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Institutional Legitimacy
and Crime in Venezuela
Freddy Crespo
Universidad de Los Andes, Venezuela

Crime rates in Venezuela increased considerably at the end of the 1970s, and even more
so from the mid-1990s onward. Likewise, the country’s major institutions experienced
considerable change, moving from constant growth through crisis to a gradual loss of
legitimacy. Based on LaFree’s model of institutional legitimacy and crime, the author
tests the hypothesis that the declining legitimacy of key institutions was associated with
increasing crime rates. Government statistics are used to measure institutional legiti-
macy and crime rates for the period between 1957 and 2003. Statistical analysis based
on auto-regressive integrated moving average (ARIMA) techniques and cross-correlation
finds no relationship between the two sets of variables, with the partial exception of
robbery. These findings should be considered provisional rather than definitive because
alternative variables, additional observations, and alternative statistical techniques might
have produced different results. However, alternative explanations of crime rates should
also be explored.
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During the past 20 years, a large number of developing countries experienced
rapid increases in crime rates. Principal among these were the Latin American

countries, which during the 1990s suffered some of the largest increases (Barcia,
2003; United Nations, 1998).1 As these countries enter the 21st century, the prospects
for declining crime rates look bleak. Cities such as Rio de Janeiro, Caracas, and San
Salvador are considered to be among the most violent in the world.

Venezuela is a typical example of this trend. In 1960, the homicide rate was 10.88,2

and by 1990, it had risen slowly to 12.5. Thereafter, the increase was dramatic: to 20.7
in 1995 and 42.1 in 2003 (Ministerio de Fomento, 1958-1980; Ministerio de Justicia,
1980-1999; Ministerio del Interior y Justicia, 2000-2004). The theft rate in 1997
(336.01) was nearly six times the rate for all reported crimes in 1966 (63.1). Figures
indicated that in 2003 the murder rate in Caracas was 154, whereas in one parish in
the capital it was as high as 194 (Programa Venezolano de Educación Acción en
Derechos Humanos [PROVEA], 2004). In a national victim survey conducted in
2001, 69% of respondents felt that crime had increased in recent years, and 42% felt
that they were “very likely” to be a victim of crime in the near future.3

Author’s Note: This article was translated by Christopher Birkbeck.
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To the extent that they have paid attention to these crime trends, Venezuelan
researchers—like many of their Latin American counterparts—have focused mainly
on violent crime. In addition, they have functioned more as chroniclers than as the-
orists, documenting the rising crime rates and their impact rather than offering expla-
nations.4 But among those who have reflected on the causes of rising crime, there
has been a strong sense that they can be found in a general social, political, and insti-
tutional crisis that has affected the country. For example, Delgado (1987) was of the
opinion that “the increase in crime is a phenomenon which is attributable, almost as
a matter of common sense, to the crisis” (p. 21). Prior to this, Santos (1985) had por-
trayed the institutional crisis and its links to crime in dramatic terms:

We have seen a set of conditions of a political, moral, economic and social nature that
have been the decisive factors in the precipitation of the crisis that affects Venezuelan
social structure. Those factors show us a picture of an anomic society, lacking in the
normative and moral codes which might serve as a reference point in the search for
sense and social identity. From an exhausted society such as ours, at least two kinds of
consequence can be expected: the propagation and overflow of deviant and criminal
behaviors and the total disintegration of our social institutions. (p. 39)

Both Delgado and Santos also saw problems in the violence and repression that—in
their view—characterized the state’s response to social tension and conflict. Those
responses could only contribute to a heightened sense of insecurity.

Much more recently, Bravo Dávila (2004) has echoed the same kind of perspective:

Numerous social and economic problems in the country (poverty, unemployment, the
high cost of living, deficient social services, political conflict, shortages of food and
housing), including crime and personal insecurity, far from having been resolved, have
worsened. Authority has been relaxed in the extreme and social order and discipline
have been disappearing, while at the same time the state’s intervention in multiple
affairs is ever more clearly seen as a generator of problems. (p. 10)

Setting aside the moral and political invective that often infuses these commen-
taries, the general sense that something is wrong with the country’s institutions is
quite widespread and appears to be at least partly rooted in fact (see also Álvarez,
Fernández, & Quintin, 1999; Santos, 1992; Torres, 2000). In terms of perceived
levels of corruption—a key indicator of trust in governmental institutions—
Venezuelan citizens are comparatively pessimistic, falling at the 100th place in a
ranking of 133 nations from least to most corrupt (Transparency International, 2003;
see also Garrido, Stangeland, & Redondo, 2001). Furthermore, the academic litera-
ture on political, economic, and social institutions (especially the family) indicates
that the recent history of Venezuela has been characterized by a period of growth or
stability, followed by decline and crisis.

Politically, Venezuela entered a period of stability following the overthrow of the
dictator Pérez Jiménez in 1958 and the consolidation of democracy in the 1960s. In
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the words of Salamanca (1997), this was based on “representative democracy with
an emphasis on political parties as the principal vehicle for the articulation of
demands and the representation of interests” (p. 83). However, this model went into
crisis after the 1970s, which was reflected in the social sector by the increase in
poverty, in the economic domain by the fall in wages, and in the political sphere by
increasing electoral abstention, the social unrest of 1989,5 and two attempted mili-
tary coups during 1992 (Salamanca, 1997).

In terms of the economy, at the end of the 1960s and the beginning of the 1970s,
Venezuela became one of the five economies with the highest growth rates in the
world (Vivancos, 2003). However, the economy began to spiral into decline during
the 1980s as fluctuating international oil prices found governments unprepared to
deal with their impact. The crisis took shape in rising levels of unemployment, rapid
devaluation of the currency, price increases, and falling levels of real wages
(Monagas, 1999; Toro, 1996; Torres, 2000; Vivancos, 2003).

The growing institutional crisis was also present in the social sphere, particularly
with regard to the family, as traditional patterns of family structure and interaction
began to break down. People began to ignore the traditional legal and cultural mech-
anisms for setting up a family, adopting in their place strategies that were far more
problematic and particularly likely to weaken the controls over family members
(Mendoza, 2000). The traditional family model, with the father as the breadwinner
and the mother as child raiser and housekeeper, was partially displaced by single
mothers who needed to work to support their children or by families in which both
mother and father worked (Albornoz, 1979; Mendoza, 2000).

But if Venezuela’s criminologists have not been wrong in focusing on institu-
tional crisis as a possible explanation for rising crime rates, they have not undertaken
a systematic study of this presumed causal relationship nor produced empirical evi-
dence to support their claim. Thus, the following study examines the empirical rela-
tionship between institutional strength or weakness and levels of crime for the period
1957 to 2003. It takes as its theoretical foundation the model of institutional legiti-
macy and crime proposed by LaFree (1998) to account for crime rates in the United
States between the mid-1940s and the mid-1990s. The hypothesis to be tested,
simply put, is that levels of institutional legitimacy were inversely related to crime
rates. After reviewing LaFree’s model as developed for the United States, I describe
the data sources that were used to test the hypothesis. This is followed by the pre-
sentation and discussion of the results for Venezuela. I conclude with some com-
ments on the implications of these findings for LaFree’s hypothesis and for the
attempt to explain changes in crime rates—both in Venezuela and elsewhere.

Social Institutions, Legitimacy, and Crime

LaFree’s (1998) model of declining institutional legitimacy and crime was devel-
oped to account for crime rates in the post-WWII United States. In particular, he was
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interested in finding an explanation for the sharp rise in crime rates during the 1960s.
He pointed out that although variables such as gender, age, and race are associated
with criminality—leading to the widely known finding that crime rates are highest
among young African American men—these variables change very slowly over time
and cannot account for the rapid rise in crime rates in the space of little more than a
decade. In searching for variables with the requisite potential for rapid change,
LaFree focused on economic and political variables, on changes in the family, and
on changes in policies dealing with criminal justice, education, and social welfare.
The concept that he adopted to link these variables together was that of the social
institution.

LaFree (1998) defined institutions as “patterned, mutually shared ways that
people develop for living together” (p. 71). He argued that these patterns are based
on norms that provide a regulatory function. Institutions therefore represent social
mechanisms that produce conformity. They reduce crime by reducing individual
motivation to commit crime, by providing controls over criminal behavior, and by
protecting people against the criminal behavior of others.6 However, institutions can
only fulfill these functions if they are perceived by participants to be legitimate, for
without legitimacy they will be less likely to conform to expected patterns of behav-
ior. As these institutions lose legitimacy, crime rates are likely to rise.

Transferring these concepts to the postwar United States, LaFree (1998) hypoth-
esized that a relatively rapid decline in the legitimacy of key political, economic, and
social institutions accounted for the rapid rises in crime rates during the 1960s and
1970s. Reactions to the crime wave in the form of increased government spending
on criminal justice, education, and social welfare helped to bolster institutional legit-
imacy and slow down the increase in crime rates:

As the strength of traditional social institutions stabilized and spending on institutions
such as criminal justice and education increased, crime rates in America did eventu-
ally level off and even began to decline a bit during the twilight of the twentieth cen-
tury. (p. 10)

To test this hypothesis, LaFree (1998) assembled a variety of indicators of polit-
ical, economic, and social legitimacy, together with data on government spending in
the fields of criminal justice, education, and welfare. He compared the behavior of
these variables over time with the fluctuations in crime rates and concluded that they
provide a plausible account for the rapid rise in crime rates during the 1960s and
the stabilization of crime rates during the 1990s. For example, at the beginning of
the period, levels of trust in government were high and crime rates low. During the
1960s, levels of trust declined rapidly, whereas crime rates rose. Levels of trust sub-
sequently stabilized at a lower level, just as crime rates stabilized at a higher level.
Similarly, in the economic sphere, relative measures of stress such as inequality and
inflation showed a consistent positive association with crime rates. With relation to
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families, LaFree documented the dramatic shift away from the traditional family
model to nontraditional forms. Finally, he showed that the biggest increases in
spending on criminal justice, and to some extent on education and social welfare,
occurred after crime rates had started their rapid rise and could therefore be inter-
preted as reactions to crime rather than as causes of it.

LaFree’s (1998) analysis has been welcomed by scholars for the breadth of its
sweep and the undeniable importance of its empirical focus. For example, Short (1999)
concurred that “institutional legitimacy is profoundly important to social change”
(p. 541), whereas Rosenfeld (2000) concluded that “it is difficult to deny that insti-
tutional change and postwar crime rate trends were interrelated in important ways”
(p. 254). However, more critical comments were also forthcoming, most of which
could be related to the difficulty of conducting research with national data sets.

Short (1999) argued that institutions may involve several types of trust (e.g., com-
petence, fiduciary responsibility, and the integrity of the moral order), each of which
is likely to have different implications for legitimacy. Rosenfeld (2000) pointed out
that the public perception of high crime levels may weaken political legitimacy as
citizens come to feel that government can do little to protect them. Thus, the causal
relationship between crime and institutional legitimacy could be more complex than
that hypothesized by LaFree (1998). Rosenfeld also saw a danger of circularity in
LaFree’s argument: If an institution is legitimate to the extent that persons behave in
accordance with established rules, laws, and customs, “it follows by definition that
increases in crime can be said to result from declines in institutional legitimacy”
(p. 254). Rosenfeld suggested that a clear distinction should be maintained between
the perceptions and attitudes that bear on institutional legitimacy and the behaviors
that result from its decline.

The foregoing observations are not only calls for a better specification of
LaFree’s (1998) model; they also imply a demand for more comprehensive data sets
(e.g., to study different kinds of legitimacy, to separate perceptions and attitudes
from behaviors, and to examine feedback between institutional legitimacy and crime
rates). The difficulty, however, is that more comprehensive data sets may not be
available, and this places LaFree’s work in something of a paradoxical position: His
conceptual framework is constructed for the nation-state, but problems with the
availability and quality of data—even for a country such as the United States with a
strong tradition of governmental data collection—may hinder the task of rigorous
empirical testing. Further evaluation of LaFree’s ideas may proceed at least as well
by testing them in other countries as by refining the tests in the country of origin.

That LaFree (1998) adopted a challenging level of analysis at which to conduct
research is perhaps borne out by the fact that to date, no other tests of his hypothe-
sis have been conducted, either in the United States or elsewhere. The following case
study provides a test with data for Venezuela, a country with a recent social, eco-
nomic, and political history that differs considerably from that of the United States
and for which satisfactory national time series for key variables can be compiled.
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Data and Method

Institutional Legitimacy

Following Short’s (1999) call for a more nuanced conceptualization of legitimacy,
I use Salamanca’s (1997) work on the recent political history of Venezuela in which
he proposes that legitimacy can be broken down into four dimensions. The first is
legitimacy of origin, which refers to the manner in which a person or a government
came to power. The second is functional legitimacy, which refers to the plural and
participatory nature of the rules and procedures for obtaining social ends. The third is
the legitimacy of results, which relates to the effective distribution of resources and
the transformation of demands into outcomes. Finally, there is symbolic legitimacy,
which refers to the cultural and normative dimensions of social groups, including the
values that are held and respected by its members. In this regard, legitimacy depends
on people’s beliefs in institutionally established patterns. Salamanca argued that mea-
sures of, for example, the way in which a leader came into office, the way in which a
political system functions to include (or exclude) people in decision making, and the
pattern of social distribution of resources and results will indicate the level of legiti-
macy of a political regime. Although he did not explore this, it is also possible that
Salamanca’s typology could be applied to economic and social institutions.

The social, economic, and political indicators available for Venezuela between the
1950s and recent times must be mapped onto this typology. Given the strong role of
governments in directing the economy (which is based on oil), the legitimacy of the
political system can partly be measured by its results (Salamanca’s third category), by
focusing on those areas of the economy that are strongly associated with governmen-
tal policy: public sector wages, the consumer price index, and gross domestic prod-
uct per capita (GDP). Two indicators of functional legitimacy (Salamanca’s second
category) in the economic sector are the level of unemployment and the rate of infla-
tion. Finally, the legitimacy of the family is measured in its symbolic dimension
(Salamanca’s fourth category) by the divorce rate, the prevalence of female-headed
households, and the prevalence of cohabiting couples.

Governmental “Responses”

Similar to LaFree, governmental action in fields bearing on institutional legitimacy
and crime rates is measured by per capita spending on justice, education, and welfare.

Crime Rates

Data were compiled from national summaries of crimes reported to the police.
Violent crimes include homicide and assault, whereas property crimes include
robbery,7 theft, and vehicle loss.8 International studies reveal that reporting rates are

352 Journal of Contemporary Criminal Justice

 © 2006 SAGE Publications. All rights reserved. Not for commercial use or unauthorized distribution.
 by on May 2, 2008 http://ccj.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://ccj.sagepub.com


typically highest for homicide and vehicle loss (Barcia, 2003; García, 1970; Skogan,
1978) and often considerably lower for other kinds of crime. Indeed, as governmen-
tal institutions lose legitimacy, reporting rates may decline. However, the rates of
homicide and vehicle theft provide a measure of crime rates that is presumably quite
closely associated with the true rates for those crimes.

Results

Institutional Legitimacy

Figures 1 and 2 show the trend in economic indicators of government perfor-
mance between 1957 and 2003: the consumer price index, public sector wages, and
GDP. The results show very clearly that public sector wages and GDP generally
increased up to the late 1970s, whereas the consumer price index was extremely sta-
ble. In the 1980s, public sector wages and GDP began to decline, and by the late
1990s, they were at or below their level in 1957. The consumer price index increased
dramatically during the 1990s. All of these are indicators that during the past
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Figure 1
Consumer Price Index (at 1997 prices): 1957-2003
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Source: Based on data from Banco Central de Venezuela (2004).
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25 years or so, successive governments have been unsuccessful in maintaining or
reachieving the standard of living that was prevalent at the end of the 1970s.

Figures 3 and 4 show the rates of unemployment and inflation. Despite several
reverses in the trend, unemployment increased throughout the period, from approx-
imately 3% in the early 1960s to nearly 20% by 2003. Inflation was negligible until
the end of the 1970s and then increased dramatically during the 1980s, fluctuating
quite markedly until the end of the 1990s, when it returned to lower levels. However,
inflation since the late 1990s, combined with a rapidly increasing consumer price
index, has contributed to a fall in real standard of living for most of the population.
There is clear evidence that the economy has been functioning deficiently during the
past 25 years.
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Figure 2
GDP per Capita (1997 base): 1957-2001;

Public Employees’ Salaries (1997 base): 1957-2000
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Figure 5 shows the three indicators of family legitimacy: the divorce rate, the rate
of female-headed households, and the rate of cohabitation. The latter variables show
a very similar trend throughout the period, with low rates until the mid-1970s and
sustained, although not dramatic, increases since that time. The divorce rate showed
a similar trend through to the mid-1970s but thereafter increased dramatically until
the late 1980s. Although it has returned to lower levels, these are still higher than
they were at the beginning of the period. Collectively, these trends indicate a con-
siderable move away from the traditional family model, beginning in the mid-1970s.

Figure 6 shows per capita spending on justice, education, and welfare between
1957 and 2003. Both educational and justice expenditures peaked around the middle
of the period and went into decline as the economy began to falter. By contrast, wel-
fare spending was very low for most of the period but has increased since the begin-
ning of the 1990s and has recently shown a parallel trend to educational spending.
Of the three types of expenditure, welfare is the category whose trend is most com-
parable to LaFree’s (1998) notion of institutional response to crisis, for its level
increased as standards of living fell.
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Figure 3
Unemployment (%): 1960-2003
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Crime

Figure 7 shows the rates for homicide and assault. It is immediately apparent that
the proportion of assaults reported to the police is likely to be very low, because its
prevalence is comparable to, or less than, the prevalence of homicide, yet it is well
known that murder is a far less frequent event than assault. Notwithstanding, both
rates were relatively similar until the mid-1980s, being relatively low and generally
stable. From the late 1980s onward, the homicide rate showed dramatic increases,
doubling between 1987 and 1993 and then again between 1996 and 2003. These
increases have placed Venezuela among the most violent countries in Latin America.
The assault rate has not shown a similar increase and has remained generally stable.

Figure 8 shows the rates for the three property crimes: robbery, theft, and vehicle
loss. These all show a broadly similar trend, with higher rates from the mid-1970s to
the mid-1990s and lower rates since that time. This trend contrasts sharply with the
recent homicide rate and suggests that property crimes and violent crimes have not
shown a common pattern in recent years.
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Figure 4
Inflation (%): 1957-2004
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Summary

Comparison of the foregoing results immediately suggests that institutional per-
formance can be divided into two periods. The first, lasting from the mid-1950s to
the mid-1970s, was a period in which political, economic, and traditional social
institutions appeared to be functioning well. Wages and GDP were rising, whereas
the consumer price index, unemployment, and inflation were low. This was some-
thing of a “golden age”—a boom period—in the recent history of Venezuela, in
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Figure 5
Female-Headed Households (per 1,000 Inhabitants), 1957-2002;

Divorces (per 100,000 Inhabitants), 1957-2001; Number of
Cohabitating Couples (per 1,000 Inhabitants), 1957-2002
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which a democratic government was able to oversee increasing standards of living
and accompany them by relatively high levels of spending on education and justice.
There was a general sense of stability, which was also reflected in low divorce rates
and low numbers of female-headed households. After the mid-1970s, the crisis began,
as GDP and real wages began to fall and unemployment and inflation rose, while
government spending on education and justice fell. Divorce rates increased consider-
ably, as did the numbers of female-headed households and cohabiting couples. This
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Figure 6
Per Capita Government Spending on Education, 1957-2003;

Justice, 1957-1998; and Social Welfare, 1957-2003 (all at 1997 base)
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was the crisis alluded to by the criminologists quoted in the introduction to this arti-
cle. It was a crisis in institutional functioning and legitimacy, and it is a crisis that con-
tinues to affect the country today. It was the “bust” that followed the boom.

Crime rates showed differing relationships with this pattern of institutional
change. Property crimes increased during the boom period and into the first part of
the bust. However, as the institutional crisis deepened, property crime rates fell after
the mid-1980s. Like property crimes, violent crimes increased after 1970, but there-
after, their trends diverged. Whereas assault rates remained stable and subsequently
declined (largely following the pattern for property crimes), homicide rates contin-
ued to increase dramatically. Given these divergent trends, it is important to exam-
ine the extent to which any of the crime rates were associated with changes in
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Figure 7
Murders and Assaults per 100,000 Inhabitants, 1957-2003
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institutional legitimacy. In the next section, I report the results of a statistical analy-
sis that was designed to test for significant associations between crime rates and
measures of institutional legitimacy.

Bivariate Time-Series Analysis

Researchers have for long warned against the use of simple statistical techniques to
detect the presence of significant associations between two raw time series (Loftin &
McDowall, 1982). An individual time series usually contains a considerable degree of
autocorrelation, meaning that a current value is correlated with recent past values. In
addition, when two time series show a trend (as many do), there will be an inherent ten-
dency to find correlation between them simply because of the trending in each. Thus,
the comparison of raw time series usually leads to inflated correlation coefficients or
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Figure 8
Theft and Robbery per 10,000 Inhabitants, 1957-2003;

Vehicle Losses per 10,000 Inhabitants, 1972-2003
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spurious regression coefficients. Meaningful comparison requires that autocorrelation
and trend be removed from each series, such that the residuals can be considered “white
noise.” Analysis of the possible relationship between the two series then proceeds by
examination of the cross-correlation function (CCF) of the residuals from each series.
The CCF reports the correlation coefficient and the standard error for comparisons of
the residuals at the same point in time (instantaneous coefficients) and for a specified
number of lagged periods (usually up to three or four). When the value of the correla-
tion coefficient is more than twice the standard error, one variable is considered to be
cross-correlated with the other (either instantaneously or at the corresponding lag
period) (Gartner & Parker, 1990).

The auto-regressive integrated moving average (ARIMA) technique was used to
“stationarize” each raw time series by removing autocorrelation and trend. Because of
the abrupt changes in almost all the time series, all variables were transformed to their
natural logarithms. Then, several different models were tried for each time series, and
for each model, the correlogram of residuals and the Box-Ljung statistic were examined
to check for autocorrelation. For all variables except one, an ARIMA model with 1, 1,
0 parameters produced white-noise residuals; for the consumer price index, the best
parameters were 1, 1, 1. The residuals for each crime rate were then cross-correlated
with the residuals for each independent variable, allowing for up to a 4-year lag.

The results showed no significant cross-correlations for measures of institutional
legitimacy and vehicle loss and only one or at most two significant cross-correlations
for homicide, assault, and theft.9 However, because there were 55 cross-correlation
coefficients in each analysis (11 independent variables × 5 time periods [instanta-
neous, 1-year, 2-year, 3-year, and 4-year lag]), these results could have been produced
by chance.

The exceptions to these findings were the results for robbery, which revealed
seven significant cross-correlations (see Table 1). Thus, robbery at a 2-year lag was
positively associated with the value of public sector wages, and robbery at a 1-year
lag was positively associated with GDP per capita. Robbery was instantaneously and
positively correlated with rates of unemployment and inflation, and it was also pos-
itively correlated at a 2-year lag with the rate of cohabitating couples and the rate of
female-headed households. Finally, robbery at a 4-year lag was also positively cor-
related with the rate of female-headed households.

The first two of these significant findings are contrary to the predictions derived
from LaFree’s (1998) model. According to the latter, increasing values for public
sector wages and GDP per capita would indicate increased levels of legitimacy and
should be associated with declining crime rates. However, the results for Venezuela
show that increases in these variables were associated with subsequent increases in
the robbery rate, perhaps because greater prosperity provided greater opportunities
for crime. The other findings are consistent with LaFree’s model, in that increasing
unemployment and inflation (indicators of decreasing economic legitimacy) were
instantaneously correlated with higher rates of robbery. Similarly, higher rates of
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cohabitation and female-headed households (indicators of declining family legiti-
macy) were associated with higher robbery rates at a 2-year lag. However, the find-
ings that are consistent with LaFree’s model should be balanced against the overall
results for robbery, which reveal that for many variables there were no significant
cross-correlations.

In general, the results indicate almost no support for LaFree’s (1998) model.
Indicators of institutional legitimacy were unrelated to vehicle losses and almost
completely unrelated to homicide, assault, and theft. They were better predictors of
robbery rates, but not always in the direction postulated by LaFree.

Discussion

Although examination of the trends in indicators of institutional legitimacy con-
firms the perception—held by many, including criminologists—of a recent and
ongoing crisis in Venezuela, changes in recorded crime rates—although sometimes
dramatic—have not been uniform. And although the visual comparisons of some of
the graphs that chart these trends are often suggestive of a strong association
between institutional legitimacy and crime rates, statistical analysis indicates that
they are predominantly unrelated, with the partial exception of robbery.

However, before dismissing LaFree’s (1998) model as invalid for the Venezuelan
case, several methodological aspects of the foregoing study should be considered.
First, there are potential problems with the validity of the data, all of which were
compiled from governmental sources. National account keeping is a complex affair,
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Table 1
Instantaneous and Lagged Cross-Correlations of Robbery

Rate and Indicators of Institutional Legitimacy

Variable Instantaneous 1-Year Lag 2-Year Lag 3-Year Lag 4-Year Lag

Consumer price index .093 −.092 −.096 −.168 −.093
Public sector wages −.096 −.017 .342a .232 .112
GDP per capita −.038 .315a .281 .128 .110
Unemployment .308a .198 .125 −.181 −.365
Inflation .343a .063 −.072 −.089 .126
Divorce .088 .159 .157 .134 .233
Cohabitation −.190 .103 .323a .196 .233
Female-headed households .233 −.062 .359a .216 .422a

Education .068 .031 .189 .199 .102
Justice −.067 .129 .314 .179 .201
Social welfare −.217 −.155 −.078 .033 −.064

a. Correlation is more than twice its standard error.
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and its quality can be affected by many factors, such as changes in protocols for data
collection, changes in the procedures used to estimate specific indicators, and
changes in the level of care with which data are compiled and produced. All of these
could have introduced an unknown level of variance into the time series used in this
study. A particular difficulty concerns the estimation of crime rates, which are based
on cases reported to the police. The reporting rate itself may be associated with the
perceived legitimacy of government, such that as institutional legitimacy declines, so
also does the disposition to report crimes and therefore the recorded crime rate. Put
slightly differently, the measures of crime rates may not be independent of the levels
of perceived legitimacy of government.10 There is no doubt that—if it were possible—
validation of Venezuelan government statistics would greatly aid in assessing the util-
ity of existing data sets.

Second, legitimacy may be as much a subjective state of mind (either collective
or individual) as it is a more objective set of institutional arrangements.11 Therefore,
there may be difficulties in using measures of institutional functioning or perfor-
mance as indicators of perceived legitimacy. The extent to which, for example, rises
in the consumer price index, unemployment, or inflation translate into perceptions
of decreased legitimacy is unknown. Ideally, data concerning perceived levels of
legitimacy would be required, but systematic and periodic measurements of this phe-
nomenon do not currently exist in Venezuela. If such measures were available, it is
possible that they would show greater correlation with crime rates—at least, that is
the prediction of LaFree’s (1998) model.

Third, the results may be partly an artifact of the technique used for statistical
analysis. ARIMA techniques normally require a minimum of 50 observations for the
results to be stable, but in the present study the number of observations was 47 for
most of the variables and slightly less for some of them.12 It is possible that, as gov-
ernment data continue to accumulate, longer time series could be examined, which
might lead to different conclusions. In addition, ARIMA techniques are considered
to lead to relatively strict requirements for rendering residuals white noise, and other
methods of analysis, such as generalized least squares regression, might have pro-
duced different results (cf. Gartner & Parker, 1990).

In sum, alternative variables, additional measurement points, and alternative tech-
niques of analysis might produce different results. These are matters to be explored
in the future. Further analysis should also be alert to the possibility that the results
vary by crime type, as they did in this study. Thus, the results for robbery indicated
that this type of crime was significantly correlated with several economic and social
variables. Collectively, those results suggest that certain kinds of economic strain
(unemployment, inflation) produce an immediate positive impact on the robbery
rate, whereas increased strain on families (more cohabitation and more female-
headed households) together with signs of economic improvement (public sector
wages and GDP per capita) produce a lagged positive effect. Why this should hap-
pen with robberies but not with the other kinds of crime included in this study is not
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immediately clear. Nor are the results for robbery always in the direction predicted
by LaFree’s (1998) model, and they could be open to interpretations that do not rely
on institutional legitimacy, such as strain, control, and opportunity perspectives.
Interestingly, those perspectives are congruent with LaFree’s central model of crime
causation based on criminal motivation, social control, and guardianship.

Conclusion

During the past 50 years, economic and social indicators show that Venezuela
went through an unprecedented period of boom followed by an equally extended
period of decline. By the early years of the new millennium, standards of living had
almost returned to their 1960s levels, while unemployment and prices continued to
increase. With the notable exception of homicide rates, which have recently reached
alarming levels, recorded crime rates roughly followed—with some delay—the
same trend, although they are now higher than they were 50 years ago. It is natural
to speculate on the possible links between the two sets of variables, as Venezuelan
criminologists have done. A rationale for this is provided by LaFree’s (1998) argu-
ment that the explanation for crime must take account of its rapid and marked fluc-
tuations in level. Many variables traditionally cited as the causes of crime (such as
sex, or the age structure of the population) do not fluctuate in a similar fashion,
meaning that the search for convincing explanations must look elsewhere. In paral-
lel fashion to Venezuelan criminologists, but with much greater conceptual develop-
ment and empirical inquiry, LaFree focused on institutional change, specifically
institutional legitimacy, as the key factor affecting crime rates in the United States.
In his account, changing levels of legitimacy affected the central variables of crime
causation (motivation, control, and opportunity) to produce rapid rises in crime rates,
followed by stabilization and some decline.

This is an innovative account of trends in crime rates, but one that is very diffi-
cult to test. National-level data sets may be subject to unknown or uncontrollable
sources of variance and may only offer a first approximation to the satisfactory mea-
surement of institutional legitimacy. In addition, time-series analysis is sensitive to
the number of observations and to the specific models and techniques used, such that
its results should always be treated as provisional. Nevertheless, even with those
caveats in mind, the findings should be given some value in terms of whether or not
they support the theoretical framework being tested.

Using the best available data sets for Venezuela, and an appropriate statistical
technique, this study finds very little support for LaFree’s (1998) hypothesis. With
the partial exception of robbery, changes in institutional performance were unrelated
to changes in crime rates. Although the two sets of variables often showed similar
trends, significant cross-correlations could not be found. This suggests that both sets
of variables may have reflected underlying changes in other variables that affected
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institutional performance and crime rates. Expressed in different terms, rising crime
rates may have been a symptom of the social crisis in Venezuela, but not the result.

Thus, although future research should certainly continue to test LaFree’s (1998)
hypothesis—in Venezuela, the United States, and elsewhere—with alternative data
and alternative methods, some thought should also be given to alternative explana-
tions. As already pointed out, the significant findings for robbery in Venezuela can
be interpreted in terms of the central model of crime causation used by LaFree (moti-
vation, control, and guardianship), and perhaps it is here where attention should
focus more strongly. Such a model is broadly similar to that used by many theorists
of crime (Birkbeck & LaFree, 1993) and therefore opens up the inquiry to many of
the explanations that have been put forward in the field. The merit of LaFree’s
approach is to invite us to think about those explanations in light of the historical
experience of nation-states.

Notes

1. For example, general crime rates per 100,000 people in 1994 in Colombia, Bolivia, and Ecuador
were 786, 234, and 185, respectively. By contrast, rates for Japan, the United Kingdom, and Canada were
3, 14, and 20, respectively (United Nations, 1998).

2. All crime rates reported in this paragraph are for units of 100,000 people.
3. These figures are calculated from the database kindly made available by the Dirección de

Prevención del Delito, Ministerio del Interior y Justicia, Caracas.
4. For a representative selection of work on violence in Latin America, see Londoño, Gaviria, and

Guerrero (2000) and Fajnzylber, Lederman, and Loayza (2001). For Venezuela, see Briceño-León and
Pérez Perdomo (2003) and the annual reports prepared by Programa Venezolano de Educación Acción en
Derechos Humanos (PROVEA), a human rights nongovernmental organization (e.g., PROVEA, 2004).

5. This was the phenomenon known as the Caracazo, in which widespread protests and looting by
the civilian population in late February 1989 (throughout the country, but mainly in the capital city of
Caracas) were followed by a month-long period of governmental repression and the suspension of several
constitutional guarantees, during which at least 300 people were killed (many by the police, the national
guard, or the army).

6. It is important to note that LaFree (1998) did not see institutional legitimacy or the level of gov-
ernment spending as the immediate causes of crime. In his model, the direct causes of crime are criminal
motivation, social control, and guardianship. Institutional legitimacy and the level of government spend-
ing are related to crime rates through these variables.

7. The Venezuelan Criminal Code (Venezuela, 2005) classes robbery as property crime rather than
violent crime.

8. The category of vehicle loss comprises both theft and robbery of vehicles.
9. The significant cross-correlations for these crimes were as follows: Homicide at a 1-year lag was

negatively associated with the proportion of female-headed households; assault at a 3-year lag was posi-
tively associated with the rate of cohabitating couples; theft at a 2-year lag was positively associated with
the proportion of female-headed households; theft with no lag was negatively associated with spending
on social welfare (i.e., this was an instantaneous cross-correlation).

10. A possible counterargument here is that the reporting rates for homicide and vehicle loss are likely
to entail a much smaller “dark figure” than are the other kinds of crime studied, and even the results for
those crimes do not support the predictions derived from LaFree’s (1998) model.
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11. LaFree (1998) follows Weber’s (1947:324) classic definition of legitimacy as “the probability that
certain commands (or all commands) from a given source will be obeyed by a given group of persons”
(p. 75). Legitimate power involves “a minimum of voluntary submission.”

12. However, the number of observations for vehicle loss was only 32, which may explain why no sig-
nificant cross-correlations were found for that series.
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