicle Location Service (NVLS), which as of 2014 aggregated
nearly 2 billion license plate records into a searchable database shared with cooperating law enforcement
agencies.
3 See infra note 1.
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substantially increase the rate at which officers recover stolen vehicles, but neither
study found there to be any reduction in vehicle thefts as a result. As we discuss in
greater detail in Part III, even these results are uncertain, given some of the method-
ological complications that these studies faced. For many other technologies and
tactics, our knowledge is more limited still. When it comes to policing, it is difficult
to argue that even this first question of efficacy – on which there has been by far the
most work done to date – has been satisfactorily addressed.

2.2 Is it worth it?

Even if a tactic or technology works, the next question is whether it is worth it.
Answering this question in BCA terms requires putting both the costs and benefits
of a particular practice on a comparable scale – typically expressed in monetary
terms. In short, one must quantify both the costs and benefits of a particular tactic
and then compare them.

2.2.1 Valuing the benefits

One of the principal goals of policing is to drive down crime. In assessing the
benefits of public safety interventions, one must first have some way of monetizing
the cost of crime (and thus the benefit of bringing it down).

A fairly extensive literature – in both economics and criminology – attempts
to measure the costs of crime to society, both in the aggregate and on a per-crime
basis (e.g., McCollister, French and Fang 2010, Logan, Walker and Hoyt 2012,
Moore and Shepherd 2006). These studies include estimates of both tangible costs
(e.g., medical bills, property damage, neighborhood property values, and security
expenditures), as well as intangible costs (e.g., pain and suffering, fear of crime,
and reduced quality of life).

The studies take a variety of approaches, which, as we discuss in Part III, could
be used to value other costs and benefits as well. First there are studies that use a
“bottom up” approach attempt to measure the actual costs incurred by the victims
of crime, through an “accounting” method (e.g., adding up tangible costs incurred
by crime victims, including lost wages, medical expenses, and lost property), and
by looking to civil jury awards as a proxy for intangible costs incurred (e.g., Cohen
and Miller 1998).4 Some of the studies used a combination of both approaches
to come up with possible estimates for the cost of various crimes (Cohen, 1988;
Post, Mezey, Maxwell & Wibert, 2002). The principal shortcoming of direct or

4 See also infra Part IV(B).
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“bottom up” approaches is that they understate the total cost of each crime to soci-
ety. Crime victims are not the only ones who are harmed – family, friends, and
community members also bear indirect costs of crime.

Top-down approaches provide a more comprehensive measure of the total cost
of each crime to society by estimating both the costs to victims and to those around
them. Top-down studies typically rely on contingent valuation, a survey-based tech-
nique that can be used to estimate intangible costs by eliciting information about
tradeoffs. For example, the tradeoff might be how much money individuals would
be willing to pay to reduce the risk of a particular crime such as an assault, or how
much they would have to be paid in order to accept a slightly greater risk of that
same thing happening; (see e.g., Ludwig and Cook 2001, Cohen, Rust, Steen and
Tidd 2004; and Nagin, Piquero, Scott and Steinberg 2006).5 Because contingent
valuation incorporates both the direct and indirect costs of crime, including costs
to potential victims and society at large (not just the victim), it typically produces
much larger estimates than the bottom up approach for the cost of particular crimes.

Still another top-down approach is hedonic pricing, which is a regression-based
technique that attempts to tease out the costs of crime by looking at individuals’
actual market behavior. One study, for example, compared property values between
neighborhoods with different crime rates, while controlling for other potential fac-
tors like square footage, school quality, transportation access, and the like, to deter-
mine what individuals are willing to pay to live in an area with lower crime (Tita,
Petras and Greenbaum 2006). Although there are advantages to using hedonic
prices – because it relies upon real market transactions for valuation – in reality
estimates produced using hedonic measures tend to underestimate crime costs due
to ability to pay, the fact that they ignore costs to others who are not part of the
market transaction, and also suffer from data or methodological shortcomings that
often make it difficult to isolate the effect of crime from other confounding factors
such as poor schools or unhealthy drinking water. In addition, at its best, hedonic
pricing can produce estimates of the potential cost of broad categories of crime,
like violent or property crime, or the overall cost of crime generally (e.g., Linden
and Rockoff 2008).

Before turning to the cost side of the equation, it is important to note that crime
reduction is not the only benefit from public safety measures. Crime rates may
remain stable, and yet certain other measures may make people in a community
feel safer – such as better lighting in particular venues – and as a consequence use
public spaces more, or live with less fear. In the realm of public safety BCA, there

5 See infra Part IV(B).
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has been much less attention given to these other benefits.6 Part of the problem, of
course, is that they are more difficult to quantify, a problem we take up in Part III, C.

2.2.2 Weighing benefits against costs

Once the benefits have been assessed, they must be weighed against the costs. Here
too, there are bodies of literature that undertake this task.

Much of the scholarship is outside the field of policing. Studies have looked
at a variety of interventions – ranging from youth diversion to restorative justice –
and demonstrated the value of pursuing alternatives to incarceration (e.g., Sherman
et al. 2015, Shapland et al. 2008, Wilson and Hoge 2013).

But some of this literature goes right to heart of policing. For example, in a
study sponsored by the RAND Corporation, Paul Heaton estimated the value of
adding an additional police officer by comparing the budgetary costs of adding an
additional officer with the expected benefits generated by those officers in terms
of reduced crime, and concluded that adding additional officers generates substan-
tial social benefits (Heaton, 2010). Similarly, a COPS Office-funded study likewise
compared the budgetary costs of adding additional officers to the expected bene-
fits of reduced crime to conclude that spending $4.4 billion on hiring additional
officers nationally had produced a net benefit of $2.9 to $3.4 billion (Evans &
Owens, 2007). Others have looked more closely at the costs and benefits of spe-
cific interventions. Ariel et al. 2016, for example, found that hot-spot policing can
have potential positive net benefits with benefit-to-cost ratios of up to 26:1. Another
study found that sobriety checkpoints have a net benefit of $46 per stop (Miller,
Galbraith & Lawrence, 1998).

3 What is left unattended?

The problem with many of these policing studies is that if we really want to know
if a particular practice, tactic, or technology is worth the cost, they are radically
incomplete. In Part I we pointed to areas in which more could be done. But the
difficulty runs much deeper. We simply are failing to address some of the most
critical things we need to know.

6 This is certainly not to say there has been no discussion. For example, see the OECD’s Summary
and Conclusions of the Round Table on Security, Risk Perception and Cost-Benefit Analysis, held on
December, 2008 in Paris, France.
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In order to highlight what is neglected all too often in assessing policing prac-
tices, we relied for our conference upon a second hypothetical, involving the use of
“proactive” traffic stops in another fictional city, Ridgemont. In many jurisdictions
in the United States, police departments have turned to frequent traffic stops in an
attempt to fight crime. Officers are deployed to high-crime areas, and instructed to
use aggressive traffic enforcement as a way of searching for guns or contraband.
Officers often will say that with many traffic laws on the books, it is easy to find
violations. Once violators are stopped, police then can seek – and often obtain –
“consent” to search the vehicle. Despite the frequency of this technique, there is
very little hard data of its effectiveness. Also, here too there are costs. There is con-
cern that these stops alienate residents, impinge on community trust in the police,
and ultimately limit the extent to which communities are willing to cooperate with
the police in crime fighting.

Like our LPR example, this example is not hypothetical at all. Along with
police shootings, proactive police stops are one of the most controversial issue in
policing today. These proactive measures – whether pedestrian stop–question–frisk
or the aggressive use of traffic enforcement – have been the subject of lawsuits and
presidential debates.

Proactive enforcement has been a widely used law enforcement tool, particu-
larly when it comes to drug enforcement and gun interdiction, and it is easy to see
why. Often these are crimes for which it is difficult for officers to develop sufficient
cause to go after someone directly. On the other hand, virtually every driver on the
road is guilty of violating at least some traffic ordinance (e.g., drifting across a lane
marker, changing lanes without signaling, not coming to a full stop at a stop sign,
just to name a few). That means it is easy to find a basis for stopping someone and
inquiring further. Under existing Supreme Court precedent, these sorts of “pretex-
tual” stops are entirely lawful – so long as police have a reasonable basis to suspect
that some violation has occurred, they can stop someone even if the real reason for
doing so is to investigate an unrelated crime.7 (Courts also have said that police
are free to approach people on the street and ask questions, so long as the people
stopped are free to walk away.)

Here too, there have been some very preliminary attempts to assess efficacy,
mostly in the stop-and-frisk and foot patrols. (We know of no extant study that
assesses traffic stops themselves.) The results of these studies have been mixed.
Although some have found modest effects on violent crimes – like robbery –

7 See Whren v. United States. The Court did say in Whren that if “pretextual” stops are conducted in
racially discriminatory ways, they could be challenged under the Equal Protection Clause, but in practice
the sort of intentional discrimination that is required is difficult to prove.
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others have not (e.g., Rosenfeld & Fornango, 2014; Weisburd et al., 2016; Rat-
cliffe, Taniguchi, Groff & Wood, 2011).

But what the traffic stop hypothetical highlights quite vividly is gaps in the
social science around policing, such as the social costs to which we now turn.

3.1 Social costs

Although many studies attempt to estimate the social costs of crime (and thus the
benefits of particular police practices), what is commonly missing from many stud-
ies in this area is an assessment of the social costs (and sometimes unintended
social benefits as well) of the policing practice itself. In addition to looking at effi-
cacy, most extant policing studies take account of the tangible costs of policing,
be it the additional officer or the surveillance device or the cost of data storage.
But they ignore entirely or fail to monetize in any helpful way the intangible, but
still very serious, social costs.8 In a recent working paper, Cohen (2016) discusses
a number of areas where the literature needs to improve, including the: (1) uncer-
tainty of monetary estimates, (2) alternative policing strategies, (3) social costs of
crime, and (4) income disparities’s impact on estimates. And in this issue, Fack-
ler et al. discuss how, curiously, most analysis of policing to date has been benefit
driven. (Fackler et al., 2017, this issue).

Consider the intangible costs at stake in this example. Individuals may expe-
rience a variety of psychological and dignitary harms. They may believe the stops
are unjustified or racially motivated, which itself can impose an independent harm.
There may be downstream costs as well, for example if someone is caught with
a small amount of marijuana that later is used to turn another subsequent misde-
meanor charge into jail time. If police make frequent use of stops in a particular
neighborhood, this can potentially erode the community’s trust in the police. That
itself is a cost – as is the cost of losing residents’ cooperation in combatting crime.
These costs are hardly imaginary: the broad public debate about these practices
has brought to light intense feelings about their extent. Whatever they are, they are
not zero. They likely are substantial. We simply have failed to monetize them or
bring them into BCA. As a consequence, the analysis inevitably is biased in favor
of proactive policing.

A small number of studies have tried to monetize these sorts of costs. Merola,
Lum, Cave and Hibdon (2014), for example, tried to get at some of the social costs

8 We are not the first to notice this shortfall. In a symposium in Criminology and Public Policy Black
et al. offered a powerful critique of the shortfalls in the existing BCA literature around policing and
criminal justice (Black, Solow & Taylor, 2015).
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of LPRs, such as privacy and community trust, by using a community survey. The
authors found that the public’s views about the use of these devices depended in part
on the purposes for which they were deployed. Respondents were more tolerant of
LPR use to catch car thieves than to enforce unpaid parking tickets. This provides a
cautionary tale for law enforcement about the need to consider these costs. Another
study – a 1998 paper by Ted Miller et al. – tried to assess a fuller range of costs
and benefits in the context of sobriety checkpoints. In addition to estimating the
various benefits of checkpoints, like reduced accident rates, the authors considered
the costs imposed on drivers who were stopped but were not in fact under the influ-
ence. Using wage data to estimate the value of drivers’ and passengers’ time, the
authors estimated that a checkpoint imposes approximately $1 in lost-time costs per
vehicle. The authors also acknowledged that checkpoints might impose dignitary or
“freedom costs” on drivers, but did not attempt to put a dollar figure on these costs.
Instead, the authors aggregated all of the other costs and benefits – which showed a
net benefit of $46 per stop. They concluded that each driver would have to demand
$46 in dignitary compensation per stop in order for the costs and benefits to even
out (which seemed unlikely).

Still, these examples are outliers. For the most part, social scientists working
in this area have made no particular effort to monetize the costs imposed by those
who are being policed – although many acknowledge that they exist and may be
substantial. This stands in sharp contrast with other fields, such as environmental
research (Morgenstern, Pizer & Shih, 2001; Pearce, Atkinson & Mourato, 2006)
and health research (e.g., Murray et al. 2012), where intangible costs are routinely
incorporated into BCAs.

3.2 Distributive effects

Equally absent from the body of social science literature we are discussing is a
sufficiently rigorous analysis of the distributive aspect of policing.

Although some policing falls relatively evenly on the population – for example,
when the government collects telephone metadata in bulk from every phone user, or
sets up generalized security measures at airports – most tactics are not so universal.
Policing typically falls more heavily on lower income and otherwise marginalized
communities, with noted racial effects. That is true of the sort of proactive policing
techniques we are discussing here. It is even likely true of various forms of surveil-
lance, like LPRs, given that police cars are not uniformly distributed throughout
cities.
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To be clear, there is a large and growing body of literature that establishes the
fact of racial disparity (e.g., Gelman, Fagan and Kiss 2007, Knowles et al. 2001).
And there is some really interesting literature on why it occurs or its effects (e.g.,
Swencionis and Goff 2017).

But these sorts of insights have not been incorporated into the BCA framework
in assessing the social costs of policing practices. The literature is not bereft of ideas
here, though it is sparse. Mark Cohen (2017, this issue) in particular has thought
a great deal about how to price the racial effects of policing. In his paper for this
symposium, he highlights a number of potential harms that accrue when policing
tactics are deployed (or are perceived as being deployed) in racially disparate ways.

Modern social BCA should provide estimates of the net social benefits of polic-
ing practice and, in addition, provide estimates of important distributional impacts
when they might be expected to effect a decision. The impact of policing on minori-
ties is a prime example.

4 Tackling the hard questions

At this juncture, the overarching point should be clear: We are not doing enough
BCA of policing practices, and the work that is being done is incomplete in some
essential ways. As we said, one goal here is to help fashion a research agenda.

Still, conducting BCA of policing practices presents its challenges. These chal-
lenges are not unique to policing – indeed, many of the ideas we share here are
drawn from scholars in fields other than criminology that employ BCA. In some
cases, however, either the challenge is particularly acute when it comes to policing
or the need to address it especially urgent.

In this Part, we identify the hard questions and gesture at answers.

4.1 Who is the audience and what is within the frame?

A threshold question in any BCA – and as it turns out, a particularly challenging
one in this context – is which costs and benefits to count. To see the problem, con-
sider again the LPR hypothetical. LPRs have budgetary costs, including the costs of
purchasing the equipment, storing the license plate “reads,” and officer time spent
operating the units. But deploying LPRs also can produce a range of downstream
benefits and costs. If an LPR flags a stolen vehicle, the driver may be arrested and
eventually sent to prison. That means the government will need to pay the costs of
trial (or time spent reaching a plea bargain), incarceration, and parole. The driver
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also will incur a variety of costs, including loss of liberty and employment. His or
her family members may lose much-needed income. Children may start to do worse
at school.

In short, downstream costs can be quite diverse, and sometimes attenuated,
and one must think about whether to, and where to, draw lines. For example, there
has been some – though not enough – thinking about the extent to which the cost
imposed on someone convicted of a crime should count in such analyses (Cohen,
2000). Cohen includes the loss of an offender’s productivity in a BCA insofar as it
imposes a cost on society, but excludes the offender’s loss of liberty, because at least
in theory, that is intended to balance out the “gain” to the offender from committing
the crime in the first place. As Cohen makes clear, BCA “is not a value-free concept
but instead involves definitions and explicit boundaries to determine whose costs
and benefits matter” (page 276).

4.1.1 Whose perspective matters?

In tackling this question, the first step is to decide from whose perspective the BCA
should be conducted. In their symposium essay, Fackler, Henrichson, Janszky, and
Neusteter suggest three possible perspectives to consider – the chief’s perspective,
the municipal perspective, and the perspective of society, broadly defined (Fackler
et al., 2017, this issue).

Police chiefs are likely to adopt the narrowest frame for a public safety BCA.
(See generally Fackler et al. 2017, this issue.) Police chiefs and sheriffs primar-
ily are responsible for promoting public safety, and thus their incentives may be to
maximize the gains to public safety given the various constraints they face. In decid-
ing whether to use LPRs, for example, the chief will want to know how much the
units will cost, how they will impact staffing decisions, and whether they will help
address automobile theft or other crime. The chief might even think about the effect
that LPRs are likely to have on community trust: if residents are unhappy about the
units and become less willing to cooperate, the department may have a harder time
meeting its public safety goals. Chiefs are much less likely to focus on downstream
costs, like incarceration, which are paid for by other government actors, and there-
fore may simply fall outside their radar. Similarly, chiefs may have a tendency to
ignore spillover costs into other jurisdictions. Another thing that might work fully
into their calculus are subsidies they receive from other units of government, such
as the federal government. In short, one can see why a chief’s BCA horizon can be
quite low.

In contrast, the social planner perspective – looking at the benefits and costs
to society writ large – will adopt the broadest possible frame and asks whether a
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particular practice is cost-beneficial for society as a whole. A social planner ap-
proach includes a full accounting of all of the costs and benefits of a policy or
practice, whether they are incurred by a government entity or by private citizens,
and whether they are incurred by entities within the jurisdiction or in another part of
the city or county, or even in another state or country. Although giving standing to
“outsiders” can be controversial, a social BCA should include it as part of sensitivity
analysis that shows benefits and costs with them included and excluded.

Although in practice, many of the decisions described throughout this report are
made by police chiefs and the people who work for them, this does not necessarily
mean that the chief’s perspective is the right one to adopt in conducting a public
safety BCA. Federal administrative agencies, for example, are required to adopt a
social planner perspective when they conduct BCAs of economic or environmental
regulations, even though the agencies themselves internalize only a small portion
of those costs (e.g., Executive Order 12866 1993; or Executive Order 13563 2011).
As Fackler et al. point out, there is some sense in this: police officials are tasked
with bringing down crime because society values public safety. To the extent that
one includes the social benefits of policing, one ought to include the social costs as
well. Moreover, the social benefits cost analysis should include benefits and costs
that are realized by entities beyond the department but still part of society.

4.1.2 What should be included within the analysis?

Even from a social planner perspective, however, it still is not clear whether all
of the potential downstream costs and benefits should be attributed to a particular
policing practice in question. In deciding whether to use LPRs, for example, should
a jurisdiction try to account for prison costs imposed by legislators for automobile
theft, irrespective of the method of detection? Doing so would mean that all else
being equal, LPRs might be cost-beneficial in one jurisdiction but not in another
due simply to differences in incarceration costs or sentencing regimes. In addition,
even if LPRs are not used, some offenders still may be apprehended by other means,
incurring the same costs and benefits. The right question may be what the marginal
costs would be of using LPRs as opposed to some other detection tool.

What is clear is that in conducting BCAs of policing practices, it is essential
to consider the alternatives. The right set of alternatives will depend on the goals
that the department hopes to accomplish. If the goal is to address a particular crime
problem – like automobile theft – alternatives to LPRs may include stepping up
patrols in affected areas, or working with residents to improve security measures
for their vehicles. If the goal is to improve overall public safety, the range of alter-
natives may be quite a bit broader. Defining the alternatives can help focus attention
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on the costs and benefits that are the most important to measure. Of course, it is fun-
damentally infeasible to measure everything in a BCA, but with a properly defined
set of alternatives, policy makers can determine ex ante what difficult social costs
and benefits are likely to be significant factors worthy of closer attention Fackler
et al. (2017, this issue).

4.2 Measuring the effects

The next step, as we have said, in assessing the costs and benefits of a policing
practice is identifying the effects that the tactic, technology, or practice has. This
too presents a number of challenges, which are evident in the LPR hypothetical
used above.

4.2.1 Defining the causal mechanism

In designing a study of LPRs, it is important to consider not only the outcomes that
must be measured, but also the means by which those outcomes will be achieved.
One of the goals of using LPRs is to bring down auto theft. But how do LPRs
achieve this result? One possible mechanism is that LPRs make it easier to detect
stolen cars, which can improve clearance rates and get repeat offenders off the
street. Another possible mechanism is that deploying LPRs may have some deter-
rent effect on theft because people will know that they are more likely to get caught
(Ayres & Levitt, 1998).

One challenge of studying policing practices is that policing agencies often
are insufficiently attentive to the causal mechanism of their own work. Yet, the sup-
posed causal mechanism has implications for study design. If the goal is deterrence,
people need to know that LPRs are being used (or at least to be able to observe over
time that officers have become particularly adept at recovering stolen vehicles). A
“blind” study, in which community members do not know about the units, would
not work in this case. Similarly, if the idea is that LPRs will reduce theft by helping
police catch suspects, one would need to run the study long enough to see these
sorts of effects take hold (Carr 2017, this issue).

4.2.2 Challenges with RCTs

Randomized control trials are currently understood to be the “gold standard” of
research design. In conducting an RCT, researchers identify a group of people or
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a set of neighborhoods, and then randomly assign some of them to receive the
treatment (i.e., the policing practice or technology one wants to assess), and the
rest to be the control. If the only difference between the two groups is that one
is subjected to the policing practice while the other is not, then researchers can
attribute any changes that result to the practice at issue. In the case of LPRs, for
example, an RCT might involve deploying units in only half of the neighborhoods
that have experienced problems with automobile theft (or where stolen vehicles
typically are found). If LPRs already have been deployed, the department could
temporarily turn units off in some neighborhoods and see if there is any effect on
crime.

Unfortunately, as the authors in this symposium acknowledge, RCTs are not
always feasible when it comes to policing (See Carr 2017, this issue; Geller 2017,
this issue; Goldstein 2017, this issue). Designing an RCT around a policing prac-
tice can present real ethical or political concerns. The assumption is that the practice
being studied can reduce crime or make a neighborhood safer. Although it would
be useful for the sake of study to use the practice or technology in some random
locations, people reasonably would be troubled to learn that some communities got
the treatment and others did not. Police chiefs understandably are reluctant to allow
potentially useful tactics only to be employed in some places. As Rebecca Gold-
stein points out in this issue, “[t]he key research design challenge RCTs evaluating
policing policy is that they require the police to treat similarly situated high-crime
neighborhoods differently for no other reason than those neighborhoods’ random-
ization into either the treatment or control group.” (Goldstein 2017, this issue).

Randomized control trials also can be very expensive run. In order to make
sure that the only difference between the treatment and control groups is the polic-
ing practice at issue, researchers need to monitor carefully the implementation pro-
cess. Depending on what is being tested, departments may need to alter staffing or
deployment practices to accommodate the study. This can be costly and disruptive.

The combination of ethical issues, political concerns, and cost can diminish
the value of RCTs by limiting the amount of time they can be run. Researchers may
only be permitted to run a trial for a month or two, which may not be long enough
to see any real effects. For example, as Carr points out in this issue, Lum et al.
(2011) were only able to run their LPR study for 30 days. Officers used the units
only briefly during each shift, and got a total of just 10 hits related to automobile
theft. This likely was not enough time to see any effects on crime under any causal
theory (Carr 2017, this issue).

When it comes to policing, it also may be difficult to employ an RCT in a
way that makes this technique the gold standard in practice. Outside of a labora-
tory setting, it is difficult to control all of the possible factors, or variables, that
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could affect the outcome. Altering policing practices in one area could inadver-
tently affect things in other neighborhoods as well. For example, people may learn
that the department has purchased LPR units, but not know precisely where they
are used – and thus avoid stealing cars anywhere in the city, including in control
neighborhoods.

Finally, as Geller (2017, this issue) points out in her symposium essay, it may
not always be clear from an RCT why a particular intervention is having the effect
that it is. In the case of proactive stops, for example, effects may depend both on the
quantity of stops conducted, and also the quality of the stops – including the level of
suspicion that officers had prior to initiating the encounter, and the manner in which
the stop is conducted. This makes it difficult to reach meaningful conclusions from
the results. One could try to design a study that tried to isolate each of the possible
mechanisms, but that would make it still more expensive (and it is not clear that a
police department would ever go along).

4.2.3 Alternatives to RCTs

While recognizing the great potential value of RCTs, it still is possible to learn a
great deal about policing practices by employing a variety of alternative research
designs in clever way. Symposium authors suggest a variety of alternatives that
often can be implemented at a much lower cost, and without raising some of the
same ethical concerns.

Many of the techniques described take advantage of discontinuities – either
across time or space (or often both) – to isolate the effects of a particular policing
policy or practice from all of the other factors that may affect crime rates in a partic-
ular neighborhood. As Jillian Carr (2017, this issue) and Rebecca Goldstein (2017,
this issue) both note, researchers could approximate an RCT by taking advantage
of a rollout (or a rollback, as the case may be). Often when a police department
deploys a new practice or technology, it does so gradually, starting with one area
before moving on to others. Researchers can use a rollout to assess whether any-
thing changes in the neighborhoods that first get the technology – using compa-
rable areas in other parts of the city as the control. Or, researchers could look for
discontinuities in historical data. Geller points out, for example, that policing prac-
tices may differ across precinct or jurisdictional boundaries even though neighbor-
hoods on each side of the line may in fact be quite similar (2017, this issue). Carr
notes that the neighborhoods themselves need not even be that similar, so long as
there is reason to think that they are subject to the same broad economic and social
trends (2017, this issue). Occasionally, researchers may be able to take advantage of
natural experiments – which are exogenous shocks that result in changes policing
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practices or staffing levels for reasons unrelated to changes in crime. A number
of studies have taken advantage of the fact that departments sometimes deploy
additional officers to a particular neighborhood in response to a terrorist threat (as
opposed to stepped up criminal activity), and then used these temporary spikes in
police activity to assess the degree to which officer presence affects the rates of
traditional violent and property crimes (e.g., Draca, Machin and Witt 2011).

There are, of course, a variety of challenges to using each of these techniques,
a set of concerns elaborated by Goldstein in this issue. Rollouts, for example, are
rarely conducted in a random fashion. Departments often deploy new technologies
first in neighborhoods where they are needed most. Researchers looking to use his-
torical data may find that data are missing or incomplete. Any number of factors can
affect crime rates in a particular neighborhood, many of which cities simply do not
track. For example, a dispute between rival gangs could lead to an uptick in crime,
or a streetlight could go out, suddenly making a particular corner more dangerous
than usual. Spillover effects may corrupt the results of the quasi-experiment (Gold-
stein 2017, this issue). Still, it often is possible to learn something – and across
multiple studies to start to get a picture of policing’s effects.

Finally, as Goldstein reminds us, absent the ability to use an RCT or quasi-
experiment, retrospective nonexperimental study is still available. It suffers from
any of a number of familiar difficulties, from simultaneous policy changes that are
difficult to untangle from the treatment being studied, to the concern that not all
possibly confounding variables have been included in a regression analysis (Gold-
stein 2017, this issue). Nonetheless, if we are going to learn something from new
policing policies and tactics, this may be the best available option in some cases.

4.3 Valuing intangibles

The next challenge to conducting BCAs around policing is figuring out how to
put a value on the benefits and costs – many of which are intangible and thus not
easily expressed in dollar terms. The difficulty is apparent when one picks apart the
various costs that may be incurred as a result of Ridgemont’s proactive traffic stops.
These include dignitary and psychological harms, as well as racial discrimination
harms (whether perceived or real). In communities where such stops are frequent,
individuals may engage in various avoidance behaviors to reduce the risk of being
stopped, which also is a cost. And as Fackler et al. and Geller both point out in their
symposium essays, there may be a significant cost in terms of community trust,
which in turn can affect people’s willingness to cooperate with the police (Fackler
et al. 2017, this issue; Geller 2017, this issue).
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Still, analysts can use a variety of tools to try to put a dollar figure on intangible
benefits and costs.

4.3.1 Borrowing values from other contexts

Sometimes it may be possible to find similar activities or situations for which we
do know the cost – or at least can more easily assess it.

One place to look for estimates is jury awards. Juries often are asked to put
a dollar figure on intangibles like pain and suffering when deciding how much
a defendant should have to pay to compensate a plaintiff for his or her injuries
(Cohen & Miller, 2003). A number of researchers have used jury awards to come
up with estimates for the intangible cost of various crimes to society, like homicide
or assault.

This approach is not without its problems. As Cohen notes, jury awards repre-
sent what it would take to compensate someone for a particular injury, which is not
necessarily the same as what that individual or others in society would be willing
to pay in order to avoid the harm in the first place. And, of course, juries are not
spending their money, but someone else’s, which may serve badly to put an accu-
rate price on certain injuries. Jury awards also vary widely and are susceptible to a
range of biases, including both case selection and the age and demographics of the
people involved (e.g., Anwar, Bayer & Hjalmarsson, 2012, 2014; Grossman et al.,
2016). Also, one should be careful in presuming the analogous nature of something
that may in fact be different. Someone who is assaulted by another member of the
public may experience a different set of harms than someone who is assaulted by
a police officer – even if the physical injuries are the same. Still, in the absence of
alternatives, jury awards may offer at least a plausible estimate of the underlying
costs.

4.3.2 Looking to people’s revealed preferences

Sometimes it may be possible to estimate certain values by looking at decisions
that people actually make about how to spend their money or time, that is, revealed
preferences. For example, some people pay to enroll in TSA precheck, which cuts
down on the time and intrusiveness of airport security. Others pay more for housing
in order to live closer to work. As noted above, some drivers may avoid certain
roads where stops are frequent.

Looking at these sorts of decisions can provide at least some estimate of the
value that people put on their privacy or time. On the other hand, one concern with
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these estimates is that people may not be able to afford to pay for things like time
or privacy, even if they in fact value them a great deal.

4.3.3 Contingent valuation

Another approach is to use contingent valuation – a survey-based technique that
involves posing a variety of hypotheticals and asking respondents how much they
would value a particular outcome. By varying the hypotheticals – for example, the
probability of being stopped, or the description of what happens during a typical
stop – researchers can begin to tease out the costs of different encounters. Two
symposium papers – by Mark Cohen and by Richard Carson and Jordan Louviere
– suggest a number of strategies for conducting contingent valuation surveys in the
policing context (and address some of the challenges inherent in this approach).
Carson and Louviere (2017, this issue) in particular explain developments in the
field of contingent valuation since the historic NOAA report co-authored by two
Nobel laureates, accepting the value of the contingent valuation approach under
carefully specified conditions (Arrow et al. 1993). Carson and Louviere talk about
various increasingly sophisticated surveying techniques – often accompanied by
visual and verbal depictions so that participants can make informed choices – that
are designed to elicit preferences, and put a willingness to pay (WTP) measure
on those choices as a means of monetization. At the conference, participants put
forward a number of additional ideas for how one could develop and implement a
study (or studies) using contingent valuation that could go a significant way toward
putting a dollar value on some of the intangible costs and benefits of policing.

In designing a contingent valuation survey, it is important to ensure that the
stories respondents are told are plausible – and that they involve real tradeoffs that
a person could imagine making. Because people often pay and receive money from
the government through taxes, surveys often ask how much respondents would be
willing to see their taxes go up (or down) in exchange for various changes in policy.

In asking these questions, however, one must be careful not to confuse the value
one places on a practice as a citizen from the value one places on it as the potential
target of the practice. When asked about stop-and-frisk, for example, someone who
is unlikely to ever be stopped will respond based on the value they attach as a
citizen to reducing (or increasing) the number of coercive encounters. Individuals
who expect to be stopped will respond based on how they think the proposed policy
will affect them personally. For this reason, it is important to survey individuals in
different groups to ensure each of these perspectives is taken into account.

A number of other factors also may affect people’s responses. For example,
some people may have strong views about policing in general that could swamp
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their more fine-grained valuations of the specific practice at issue. Someone who
thinks police budgets are too high may not be willing to pay higher taxes for de-
escalation training – even though they generally think that such training would be a
good idea. In addition, people’s responses can vary based on their familiarity with
the practice at issue. Someone who has been stopped frequently by the police may
give a different answer than someone for whom the question is more abstract. In
designing a survey, researchers may need to include some preliminary questions
that get at these baseline views and experiences – and then potentially tailor the
scenarios presented to various respondents.

All of these are merely cautions, which themselves can be leveraged in survey
design. One could learn a lot by doing a large-scale study, and segmenting out the
groups along some of the variables discussed, in order to get a better sense of how
precisely to price a practice.9

4.3.4 When valuation is very hard

Finally, it may be possible to include certain intangible costs or benefits in a BCA
without having to assign a precise dollar value to them.

In some cases, decision makers can anticipate certain types of harms and price
out measures to avoid them. Say, for example, that a chief is concerned that a certain
amount of racial profiling may follow from a decision to engage in proactive stops.
The cost of that profiling is serious but difficult to price. The chief can reduce the
risk of profiling by implementing a strong bias-free policing policy and carefully
tracking demographic data on police encounters. These alternatives might be priced
more easily.

Researchers also can employ breakeven analysis, which involves adding up all
of the costs and benefits that can be measured, and then asking what the intangible
values would need to be in order to tilt the decision one way or another. Breakeven
analysis works best when one side of the cost-benefit equation is much easier to
quantify than the other. Otherwise, one ends up with intangibles on both sides of
the equation. Obviously, with regard to traffic stops, neither side is particularly easy.
But for some police practices, we know what the costs might be, or can reasonably
price the benefits, which makes this a promising approach.

9 In addition to using hypothetical scenarios, it also is possible to survey the public following real
encounters. These are typically referred to as “contact surveys.” For example, one could take advantage
of the fact that some people now receive traffic tickets by mail (e.g., from a red light camera), whereas
others receive tickets from officers during a traffic stop. The difference in how people feel about their
tickets in the two scenarios can give some sense of the cost of the stop itself.
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5 Conclusion

As we indicated at the outset, the conference conversations and the papers by partic-
ipants, both those published in this issue and additional ones on the Policing Project
website (www.policingproject.org) made two things very clear. First, it is remark-
able, to say the least, given the controversy and uncertainty surrounding various
policing practices, that BCA has not been employed significantly in this area. It can
and should be. Policing policies, technologies, and tactics, should be subjected to
careful BCA. Second, although there are challenges to doing so, these challenges
can be overcome with careful methodology. Collaboration between researchers and
police officials can lead to clever research design that an assist in our developing
a better understanding of what works and what does not. Also, with the proper
resources, we can do reasonable job of assessing and quantifying the intangible
costs of policing, which have been all too often ignored to date. It is our hope that
this conference, and these papers, lead a generation of scholars to do BCA work on
policing practices, and that funding is forthcoming – both from government entities
and private philanthropy – to see that this work is done.
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