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Chapter 1: Introduction

Criminologists have long been studying the influence of defendant
characteristics in courtroom decision-making. However, very little work considers
the role that community level factors such as neighborhood socioeconomic status
(SES) might play in shaping court actor decision making. Some work is suggestive
of a relationship. For example, select studies report that neighborhood SES impacts
various court decisions (Auerhahn, Henderson, McConnel, and Lockwood, 2017;
Wooldredge and Thistlethwaite, 2004; Wooldredge, 2007). In particular, some recent
work indicates that defendants residing in locations with greater neighborhood
disadvantage are more likely to receive non-suspended prison sentences
(Wooldredge, 2007) and be fully prosecuted (Wooldredge and Thistlethwaite, 2004).
Although research on neighborhoods socioeconomic conditions and criminal
punishment is fairly limited, the body of research on this topic is growing and
scholars are increasingly investigating the contextual role of community
characteristics as an extralegal factor in court decisions.

Much of this work suggests that criminal justice officials are influenced by
neighborhood characteristics. For example, Smith (1986) found police officers made
significantly more arrests in lower income neighborhoods. Gellar and Fagan (2010)
found “stop and frisk” policies in New York resulted in disproportionate stops and
searches of individuals residing in low-income non-white neighborhoods. Similarly,
court actors may be influenced by neighborhood SES. For example, Wooldredge and

Thistlethwaite (2004) found defendants from low-income areas were less likely to be



fully prosecuted compared to defendants from high-income areas in a sample of
misdemeanor assaults. Later, Wooldredge (2007) found defendants residing in areas
of neighborhood disadvantage experienced less favorable sentencing decisions.
Auerhahn and colleagues (2017: 30) explained these findings by stating that the
“spatial environment is a social signifier that influences perceptions of those who live
and spend time there...neighborhood of residence can be a powerful social ‘marker’
that identifies an individual as having certain characteristics, values, and status.”
When neighborhood characteristics such as low SES are involved in court cases,
perceptions of class can emphasize negative stereotypes such as dangerousness
(Auerhahn et al., 2017; Wooldredge, 2007). Consequently, it is possible that the
courtroom workgroup may share norms about defendants that reside in certain
neighborhoods or victimize certain areas within the community. For example,
Sudnow (1965: 261) stated “knowing where an offense took place is thus, for the
[public defender], knowledge of the likely persons involved, the kind of scene in
which the offense occurred, and the pattern of activity characteristic of such a place.”
The SES of the crime-targeted neighborhood may hold implications in
courtroom decision-making as well. Although it is widely recognized in
environmental criminology that offenders participate in criminal activity near their
residence (Brantingham and Brantingham, 1993; Phillips 1980), not all offenders fall
into this category. Offenders are differentially motivated to commit crime, and some
may travel to neighborhoods unlike their home neighborhood where there are
opportunities to engage in different types of criminal activity (Canter and Youngs,

2008; Koppen and Keijser, 1997; Rhodes and Conley, 2008). Scholars have ventured



that the social class of the neighborhood in which the offense takes place, the
victimized community, may impact court actor’s operationalization of focal concerns
in sentencing (Omori, 2017; Williams and Rosenfeld, 2016). For example, offenders
who commit crimes in disadvantaged areas may be viewed as more dangerous,
blameworthy, and threatening to the elite in society. At the same time, affluent
communities may establish a greater need for community protection from outsiders
through criminal justice responses like harsher sentencing (Williams and Rosenfeld,
2016). However, studies that review the crime-targeted neighborhood in court cases
are limited, speculative, and do not fully investigate neighborhoods connected to
different types of defendants.

At the same time, most research on extralegal factors in punishment focus
disproportionately on the judge’s final decision without considering the discretion of
other criminal justice actors, predominately prosecutors (Johnson, King, and Spohn,
2016; Piehl and Bushway, 2007; Shermer and Johnson, 2010; Wright and Engen,
2005). More research is therefore needed to understand how the economic standing
of both the defendant’s home and crime-targeted community impact charging
decisions. Kutateladze, Andiloro, Johnson, and Spohn (2014) noted the importance
of identifying extralegal disadvantages throughout stages of criminal justice and
conducted a study examining race in criminal case processing for defendants in New
York County. It was discovered that black and Latino defendants were cumulatively
disadvantaged compared to white defendants. Kutateladze and colleagues (2014)

highlighted a need to review other extralegal factors, specifically defendant SES, as



well as measures of prosecutorial discretion throughout case processing (i.e., charge
reductions) as distinguished priorities for future sentencing research.

This thesis answers that call by investigating whether the SES of the
defendant’s home and crime-targeted neighborhoods act as extralegal factors that may
disadvantage defendants during charging in New York County. Studying this
relationship adds to the literature in a few ways. First, scholars argue that case
outcomes are significantly shaped by prosecutor decisions (Piehl and Bushway, 2007;
Shermer and Johnson, 2010; Wright and Engen, 2005). However, much of the
sentencing literature investigating extralegal factors focuses only on the judge’s final
decision. Investigating charge reductions represents a valuable approach for studying
earlier case processes that shape criminal punishment. Second, prosecutorial
discretion and neighborhood SES are uniquely addressed in this study. Past research
shows the SES of both the defendants home and crime-targeted neighborhoods may
add a contextual layer to how prosecutors process defendants (Auerhahn et al., 2017;
Omori, 2017; Williams and Rosenfeld, 2016; Wooldredge and Thistlethwaite, 2004).
Third, comprehensive data are examined from New York County District Attorney’s
Office, which contain a large and diverse sample of offenders, many of whom travel
to commit crimes in areas outside of their home community. Overall, this thesis
seeks to understand the likelihood of offenders receiving charge reductions based on
the SES of both the offender’s residential neighborhood and crime-targeted
neighborhood. The next chapter reviews prior work on prosecutorial decision-
making, extralegal factors, community contexts, environmental criminology, and

neighborhood SES. Chapter 3 outlines relevant theoretical perspectives on focal



concerns and group threat theory processes, and Chapter 4 details the data and

methods used to investigate these research questions.



Chapter 2: Literature Review

Prosecutorial Discretion and Charge Reductions

There are a few challenges involved in studying prosecutorial discretion
within the criminal justice system (Forst, 2010; Johnson et al., 2016; Shermer and
Johnson, 2010). For one, there are limited data that detail early case processing
decisions that involve prosecutorial discretion (Forst, 2010; Johnson et al., 2016).
Also, district attorneys may hesitate to share information about their decisions out of
fear of political or public scrutiny (Forst, 2010; Johnson et al., 2016). Despite these
obstacles, studying prosecutorial discretion is important because prosecutors hold a
uniquely powerful role in the criminal justice system.

The influence of the prosecutor is attributable, in part, to their largely
unchecked and unreviewable decision-making power (Frase, 2000). Although judges
decide the final sentence, legal scholars widely acknowledge that prosecutors often
hold greater influence over court case dispositions. For example, sentencing reforms
such as mandatory minimums and changes in sentencing guidelines, intended to
check judicial discretion, shifted the discretion from the judge to the prosecutor
(Forst, 2010; Johnson, 2010). Therefore, understanding the role of the prosecutor is
crucial to comprehending the court process in its entirety.

The prosecutor’s role exists in the stages that take place prior to the judge’s
final sentence (Forst, 2010). These crucial decision-making points include
determining whether to accept cases, selecting charges, and recommending sentences
(Forst, 2010). An important tool that prosecutors use to persuade defendants to plead

guilty is charge bargaining, a type of plea negotiation in which the defendant receives
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a lesser charge in exchange for pleading guilty (Forst, 2010). Wright and Engen
(2005) stated that plea negotiations plays a vital role in criminal punishment because
it often directs the final sentence. Therefore, examining charge reductions is an
important approach to understanding how prosecutors impact sentence severity and
influence extralegal disparities (Nagel and Schulhofer, 1992; Piehl and Bushway,
2007; Shermer and Johnson, 2010).

Only a few recent studies have examined prosecutorial charge reductions, and
often, individual measures of charge reduction vary (Albonetti, 1992; Kutateladze et
al., 2014; Piehl and Bushway, 2007; Shermer and Johnson, 2010; Wright and Engen,
2005). For example, Albonetti (1992) analyzed charge decreases as reduced charges
from a felony to a misdemeanor in a sample of Florida burglary cases. Spohn and
Homey (1993) operationalized charge reductions as a decrease in charge severity or
decrease in the number of charges for defendants involved in rape cases in Detroit.
Finally, Shermer and Johnson (2010) analyzed federal charge plea negotiations and
reviewed charge reductions as whether a reduction took place in the statutory
maximum between initial filing through conviction.

Given the limited prior work on prosecutorial discretion, and the use of charge
reductions in particular, additional work is needed to address the paucity of
information for one of the most complex and influential actors in the criminal
courtroom workgroup. The limited empirical work on the topic suggests extralegal

factors can often shape prosecutorial decision-making.



Extralegal-Factors and Prosecutorial Discretion

Studies show support for extralegal factors such as defendant race, gender,
age, and social class impacting prosecutorial decision-making. In an early study,
Bernstein, Kick, Leung, and Schulz (1977) found charges administered to racial
minority defendants were more severe at later stages of case processing in a sample of
1,435 defendants charged with robbery in a large metropolitan city. Later, Piehl and
Bushway (2007) compared defendants with felony charges that pled down to
misdemeanors in both Maryland, a voluntary guideline state, and Washington, a
presumptive guideline state. They analyzed factors that predicted charge reductions
and found extralegal factors (i.e., race, gender, age) explained more variance in the
plea bargain model for the presumptive guideline state. Specifically, prosecutors in
Washington considered extralegal factors more often in pleas. These results were
interpreted as support for the hydraulic displacement hypothesis in which
discretionary power is shifted from the judge to the prosecutor (see Miethe, 1987).
Additionally, Shermer and Johnson (2010) found charge reductions decreased
sentences by 19% in federal courts. Both legal and extralegal factors were found to
impact the likelihood of a charge reduction for drug and violent offenders. For the
12% of cases that involved a reduced charge, results showed charge reductions were
favorable for offenders who were female, had serious crimes, accepted responsibility,
and had more filing charges. Although no main effects were revealed for race and
ethnicity, charge reductions were less favorable for black and Hispanic offenders

convicted of weapon charges. Overall, these studies suggest that early case decisions



related to criminal counts, charges, and plea offers can contribute to extralegal
disparities in criminal punishment (Spohn, 2000; Ulmer, 2012).

Not all prior work reveals significant disparities however. Some studies show
extralegal factors are not linked to case processing decisions. For example,
Kingsnorth, Lopez, Wentworth, and Cummings (1998) reported that race did not
influence prosecutors’ decision to dismiss cases or fully prosecute in a small sample
of adult sexual assault cases in a California county. Similarly, Albonetti (1992)
reviewed a sample of burglary and robbery cases in Jacksonville, Florida and did not
find an effect for differing initial charge offers by defendant gender and race. Despite
these mixed findings, more research is needed to unpack different types of extralegal
factors that may influence prosecutors’ decisions.

Importantly, defendant characteristics such as socioeconomic status may
influence the likelihood of defendants receiving a charge reduction across different
contexts. However, a common criticism in sentencing literature is the inability to
disentangle racial disparity and socioeconomic factors in criminal punishment (Zatz,
2000). Many scholars attempt to address this limitation by including socioeconomic
proxies such as education, employment, or attorney type (Kutateladze et al., 2014;
Spohn, 2000; Ulmer, 2012).

Kutateladze and colleagues (2014), for example, showed that minority
defendants were more likely than white defendants to receive harsher outcomes
progressively throughout criminal justice processing. For individual level SES,
defendants who obtained private counsel were less likely to be held in pretrial

detention and receive custodial sentence outcomes. In relation to neighborhood SES,



defendants arrested in lower-income neighborhoods were less likely to have their
cases dismissed. These findings offer support for individual and neighborhood SES
impacting prosecutorial discretion. Academics have long noted the influence of
communities as a contextual factor in courtroom decision-making (Johnson, 2006;
Myers and Talarico, 1987; Sudnow, 1965; Ulmer and Johnson, 2004; Wooldredge,
2007), but very little work investigates contextual factors that may shape
prosecutorial decision-making.

Community Context and Criminal Punishment

Sentencing scholars often discuss community context in terms of the
courtroom workgroup. Some of the differences in criminal punishment across courts
are attributed to the dynamics of this group (Eisenstein, Flemming, and Nardulli,
1988). The workgroup, made-up of essential courtroom actors, share norms that are
specific to each court and corresponding jurisdiction that guide decision-making
(Ulmer, 2012). For example, local community characteristics such as socioeconomic
status is one factor that has been found to influence courtroom workgroup decisions
(Ulmer, 2012). Johnson (2005) observed a multilevel context in criminal sentencing
with judge and county-level disparities in a sample of Pennsylvania courts. He found
significant differences in the likelihood of defendants receiving a guideline departure
sentence across courtroom and community-level social environments which included
measures such as court size, caseload pressure, and race. Similarly, Ulmer,
Kurlychek, and Kramer (2007) found the racial composition of communities
influenced the application of mandatory minimums in a sample of Pennsylvania

counties. In both studies, minority defendants in counties with higher populations of
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minority individuals received unfavorable sentence decisions compared to
predominately white counties in Pennsylvania. Finally, D’Alessio and Stolzenberg
(2002) found unemployed defendants being detained more often in areas with higher
unemployment rates across a sample of twelve urban cities. These studies show
courtroom decision-making varying across different social contexts including SES
community characteristics.

Taken together, community context including the SES of a defendant’s
neighborhood may act as a macro-level extralegal factor that influences courtroom
workgroup decisions. This may occur through the courtroom workgroup sharing
focal concerns about crimes that take place in certain areas or having stereotypes
about defendants that reside in specific parts of the community (Sudnow, 1965;
Suttles, 1972). For example, defendants from marginalized communities may be
stereotyped with criminality and future offending (Spitzer, 1975; Sudnow, 1965).
Finally, despite the literature offering some support for the impact of social context in
sentencing, few studies have focused on the influence of a defendant’s home
neighborhood SES which may be particularly important for charging and sentencing
decisions made by the courtroom workgroup (Auerhahn et al., 2017; Omori, 2017
Williams and Rosenfeld, 2016; Wooldredge and Thistlethwaite, 2004).

Neighborhood SES and Criminal Punishment

In one of the earliest studies of neighborhood SES and punishment, Clarke
and Koch (1976) examined 798 burglary and larceny defendants in a North Carolina
county. Defendant income was measured by identifying the median income of census

tracts corresponding to the defendant’s residence. Significant results were not found
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for the defendant’s race, age, and employment status on prison outcomes, but
defendants from low-income areas were significantly more likely to be sentenced to
prison, especially if these defendants did not obtain bail and did not have an effective
attorney. Overall, neighborhood level income was found to be the most influential
variable in a defendant’s likelihood of being sentenced to prison.

Later, Wooldredge and Thistlethwaite (2004) sought to understand disparities
in case processing outcomes involving a defendant’s race, individual level SES, and
neighborhood level SES. In a sample of misdemeanor intimate assaults in Cincinnati,
OH, African-American defendants had fared better in charging, full prosecution, and
incarceration length, but not convictions. Defendants who were low SES at the
individual level and resided in low-income neighborhoods were treated more
leniently in early stages of case processing, but were more likely to be convicted at
later stages. Thus, in a sample of misdemeanor intimate assault cases, neighborhood
SES appeared to impact case processing decisions for African American defendants
from low-income areas with these defendants receiving better outcomes in early
charging decisions. Wooldredge and Thistlethwaite (2004) explained these findings
by stating that courts in disadvantaged areas are more likely to have higher crime
rates and sentence defendants more leniently to process cases quickly to manage
higher caseloads.

Similarly, in a study reviewing the relationship between minimum sentence
lengths and residential neighborhood composition measured with a social
disorganization index including poverty, female headed households, unemployment,

racial/ethnic heterogeneity, proportion of Spanish speakers, and Latino residents,
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Auerhahn and colleagues (2017) found a negative relationship between neighborhood
disadvantage and punitive sentences in a sample of 635 homicide defendants in
Philadelphia. Controlling for individual level SES with a measure for private
attorney, results indicated that defendants in the sample who resided in disadvantaged
neighborhoods received 3.3 fewer months on average compared to defendants that did
not reside in disadvantaged neighborhoods. In contrast, Wooldredge (2007)
examined a sample of approximately 3,000 African American and White defendants
charged with felonies in 24 Ohio counties to review the relationship between a
defendant’s home neighborhood characteristics and the likelihood of sentence
severity and imprisonment. Wooldredge found neighborhood disadvantage was
significantly and positively related to prison sentences. Specifically, African
American defendants received shorter sentences and defendants from disadvantaged
neighborhoods received non-suspended prison sentences more often.

Although scholars have noted that the SES of the defendant’s community is
one intriguing factor that may influence prosecutorial discretion, these studies did not
fully consider various neighborhoods in which the crime occurred. For example,
Auerhahn and colleagues did not review the crime-targeted neighborhood because
homicides occurred in specific parts of the city and they assumed these incidents
occurred close to where the offender resided. However, not distinguishing offenders
who may have committed crimes in areas that were outside of their home
neighborhoods is one limitation to be addressed in the present study. The court may
take characteristics of the crime-targeted neighborhood into account in case

processing (Omori, 2017) and punishment can vary depending on the court actor’s
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perception of the harm done to the community and the social class of the community
in which the crime was committed (Williams and Rosenfeld, 2016). For example,
lower class defendants may be treated more punitively if the crime-targeted
community is part of society’s upper-class (Chambliss and Seidman, 1971).
Therefore, the social class of the offense-targeted neighborhood and the social class
of the neighborhood where the offender resides may both jointly affect prosecutorial
decision making.

Overall, court actor’s perceptions may lead to contextual level disparities in
case processing for offenders committing crimes in different SES neighborhoods.
The present study will review contextual differences in charging across
neighborhoods in one county by examining the intersection of SES and charging
decisions made by prosecutors. However, to fully understand these macro-level
disparities in court decisions, it is important to consider the characteristics of both the
offender’s home neighborhood and crime-targeted neighborhood. Related work in
environmental criminology provides a useful lens for considering this intersection.

Environmental Criminology and Criminal Punishment

An offender’s home neighborhood and crime-targeted location have largely
been discussed in environmental criminology as the physical spaces within an
offender’s journey to criminal opportunity (Brantingham and Brantingham, 1993;
Rengert, 2004). An offender’s journey encompasses three basic elements: the starting
location or anchor point, the direction in which the offender moves toward the crime,

and the distance from the crime scene to the anchor point (Rengert, 2004). For the
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purposes of this thesis, research on the distance traveled to criminal opportunity is
briefly discussed to elaborate upon the anchor point and crime-targeted location.

First, the literature has predominately noted that offenders do not travel very
far from their anchor point. In other words, offenders are more likely to commit
crimes near their place of residence (Brantingham and Brantingham, 1993; Phillips
1980; Rengert, 2004). This is known as the distance decay function which explains
that the farther away offenders move from their home, a place of familiarity, the less
likely offenders are to commit a crime. Although the distance decay function is
widely agreed upon, some scholars discuss the possibility of offenders traveling
farther away to commit crimes in different communities compared to their home
community (Canter and Youngs, 2008; Koppen and Keijser, 1997; Rhodes and
Conley, 2008).

Second, understanding community characteristics are important when
reviewing criminal patterns such as the suitable target or neighborhood in which the
crime is aimed from the anchor point (Rengert, 2004). Specific areas may be
considered “attractive” for criminal activity. For example, offenders may target areas
where fear of crime is low such as busy shopping streets, student unions, or parking
lots (Brantingham and Brantingham, 1993). Crimes in these areas may be offense-
specific and occur at different times throughout the day. For instance, researchers
have noted hot spots for thefts exist at subway exits or bus stops when traffic flow is
high (Brantingham and Brantingham, 1993). Accordingly, criminal activity is most
noted in areas aligning with the daily routine activities of offenders and community

members (Clarke and Felson, 1993). However, other scholars have noted that
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offenders may engage in criminal activity in ecologically different places relative to
their home neighborhood based on opportunities to commit specific offense types
(Canter and Youngs, 2008; Clarke and Felson, 1993; Hipp, 2016; Rhodes and Conley,
2008).

Offenders motivated to travel to commit crimes in different neighborhoods
mainly search for criminal attractors and opportunities to engage in predetermined
criminal activity (Canter and Youngs, 2008; Clarke and Felson, 1993; Rhodes and
Conley, 2008). For example, crimes take place on physical or perceived edges where
change from one community to another is apparent. These include parks, commercial
areas, sides of diverse roads, ethnic boundaries in cities, as well as places between
neighborhoods of different social status (Brantingham and Brantingham, 1991).
However, other criminal attractors include areas that are heavy commercial districts,
often located near poor neighborhoods, where offenders may be motivated to travel a
long distance to commit crimes. For example, an offender may be interested in
committing an instrumental offense like a theft or drug deal in a certain district where
the payoff is worth the distance traveled to an area that is different from their home
neighborhood (Brantingham and Brantingham, 1993; Canter and Youngs, 2008;
Rhodes and Conley, 2008). Therefore, upper and lower-class neighborhoods offer
opportunities for different types of crime. This may allow for varying levels of
offender motivation to travel outside of home communities.

Finally, criminal punishment is typically discussed in environmental
criminology as restorative justice to the environment of the victimized community.

Those who hold greater economic power tend to have the upper hand in whether
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justice is pursued when the environment is purposefully damaged. White (2010: 372)
stated “not only do the powerful have greater scope to shape laws in their collective
interest, they have greater capacity to defend themselves individually if they do break
and bend the existing rules and regulations.” Consequently, when offenders travel to
commit crimes in different ecological places, the level of punishment may change
depending on the context of the victimized neighborhood (D’Alessio and
Stolzenberg, 2002; Spohn, 2000; Spohn and Fornango, 2009; Ulmer, 2012). For
example, some work suggests that the race of the defendant becomes more salient in
areas experiencing greater poverty and growth in minority populations. Johnson,
Stewart, Pickett, and Gertz (2011) found that respondents provided greater support
for the use of ethnicity in sentencing in areas where Latinos were perceived to be
criminally and economically more threatening. Thus, it is possible that judges and
prosecutors may treat offenders from low-income areas more punitively if those
offenders victimize higher income neighborhoods (Hawkins, 1987; Williams and
Rosenfeld, 2016). Only recently, have scholars begun to focus on the ecological
context of the offender’s crime-targeted neighborhood in sentencing decisions
(Omori, 2017; Williams and Rosenfeld, 2016).

The Role of SES in Crime-Targeted Neighborhoods

Relatively few studies have directly investigated the importance of
neighborhood socioeconomic status in sentencing. Table 1 summarizes the main
findings of recent studies that examine neighborhood SES and criminal punishment.
In a study reviewing both neighborhood disadvantage and racial make-up of the

crime-targeted neighborhood, Omori (2017) studied block groups from the 2010
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American Community Survey taken by the US Census to determine whether the
crime-targeted neighborhood characteristics, mostly racial composition, influenced
sentencing outcomes for 17,298 felony drug defendants in Sacramento, California.
Defendants arrested in black communities were more likely to have higher prison
sentences, as well as a lower rate of fine and probation sentences. Defendants
arrested in Latino communities showed similar results, however, higher probation
sentences were more likely and initial filing strongly impacted sentence decisions.
More relatedly, the most consistent and significant variable to affect both sentence
rates and sentence length was neighborhood disadvantage. Defendants arrested in
areas that had greater socioeconomic disadvantage including unemployment, poverty,
single parent households, and median household income had higher rates of
convictions across jail, fines, and probation sentences. Also, crime-targeted
neighborhoods with higher rates of disadvantage and ethnic/racial composition
resulted in greater rates of convictions for felony drug offenders. It is important to
note that this study focused mostly on racial composition and did not review the

economic disadvantage of the home neighborhood in comparison to the arrest

neighborhood.
Table 1. Neighborhood SES and Sentencing Studies
Author(s) Year Dataset DV Findings
Auerhahn, 2017 636 Philadelphia Minimum Defendants from disadvantaged
Henderson, homicide defendants | sentence length neighborhoods received lenient
McConnell, & (1995 - 2000). (months) sentences.
Lockwood
Omori 2017 317 felony Prison sentence Socioeconomic disadvantage was
defendants in length and most consistent finding for
Sacramento, CA probation sentence rates and lengths.
(2005 — 2010)
Williams & 2016 136 black males; 79 Prison; probation | Black males arrested in high
Rosenfeld neighborhoods in a sentences; income neighborhoods had higher
Midwest city pretrial

18



confinement; bail | bail amounts and spent more time
amount in jail/prison.

Wooldredge 2007 3000 felons from Suspended prison | Felons from low SES
disadvantaged Ohio sentences; prison | neighborhoods were more likely
neighborhoods sentence length to receive non-suspended prison

sentences.

Wooldredge & 2004 2,498 males Arrested, Black males from disadvantaged

Thistlewaite convicted of charged, areas were less likely to be
misdemeanor assaults | convicted, charged, but more likely to be
in Ohio jail/jail length fully prosecuted compared to

white offenders.

Similarly, Williams and Rosenfeld (2016) conducted a study identifying a
small sample of black male offenders charged with firearm possession in a large
Midwestern city to understand the influence of both SES and racial composition of
the crime-targeted neighborhood on case processing decisions. Racial composition
did not have an effect on pretrial detention, bail amount, or sentence, however,
neighborhood SES impacted the likelihood of prison sentences through a mediated
relationship between the final bail amount, pretrial confinement, and neighborhood
affluence. Williams and Rosenfeld (2016) found black defendants arrested in higher
income neighborhoods were more likely to be sentenced to prison than defendants
arrested in lower income neighborhoods. These results were explained by focal
concerns and group threat theory implying that legal actors offer more protection to
higher-class communities because crimes committed by subordinate lower-class
members are perceived to be a greater threat to higher-class communities (Hawkins,
1987; Williams and Rosenfeld, 2016).

In sum, there is some evidence that neighborhood SES may play a role in
court decisions. Examining the SES of neighborhoods involved in criminal cases can
help to identify contextual sentencing disparities. There is empirical support for the

socioeconomic status of the defendant’s home neighborhood and crime-targeted
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neighborhood separately influencing court decisions, but no studies to date have
attempted to review the SES of both neighborhoods potential impact on early case
processing. This thesis expands upon current attempts to review the SES of the
neighborhoods involved in criminal cases by investigating whether the SES of both
the offender’s home neighborhood and victimized neighborhood (i.e., offenders from
low SES neighborhoods committing crimes in high SES neighborhoods) impacts

prosecutorial discretion in charge reductions.
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Chapter 3: Theory and Hypotheses
Theory

The focal concerns perspective and theories of group threat processes provide
a useful foundation for understanding criminal punishment in the context of offenders
who commit crimes in economically different neighborhoods. First, Steffensmeier
and colleagues (1998) stated that judicial and prosecutorial decision-making are
guided by focal concerns including perceived offender blameworthiness, community
protection, and practical constraints/consequences. First, blameworthiness refers to
the culpability of the offender. Court decision-makers may review biographical and
case factors such as offense seriousness, criminal history, and the role that the
offender played in committing the offense when evaluating perceptions of risk. In
contrast, biographical factors such as whether the offender had been victimized prior
to offending can also decrease perception of risk. Second, community protection
considers the level of harm done to the community and involves a prediction about
possible future offending and dangerousness of the offender. The more uncertainty
decision-makers have about the future offending behavior of the defendant, the more
likely biographical factors will be taken into consideration. Finally, practical and
organizational constraints as well as offender consequences encompass the third
focal concern. Examples include courtroom relationships, available resources,
perceived offender ability to be incapacitated, and local community norms and
politics.

Steffensmeier and colleagues stated that judges, prosecutors, and other court

actors utilize these focal concerns in decisions when there is limited information
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about the offense and defendant. This is known as the “perceptual shorthand” in the
sentencing process which becomes probl