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Police officers in California make more than a million arrests per year. While
officers make arrests to enforce laws and protect public safety, arrests can have
wide-ranging consequences—including the risk of injury for both officers and
suspects. Despite the effects on individuals and the broader community, little is
known about the factors underlying arrest trends. Concerns about racial
disparities—and ongoing debates about policing and community relations—
further highlight the need for a better understanding of law enforcement and the
use of public resources in making arrests.
In this report, we examine factors in statewide arrest trends as well as
differences in arrest rates and racial disparities across counties in California.
We analyze the role of crime rates, recent criminal justice reforms, and countylevel factors such as demographics, law enforcement staffing, jail capacity, and
economic conditions. We find:
 Significant decreases in arrests statewide reflect improvements in
public safety. Declining arrest rates have generally mirrored decreasing
crime rates in the last few decades. However, in recent years, arrest rates
have continued to drop, despite a slight uptick in some violent crimes.
 Arrest rates dropped substantially in the wake of public safety
realignment and Proposition 47. Driven by declines in misdemeanor traffic
and alcohol-related arrests, the overall arrest rate decreased about 7 percent
after the implementation of realignment in 2011. The arrest rate went down
by another 11 percent after Proposition 47 in 2014, driven by declines in
felony arrests, especially for drug offenses.
 Local crime rates largely account for differences in arrests across
counties. Arrest rates vary dramatically across counties, and about threefourths of this variation can be explained by county differences in crime rates.
 Counties with the highest arrest rates tend to have poorer economic
conditions—as measured by unemployment, poverty, and average earnings.
These counties have arrest rates that are two to three times higher than
counties with the lowest arrest rates. High-arrest counties also tend to have
lower shares of nonwhite residents, higher shares of young adults, lower
population density, lower levels of educational attainment, and greater jail
capacity. Notably, a greater number of law enforcement officers is not
associated with a significantly higher arrest rate.
 Counties with the highest levels of racial disparity tend to be relatively
affluent. In these counties, the African American arrest rate is about six
times higher than the white arrest rate, compared to almost double among
counties with relatively low racial disparity. Counties with high racial
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disparity generally have lower shares of African American residents, higher levels of educational
attainment, and greater jail capacity. While arrest rates are higher in relatively poor counties with lower
shares of nonwhite residents, racial disparities in arrests tend to be lower in these counties.
It is important to note that these results should not be interpreted as causal. For example, although African
Americans are arrested at a higher rate in more affluent counties, this does not necessarily imply that greater
affluence would lead to an increase in racial disparity. Nevertheless, these associations do suggest that if
policymakers wish to lower arrest rates—motivated by factors such as lowered use of public resources and
costs, as well as risk for officers and suspects—improvements in local factors like public safety (which may
be affected by policing), economic conditions, and educational attainment could lead to fewer arrests and the
need for a smaller county correctional system. And while concerns about policing and community relations
tend to focus on poorer urban areas, our findings suggest that efforts in wealthier areas are also needed to
meaningfully reduce racial disparities.
While police officers’ decisions no doubt have important implications for how laws are enforced, other
aspects of the local environment may also play an important role in arrests and racial disparities.
Understanding this broader context will be important as the state and localities continue to monitor police
interactions with the public and strive to improve equity in law enforcement while maintaining public safety.
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Introduction
An arrest is often the first point of contact between the criminal justice system and an individual suspected of
committing a crime. The decision to make an arrest—and the short- and long-term implications of that arrest—
touches many aspects of Californians’ lives. While police officers make arrests to enforce state law and to protect
public safety, arrests carry a risk of injury for both officers and criminal suspects. Arrest activity also consumes
public resources, in terms of bookings, jail space, and officer time; in fact, processing a booking and/or the
follow-up paperwork that accompanies an arrest often pull officers off the street, which may reduce response time
to call for services. For the suspect, arrests may result in job loss and social stigma—not to mention possible
collateral consequences that could affect the family, friends, and employers of arrestees.
Importantly, as media outlets have highlighted in recent years, how arrests are executed—including the degree of
force used—may spark tensions and can deteriorate relationships between law enforcement and communities.
Officers often exercise discretion in their interactions with the public, and their judgments and actions may either
escalate or de-escalate situations, which can in turn raise concerns of fairness or suspicions that members of
certain demographic, socioeconomic, or racial groups are treated differently.
Arrest patterns are a broad and complex social phenomenon that extends beyond the individual officers and
suspects involved. While police officers must make decisions in the field about how to enforce California’s laws,
many other factors likely contribute to arrest rates. Most obviously, there should be more arrests when there is
more crime and in areas with higher crime rates. State-level reforms to the structure of the penal code and certain
county characteristics may also affect policing practices. For example, higher staffing levels in law enforcement
agencies translate into greater capacity to enforce the penal code. Variation in demographics, economic
conditions, fiscal considerations, and jail capacity could plausibly affect both crime and policing practices.
In a previous study, we found that arrest rates in California have fallen precipitously over the last few decades and
are now at the lowest level observed since 1980 (Lofstrom et al. 2018). We also showed that arrest rates vary
substantially across counties, as do the types of offenses for which individuals are arrested. Racial disparities have
narrowed but still persist. Despite significant declines, the statewide African American arrest rate is three times
greater than the white arrest rate, and in some counties it is five or more times greater. Data on initial police
interactions with the public, collected as part of California’s Racial and Identity Profiling Act of 2015, will be an
important step to better understanding disparities in law enforcement.
In this report, we analyze the role of potential factors that contribute to differences in arrest rates—the number of
arrests made by law enforcement per 100,000 residents—over time and across counties. We begin by examining
the relationship between arrest rates and crime rates. Next, we turn to the potential impact of two major recent
corrections reforms on trends in the statewide arrest rate: public safety realignment (AB 109) in 2011, which
shifted responsibility for many non-serious, non-violent, and non-sexual offenders from the state correctional
system to the county correctional systems; and Proposition 47 (Prop 47) in 2014, which reclassified a number of
drug and property felonies as misdemeanors. 1 Lastly, we examine how other county-level factors—such as
demographics, economic conditions, and police and jail capacity—contribute to differences in arrest rates and
racial disparities across counties.

1
Public safety realignment in 2011 was the beginning of California’s reversal of a decades-long trend of explosive growth in its state prison population. This reform
reduced prison overcrowding while increasing the jail population. Realignment was followed by three voter initiatives, including Proposition 47 in 2014. The other two
voter initiatives were Proposition 36 (2012), which revised California’s three-strikes law, and Proposition 57 (2016), which expanded early parole for non-violent
offenders participating in educational and rehabilitative programming.
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Overview of the Data
Our findings are based on an analysis of data from the Monthly Arrest and Citation Register (MACR). The
MACR data provide offense-level information for all recorded arrests in the state between 1980 and 2016. While
this is a rich data source, there are limitations that merit upfront discussion. First, while the MACR contains all
arrests reported to the California Department of Justice, some arrests are not reported (see the text box for a
description of MACR and examples of non-reported arrests). Additionally, since many stops made by police
officers do not lead to an arrest, our data do not capture all interactions with law enforcement. The data collection
effort for police stops currently underway as a result of the Racial and Identity Profiling Act will help fill that void.
Second, the data also do not allow for separate identification of reactive arrests (those that are in response to a call
for service) versus proactive arrests (those that are made by officers based on their own observations). There is
arguably less discretion in the decision to make an arrest when an officer is responding to a dispatch call.
Third, the data do not allow us to determine the extent to which individuals account for more than one arrest in
any given period. This may be especially relevant for small counties, where if one or a few individuals accounted
for multiple arrests, this would make it appear as if a greater share of the population had been arrested than was
the case. County-level arrest rates may also be skewed if those arrested are not residents of the county, since
residency information is not captured in the MACR.
Finally, note that arrest rates and crime rates are not synonymous. Arrest rates measure enforcement activity,
while crime rates measure offenses reported to law enforcement agencies, whether or not an arrest occurs.

About the Monthly Arrest and Citation Register
Monthly Arrest and Citation Register (MACR) data consist of arrest and citation data reported monthly by law
enforcement agencies to the California Department of Justice’s (CA DOJ) Criminal Justice Statistics Center.
For each arrest in California between 1980 and 2016, the MACR data contain information on law enforcement
agency and jurisdiction, arrest offense, disposition (e.g., whether charges were brought to the district
attorney), arrest date, and whether the arrest led to a booking or the suspect was cited and released.
The data also include the suspect’s age, gender, and race/ethnicity. This allows us to calculate the annual
number of arrests by offense level (felony or misdemeanor) and offense type (e.g., property, violent, or drug)
at the state and county level. We use these calculations to generate statistics on the rate of arrests per
100,000 residents by offense level for each offense type and by demographic group. This ensures that in
comparisons of arrests over time and across counties, we account for population growth and population
density. Furthermore, when we analyze arrest rates by race/ethnicity, the arrest rate measures the number
of arrests per 100,000 residents of the racial/ethnic group in question in the county (or state).
Not all arrests may be recorded in the MACR. For example, an officer who does not have probable cause to
make an arrest can refer the case to the district attorney’s (DA) office for review. If the DA decides that
sufficient evidence exists, the DA can request the court issue either an arrest warrant or a summons requiring
the suspect to appear in court. If the arrest takes place at the court it may not be reported to the CA DOJ and
consequently may not be included in the MACR data. The data may also not include in-prison arrests of
inmates. Finally, there are instances when law enforcement agencies do not complete reporting, and given
that the records have been mostly paper submissions, manually entered into a database by the CA DOJ,
reporting errors undoubtedly exist. Nonetheless, the MACR data capture the vast majority of arrests in
California, and the research team has made every effort to identify and, when possible, correct errors.
This report focuses on the arrests themselves, while planned PPIC research will examine trends in the decision
to book or cite and release a suspect after an arrest has taken place.
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Trends in Arrests and Crimes
To make an arrest, an officer must have probable cause that the suspect has committed a crime. Therefore,
changes in crime rates—as measured by the number of crimes per 100,000 residents—are likely to contribute to
trends in arrest rates. The data we use to measure crime rates are reported by law enforcement agencies to the
California Department of Justice, which then reports the data to the FBI for its Uniform Crime Reporting (UCR)
program. These data, referred to as “Part 1 crimes,” only include certain types of crimes—specifically, homicide,
rape, aggravated assault, robbery, burglary, motor vehicle theft, and larceny. They do not contain, for example,
drug, alcohol, or traffic crimes. Furthermore, these crimes are limited to more serious offense types and do not
include most misdemeanor offenses. In contrast, the arrest data used in this report are broader and include arrests
for violent, property, drug, and other crimes at both the felony and misdemeanor levels.
Trends in California suggest that arrest rates mostly follow crime rate patterns. Figure 1 displays statewide crime
and arrest rates from 1980 to 2016. While both rates exhibit similar long-term trends, the association is certainly
imperfect. 2 Specifically, we note that since 2010, arrest rates have continued to decrease at a time when crime
rates have fluctuated somewhat.

FIGURE 1
California’s statewide arrest rates mirror crime rates to a large extent
Arrests and crimes per 100,000 residents
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SOURCE: Author calculation based on California Department of Justice’s Monthly Arrest and Citation Register, California Crimes and
Clearances Files, and California Department of Finance Population Data, 1980–2016.
NOTES: Arrest rates are the number of arrests made by law enforcement agencies per 100,000 residents, while crime rates are the number
of reported crimes per 100,000 residents.

While statewide trends in arrest rates are to a large degree driven by crime rates, this relationship varies across
different types of arrest offenses. In this part of our analysis, we estimate the percentage of the variation in arrest
rates over time that can be attributed to variation in crime rates over time. 3 Figure 2 shows that about 90 percent
of the statewide changes in the overall arrest rate can be explained by variation in crime rates. While having a
The correlation between the two time series is positive and high, at 0.93.
we use linear regression analysis to model each offense’s specific arrest rate as a function of current and one-year lagged crime rates (with separate
variables for violent and property crime rates). We summarize the relationship using the R-squared from each model.
2

3 Specifically,
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very high explanatory power for both, variation in crime rates over time is more associated with misdemeanor
arrests (91% of variation explained) than felony arrests (75%).
A closer look reveals that this difference in the explanatory power of crimes rates for misdemeanor versus felony
arrests is largely driven by arrests for drug offenses. Crimes rates explain significantly less of the variation in both
felony (48%) and misdemeanor (28%) drug arrests, compared to other offense types, and drug arrests have
historically made up a larger share of felony arrests than misdemeanor arrests. 4
One plausible reason for the weaker association between crime rates and drug arrests is the fact that none of the
reported crime rate categories are for drug crimes. Another factor may be changes in how drug offenses have been
classified over the time period studied. In 2010, California reclassified possession of less than an ounce of
marijuana from a misdemeanor to an infraction, and infractions are not included in the MACR data. The
reclassification of some drug offenses from felonies to misdemeanors, as a result of Prop 47, may also contribute
to the relatively weak association between crime and arrest rates for drug offenses.
Crime rates do a much better job at accounting for changes in arrests for violent and property offenses. For felony
violent and property offenses, crime rates explain at least 90 percent of the variation in arrests over time. This is
arguably not very surprising, given that these crime rates are limited to reported crimes for felony violent and
property crimes. 5 For misdemeanor arrests, crime rates still explain at least 80 percent of the variation in arrests
for violent and property offenses.
Associations between crime rates and other arrest offenses are shown in Technical Appendix A. 6
FIGURE 2
Statewide trends in arrest rates are largely driven by crime rates
All arrests
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Felony: Property
Felony: Drugs
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SOURCE: Author calculation based on California Department of Justice’s Monthly Arrest and Citation Register, California Crimes
and Clearances Files, and California Department of Finance Population Data, 1980–2016.
NOTES: Arrest rates are the number of arrests made by law enforcement agencies per 100,000 residents, while crime rates are
the number of reported crimes per 100,000 residents. The figure shows R-squared values for each model of monthly arrest rates,
controlling for current and one-year lagged monthly violent and property crime rates.

On average over the entire 1980–2016 period studied, about a quarter of felony arrests were for drug offenses, while about a tenth of misdemeanor arrests were for drug
offenses. This share has changed notably since Proposition 47 was implemented in November 2014. About 18 percent of misdemeanor arrests in 2016 were for
drug offenses, while 11 percent of felony arrests were for drug offenses.
5 Due to the changing dollar values for what constitutes a felony property crime, some of the reported property crimes in the FBI’s UCR are misdemeanors. This may
be reflected in the high R-squared for misdemeanor property arrests (0.96).
6 Changes in crime rates explain less (54%) of the changes in arrest rates for the broader category of “other” felony offenses, including arson, extortion, perjury,
bookmaking, and the most serious traffic offenses. Interestingly, statewide variation in crime rates explains to a very large degree changes in arrests for misdemeanor
alcohol offenses. It is possible that alcohol consumption is positively correlated with the broader criminal activities reflected in the reported crime statistics.
4
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The Impact of Criminal Justice Reforms on Arrests
Realignment and Prop 47, together with other reforms, have significantly lessened the state’s overall reliance on
incarceration, while also affecting local criminal justice agencies’ capacities (Martin and Lofstrom 2014; Grattet
et al. 2016). Realignment led to capacity challenges in county jails, and as a result early releases due to jail
capacity constraints increased by more than 20 percent the year after the reform was implemented (Martin and
Lofstrom 2014). It is plausible that, faced with crowded jail facilities, law enforcement officers may have reduced
arrests, especially for lower-level offenses, since they may have expected some suspects to be released shortly
after being booked into jail.
Prop 47 helped relieve crowding problems, but it also introduced other changes that could have affected arrests. In
particular, the reclassification of some property and drug offenses from felonies to misdemeanors may have
influenced law enforcement officers’ arrest strategies and discretion, since there are more restrictions for making
an arrest for a misdemeanor offense than for more serious, felony crimes. In addition to having probable cause
that an offense was committed, which is also necessary for a felony arrest, officers making misdemeanor arrests
must generally be present when the offense was committed or have a warrant for the suspect’s arrest issued by a
judge, with a few exceptions.
Figure 3 shows the estimated impacts of realignment and Prop 47 on arrest rates for different offense categories,
controlling for crime rates and the county in which the arrest took place. 7 The height of the realignment columns
represents the change in the arrest rate after realignment (that is, since October 2011), while the Prop 47 columns
represent any additional change in the arrest rate after Prop 47 (since November 2014).
Our estimates suggest that these two reforms have significantly reduced arrest rates in California, above and
beyond the impact of changing crime rates. We find that realignment led to a decrease in the overall arrest rate of
slightly more than 300 arrests per 100,000 residents (a decrease of about 7%), which was driven entirely by
decreases in misdemeanor arrests. The majority of the decline in misdemeanor arrests is associated not with
violent, property, and drug arrests, but with traffic- and alcohol-related arrests (see Figure A2 in the technical
appendices for all estimates).
After Prop 47 passed, California’s annual arrest rate went down by about another 440 arrests per 100,000
residents, roughly an 11 percent decrease. Unlike with realignment, the vast majority of the post–Prop 47 decrease
was driven by declines in felony arrests—and more than 80 percent of the decrease in felony arrests stemmed
from fewer arrests for drug and property offenses. 8 This is not surprising given the reform’s reclassification of a
number of drug and property offenses from felonies to misdemeanors.
The Prop 47 decline in felony drug arrests was to a significant extent offset by an increase in misdemeanor arrests
for drug offenses: the former declined by about 240 arrests per 100,000 residents, while the latter went up by
about 210 arrests per 100,000 residents. In contrast, the decline in felony property arrests was much larger than
the increase in misdemeanor property arrests after Prop 47: the former decreased by 80 arrests per 100,000
residents, while the latter increased by only about 20 arrests per 100,000 residents.

That is, we control for time invariant county unobservables by including county fixed effects. Furthermore, to account for the preexisting downward trends in arrests
observed before realignment went into effect, we adjust the estimated realignment effect by subtracting the estimated decline during the year before realignment
(October 2010-September 2011).
8 In terms of arrest rates, the decline in felony arrests accounts for 400 fewer arrests per 100,000 residents. The decline in felony drug arrests accounts for 240 fewer
arrests per 100,000 residents, and the decline in felony property arrests accounts for 80 fewer arrests per 100,000 residents.
7
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Estimated impact on annual arrest rate

FIGURE 3
Arrest rates dropped significantly in the wake of realignment and Prop 47
250
200
150
100
50
0
-50
-100
-150
-200
-250
-300
-350
-400
-450
-500

Public safety realignment
Prop 47

All
(***/***)
All

All
(**/***)

Violent
(***/*** )

Property
(***/***)

Felony

Drugs
(*/***)

All
(***/)

Violent
(*/)

Property
(***/***)

Drugs
(***/***)

Misdemeanor

SOURCE: Author calculation based on California Department of Justice’s Monthly Arrest and Citation Register, California Crimes and
Clearances Files, and California Department of Finance Population Data, 1980–2016.
NOTES: Estimates based on linear regression models using monthly county level arrest rates by offense group, controlling for current and
one-year lagged monthly crime rates, and county fixed effects. For detailed results, see the Technical Appendix. The figure shows the
estimated impacts of realignment (AB 109) and Prop 47 on annual arrest rates, by arrest offense group (the sum of the two columns would
represent the combined effects of the two reforms). Statistical significance is shown with asterisks (*) in parentheses, with the first entry
representing realignment and the second Prop 47. Specifically, *** indicates that the estimate is statistically significant at the 99 percent
confidence level, ** is significance at the 95 percent confidence level, and * is significance at the 90 percent confidence level.

Differences in Arrests and Crime across Counties
Arrest rates vary significantly across counties in California. Counties with the highest rates arrest two to three
times as many suspects per 100,000 residents as do counties with the lowest arrest rates. A range of factors likely
contributes to these differences. In this section, we examine county crime rates, and find that, as with the
statewide relationship between arrest and crime rates, county variation in crime rates contributes significantly to
county differences in arrest rates. In the section below, we also explore the role of other county-level factors,
including demographics, poverty 9, labor market conditions, jail capacity, law enforcement staffing, and policing
practices. 10, 11

The poverty measure used in this report is from the US Census Bureau’s Small Area Income and Poverty Estimates program. While this measure is available for all
58 counties and has a long track record, allowing us to match poverty rates to counties as far back as 1997, the measure does not reflect cost-of-living differences
across counties. It is possible that results presented in this report would differ if such cost differences were accounted for by using, for example, the recently established
California Poverty Measure (CPM), a joint effort by PPIC and the Stanford Center on Poverty and Inequality.
10 We focus our analysis of additional factors, beyond crime rates, on arrest rate differences on counties, as opposed to state-level differences, due to the limited
variation in the statewide annual data (that is, we have no more than 37 data points covering the period 1980–2016).
11 While some of our areas of inquiry are specific to the particular context in California, including recent policy reform efforts, research projects studying similar
themes provide useful insight. Considering the relationship between arrest rates and the commission of crime, Weaver, Papachristos, and Zanger-Tishler (2019) argue
that involvement with crime and the experience of arrest became increasingly “decoupled” nationwide in the last part of the twentieth century, as contact with the
criminal justice system simultaneously became more frequent and less connected to the commission of a crime. The authors identify a racial element to that increased
criminal justice contact, as African Americans had a much higher probability of being arrested, compared with their counterparts in the previous generation or whites in
the same generation.
9
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County differences in crime rates is one of the contributing factors to county differences in arrest rates. Figure 4
shows the average arrest rate for violent offenses and the average violent crime rate in each county from 2014 to
2016. 12 Counties with relatively high arrest rates for violent offenses tend to have higher violent crime rates. 13 For
example, some of California’s smaller rural counties, where arrest rates for violent offenses are relatively high
(such as Del Norte, Lake, Alpine, Modoc, and Mendocino), have violent crime rates that are higher than average
for the state. However, there are outliers as well. Alameda and San Francisco have some of the state’s highest
rates of violent crime (6th and 3rd highest, respectively), but the arrest rates for violent offenses in these counties
are among the lowest in the state (52nd and 46th, respectively).

FIGURE 4
Counties with higher violent crime rates tend to have higher arrest rates for violent offenses
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SOURCE: Author calculation based on California Department of Justice’s Monthly Arrest and Citation Register, California Crimes
and Clearances Files, and California Department of Finance Population Data, 2014–16.
NOTES: Arrest rates are the number of arrests made by law enforcement agencies per 100,000 residents, while crime rates are the
number of reported crimes per 100,000 residents. The figure shows county average violent arrest rates by county average violent
crime rates post–Prop 47. The dotted line represents the simple linear regression of average county arrest rates on average county
crime rates. Correlation between the post–Prop 47 violent crime rate and post–Prop 47 violent offense arrest rate is 0.42.

The relationship between arrest and crime rates across counties also holds for property crimes. Figure 5 shows
that many counties with relatively high arrest rates for property offenses also have higher property crime rates. 14
Fresno and Kern, for example, have among the highest property arrest and crime rates in the state. Sierra, Mono,
Mariposa, and Calaveras—counties with some of the lowest arrest rates for property offenses—also have some of
the lowest property crime rates in the state. San Francisco is a notable exception, with by far the highest property
crime rate, despite one of the lowest property arrest rates in the state. This could be due to the unusual
composition of property crimes in San Francisco, where car break-ins—an offense for which making arrests is
very challenging—represent a high share of reported property crime. 15 Generally, arrest rates for property
12 The data in Figures 4 and 5 are limited to the post–Prop 47 period, since, as we showed, criminal justice reforms have significantly influenced arrest rates.
Furthermore, they may have done so differently by county (Lofstrom and Raphael 2013).
13
The correlation of 0.42 is quite high for two cross-sectional data series.
14 The correlation is 0.46.
15 In fact, the share of larceny thefts, the reported crime category that includes car break-ins, is higher in San Francisco than in any other county (82% of reported
property crimes in San Francisco are larcenies, compared to 65% statewide).
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offenses are driven by crime rates to a significant degree: if we exclude San Francisco, almost half of the variation
in property arrest rates across counties can be explained by differences in the reported crime rates.16
FIGURE 5
Counties with higher property arrest rates tend to have higher property crime rates
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SOURCE: Author calculation based on California Department of Justice’s Monthly Arrest and Citation Register, California Crimes
and Clearances Files, and California Department of Finance Population Data, 2014–16.
NOTES: Arrest rates are the number of arrests made by law enforcement agencies per 100,000 residents, while crime rates are the
number of reported crimes per 100,000 residents. The figure shows county average property arrest rates by county average property
crime rates post–Prop 47. The dotted line represents the simple linear regression of average county arrest rates on average county
crime rates. Correlation between the post–Prop 47 property crime rate and post–Prop 47 property offense arrest rate is 0.46.

To more precisely assess the role of crime rates in explaining county differences in arrest rates, we estimate how
much of the variation in arrest rates can be explained by variation in crime rates, while controlling for each type
of reported crime (homicide, rape, robbery, aggravated assault, burglary, larceny, and motor vehicle theft). We
limit our analysis to the period after Prop 47 (November 2014 to December 2016), since criminal justice reforms
have significantly influenced arrest rates, as shown above, and these effects may have varied across counties
(Lofstrom and Raphael 2013).
In line with our statewide analysis above, county crime rates play a significant role in arrest rates across counties,
explaining close to three-fourths of the differences in arrest rates across counties (see Table A6 in the technical
appendices for all estimates). When we examine each offense type separately, we find at least half of the county
differences in felony arrests can be explained by county differences in crime rates, with the exception of arrests
for drug offenses and the miscellaneous “other” offense category. Notably, a sizable majority of county variation
in arrests for felony violent arrests can be explained by crime rates. 17 For misdemeanors, at least half of arrests for
misdemeanor violent offenses and for failure to appear in court or arrests made with a warrant can be explained
by county crimes rates.

16
17

The R-squared from the simple linear regression used to generate the line in Figure 5 jumps from 0.22 to 0.48 when San Francisco is excluded.
The R-squared value is 0.75
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Additional Factors in County Arrests
While our analysis so far strongly suggests that county differences in crime rates are one important contributing
factor to county differences in arrests, it also makes clear that much of the arrest differences across counties
remains unexplained by crime rates. To better understand other potential factors, we examine the role of various
county characteristics, including demographics, jail capacity, and economic conditions. In this analysis, we
average data from 2014 to 2016 (full results presented in Table A6 in the technical appendices). In examining the
variation in arrest rates across counties, we separate counties into five “buckets” by their arrest rates and focus on
counties in the first and fifth buckets—that is, counties with the highest and lowest arrest rates (see the list of
counties in each category in Table A7 in the technical appendices).
Smaller, rural counties in California tend to have higher arrest rates (see also Lofstrom et al. 2018). Indeed, one of
the clearest patterns we found is that high-arrest counties have lower population density. Low-arrest counties have
an average of about 2,000 residents per square mile, while high-arrest counties have an average of fewer than 50
residents per square mile. In addition, we find that the share of white residents tends to be higher in relatively
high-arrest counties, while the share of African Americans is lower in counties with higher arrest rates (Figure 6).
Counties with higher arrest rates also tend to have lower shares of immigrants. 18
High-arrest counties generally have higher jail incarceration rates. The counties with the lowest arrest rates have
an average of 170 jail inmates per 100,000 residents, while counties with the highest arrest rates have an average
of 303 jail inmates per 100,000 residents. In addition, low-arrest counties are less likely to release jail inmates
early due to limited jail capacity. 19 This is not surprising since, plausibly, higher arrest rates lead to more crowded
jails. Notably, while the number of law enforcement officers per 100,000 residents is highest in the high-arrest
counties (201 officers per 100,000 residents), no clear pattern exists for counties with lower arrest rates.
Economic factors are also associated with county arrest rates. High-arrest counties tend to have the highest
poverty rates and the lowest average annual earnings. For instance, high-arrest counties have an average poverty
rate of 19 percent, compared with about 12 percent among low-arrest counties (Figure 6). Unemployment also
tends to be higher in high-arrest counties, while college graduation rates tend to be lower. 20

The data on the share of foreign-born residents is limited to the 41 largest counties.
Low-arrest counties have roughly 1.25 releases a month per average daily jail inmate population (ADP). In counties with the highest arrest rates, this ratio is more
than five times greater, at 7.5 releases per ADP. Jail capacity releases occur when county jails have more inmates than the number of beds in a facility. At that point
inmates are released from custody. Most facilities that have to release individuals in this way follow guidelines contained in local court judgments. These local court
judgments dictate at which point a facility would need to release inmates early.
20
The data on the share of college graduates is limited to the 41 largest counties.
18
19
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FIGURE 6
High-arrest counties tend to have higher shares of whites and higher poverty rates
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SOURCE: Author calculation based on California Department of Justice’s Monthly Arrest and Citation Register, California Department
of Finance Population Data, American Community Survey, and the US Census Bureau’s Small Area Income and Poverty Estimates
program 2014–16.
NOTES: Arrest rates are the number of arrests made by law enforcement agencies per 100,000 residents. * Data available only for the
41 largest counties. Each column represents county averages for the first (low), third (medium), and fifth (high) quintile respectively.

Next, we more precisely examine possible contributing factors to county differences in arrest rates. Again using
data from 2014 to 2016, we rely on four categories of county-level characteristics: demographics/population
density, law enforcement/jail capacity, economic factors, and educational attainment/immigration. 21 We estimate
regression models for each group of characteristics and then describe the degree to which changes in these factors
account for the differences in arrest rates between high-arrest and low-arrest counties.
County demographics and population density explain a significant amount of the variation in county arrest rates—
about 38 percent of the difference in arrest rates between high-arrest and low-arrest counties. Higher shares of
Latinos and other nonwhite races/ethnicities are also associated with lower arrest rates at a statistically significant
level, as are a lower share of young adults and lower population density (see the second column in Table A1 in
the technical appendices).
County differences in jail capacity also contribute noticeably to county differences in the total arrest rate. Figure 7
shows that police and jail capacity predicts about 37 percent of the difference in arrest rates between high-arrest
and low-arrest counties. A closer look at the three individual factors included in this category—law enforcement
staffing, jail incarceration rate, and jail capacity—reveals that this is almost entirely driven by jail capacity (see
the first column of Table A1 in the technical appendices). In other words, high-arrest counties have built up a
higher jail capacity than low-arrest counties. Notably, our findings suggest that county differences in the total
arrest rate are not driven by differences in the number of law enforcement officers per 100,000 residents.

21
Since we are limited to the 41 largest counties for the educational attainment category and for the share of foreign-born residents in each county, we include these
characteristics in the same group. The demographics/population density category includes the share of white residents in the county, the share of African Americans,
the share of Latinos, the share of 18- to 29-year-olds, the share of male residents, and the population density. The county-level variables in the law enforcement/jail
capacity group controls for law enforcement staffing (number of officers per 100,000 residents), jail incarceration rate (the ADP as a share of rated jail capacity), and
jail capacity (rated jail capacity per 100,000 county residents). Our group of economic factors includes average annual earnings, the poverty rate, and the
unemployment rate. Our last group—educational attainment/immigration—includes controls for the dropout rate, the share of college graduates, and the share of
foreign-born residents.
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Our estimates also suggest that higher poverty rates, lower annual average earnings, and higher unemployment
rates are determinants of higher arrest rates. Together, these account for about 28 percent of the difference in
arrest rates between high-arrest and low-arrest counties. Unemployment rates are the main contributor in this
category, accounting for nearly 13 percent of the difference in arrest rates.22
Finally, we examine county differences in educational attainment and the share of immigrants. Note that this part
of our analysis is limited to the state’s largest 41 counties. When taken together, higher dropout rates, lower
shares of college-educated residents, and lower shares of foreign-born residents predict about 37 percent of the
difference in arrest rates between high-arrest and low-arrest counties. In this category, the share of immigrants is
the main contributor to differences in arrest rates.
Altogether, these county-level factors, when taken in conjunction with violent and property crime rates, explain
about 75 percent of differences in arrest rates.23 While this analysis is not causal, it strongly suggests that many
factors outside the direct control and discretion of law enforcement officers greatly influence county arrest rates.
Improvements in local factors like public safety (which may be affected by policing), economic conditions and
higher educational attainment are likely to lead to fewer arrests and the need for smaller county correctional systems.
FIGURE
County characteristics contribute significantly to differences in arrest rates between high-arrest and low-arrest counties
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SOURCE: Author calculation based on California Department of Justice’s Monthly Arrest and Citation Register, California Department of
Finance Population Data, Board of State and Community Corrections Jail Profile Survey, California Department of Justice’s Law Enforcement
Personnel Survey, American Community Survey, California State Controller, California Employment Development Department, and the US
Census Bureau’s Small Area Income and Poverty Estimates Program,
–16.
NOTES: Models use county-level annual data for the most recent period,
- . Estimates used for the predictions are shown in Table A in
the technical appendices and are for the total arrest rate. An asterisk (*) indicates that the data available are limited to the largest counties.
Percentages shown represent the ratio of the predicted differences in arrest rates between counties in the top and bottom quintiles, using the
– average characteristics for each of the quintiles. Models with controls for crime include two aggregate variables for the violent and
property crime rates. Population density is the ratio of residents in a county in a given year to the total square mileage of the county.

22

While all of these three economic indicators have the expected signs, only the coefficient on the unemployment rate is statistically significant (see the third column
in Table A1 in the technical appendices). The 3.4 percent higher unemployment rate in the high-arrest counties (based on Table A1) alone predicts almost 13 percent of
the difference in the arrest rates between the high-arrest and low-arrest counties.
23
Since it includes all county-level factors, this estimate is limited to the largest 41 counties. We estimate the demographics/population density, police/jail capacity,
and economic factors together account for 66.6 percent of the difference in arrest rates between high- and low-arrest counties, while those three categories plus crime
rates account for 70.0 percent of the arrest rate differences. Not surprisingly, given that variables in the various groups of possible county arrest rate determinants are
likely to be correlated (resulting in multicollinearity), many of the estimated coefficients are statistically insignificant (see Table A1 in the technical appendices).
Nonetheless, controls of crowded jails (ADP/rated capacity), jail capacity as measured by the size of the population (rated jail capacity per 100,000 residents), share of
white residents, and population density are all statistically significant.
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Racial Disparities in Arrests
In an earlier report, we found that while racial disparities in arrests have narrowed over time in California, the
African American arrest rate in 2016 was about three times greater than the white arrest rate (Lofstrom et al.
2018). The Latino arrest rate was greater than that of whites as well, about 1.1 times higher.
We also found that while racial disparities in arrest rates between African Americans and whites are prevalent in
the vast majority of California’s counties, they also vary substantially. Focusing on the 49 counties with at least
25,000 residents, the African American arrest rate in 2016 was at least double the white arrest rate in 45 counties,
at least three times greater in 33 counties, at least four times greater in 21 counties, and at least five times greater
in 13 counties. 24 The African American arrest rate was lower than that of whites only in two very small counties
(Lassen and Del Norte), while counties where the disparity was at least five times higher included some small
rural counties (e.g., Glenn and Nevada) as well as some large urban counties (e.g., San Mateo and San Francisco).
In contrast, the disparity in arrest rates between whites and Latinos was smaller, and the Latino arrest rate was
even lower than the white arrest rate in 26 counties. For that reason, we focus on racial disparities between
African Americans and whites in this report.
The goal of our analysis is to document the factors associated with differences in African American and white
arrest rates across counties.25 Our measure of racial disparity is the ratio of the African American arrest rate to the
white arrest rate, which represents how many times higher the African American arrest rate is compared to the
white arrest rate. We examine the same county characteristics as in our analysis above on county differences in
arrest rates. We limit our analysis to data from 2014 to 2016 and, as in our previous report, to the largest 49 counties.
While a common perception may be that racial disparity is especially stark in poorer areas, Figure 8 shows that
the greatest disparities in arrests between African Americans and whites occur in counties with the lowest poverty
rates. The figure shows racial disparity on the vertical axis and poverty rates on the horizontal axis. Counties with
relatively higher disparity and lower poverty are in the upper-left corner, while counties with relatively low
disparity and higher poverty are in the lower-right corner. The African American arrest rate is more than seven
times greater than the white arrest rate in the relatively affluent counties of San Mateo and San Francisco (which
have poverty rates of about 8 percent and 12 percent, respectively). We also see greater racial disparity in some
smaller rural counties, such as Placer and Nevada, which also have lower poverty rates (around 8 and 11 percent,
respectively) compared to the rest of the state. However, counties with the smallest racial disparities in arrests are
also found in the state’s smaller rural counties, such as Lassen and Del Norte. The poverty rates in these counties
are noticeably higher, at 18 and 23 percent, respectively.

24 It is important to note that in counties with a small population, arrest statistics can be heavily skewed by unusual events or the actions of a few individuals. Caution is
warranted when the analysis is broken down by demographic groups, especially when the minority population is a small share of the overall population. For that
reason, in our previous report and this report, we limit our county analysis of racial/ethnic differences to the 49 counties with an overall population of at least 25,000.
25 Gase et al. (2016) expand on the notion of neighborhood context. They find that African Americans are significantly more likely to ever have been arrested than are
whites, even after controlling for a variety of delinquent behaviors. However, once they control for neighborhoods’ racial composition, the disparities disappear,
suggesting the importance of contextual variables—particularly those describing the demographic composition of communities—in affecting differential rates of
contact with the criminal justice system. Interestingly, Gase et al. did include an examination of Latinos in their study, and found that, although Latinos also tend to
live in communities with higher rates of crime and poverty than do their white counterparts, the authors found no significant disparities in the arrest rates of Latinos,
compared to those of whites.
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FIGURE 8
Racial disparities in arrests tend to be greater in counties with lower poverty rates

African American–white arrest rate ratio

9
San Mateo

8

San Francisco

7
6

Nevada

Placer

5

Tehama

Sonoma
El Dorado

4

Los Angeles

Ventura

3

Merced

Stanislaus

Amador

Yuba

2

Kern
Imperial

1
0

Tulare
Fresno

Lake

Tuolumne
5

10

Lassen

15

20

Del Norte
25

30

Poverty rate (%)

SOURCE: Author calculation based on California Department of Justice’s Monthly Arrest and Citation Register, California Department
of Finance Population Data, and U.S. Census Bureau’s Small Area Income and Poverty Estimates Program, 2014–16.
NOTE: The figure shows the ratio of the county average African American arrest rate divided by the white arrest rate (y-axis) and the
county average poverty rate (x-axis), 2014–16.

To get an overview of the other possible factors, besides poverty, typifying counties with higher and lower levels
of racial disparity, we break counties into five “buckets” based on their arrest rate ratio. We focus on counties in
the first and fifth buckets—that is, counties with the highest levels and lowest levels of racial disparity (see the list
of counties in each category in Table A9 in the technical appendices).
The African American–white arrest rate ratio varies substantially across counties. In counties with the lowest
levels of racial disparity, the African American arrest rate is on average 1.66 times higher than that of whites. 26 In
counties with the greatest levels of racial disparity, the ratio is on average 6.26, or about four times higher than in
counties with relatively low levels of racial disparity.
Figure 9 reveals a few notable differences between counties with high and low levels of racial disparity, especially
in terms of their economic conditions and educational attainment (full results presented in Table A8 in the
technical appendices). We also see some differences in their racial/ethnic composition. Consistent with Figure 8,
we see that the average poverty rate (18.7%) among counties with the lowest racial disparity is substantially
higher than the average poverty rate (11.6%) in counties with the highest racial disparity. Similarly, the average
annual median household income in counties with the highest racial disparity is about 50 percent higher than the
average annual median household income in counties with the lowest racial disparity (about $76,700 and $51,100,
respectively; not shown). The share of college graduates in counties with the highest racial disparity is more than
twice that of counties with the lowest racial disparity (47.4% and 20.5%, respectively). The shares of African

In counties with the lowest levels of racial disparity, there are on average about 2,600 more arrests of African Americans per 100,000 African American residents,
compared to the average number of arrests of whites per 100,000 white residents. In counties with the highest levels of racial disparity, there are on average about
18,460 more arrests of African Americans per 100,000 African American residents, compared to the average number of arrests of whites per 100,000 white residents.
26
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Americans and Latinos are also notably lower in counties with high racial disparity—as are the shares of
nonwhite residents more broadly—compared to counties with low racial disparity.
In sum, we observe a few distinct patterns between racial disparity in arrests and county characteristics. The most
striking is that the African American–white arrest rate ratio tends to be higher in more affluent counties with high
educational attainment. It is quite possible that counties with relatively high levels of wealth are also characterized
by greater economic inequality. African Americans in these counties may be clustered in poorer areas with higher
crime rates. 27 Unfortunately, our data do not allow us to examine within-county differences and dispersion.

FIGURE 9
Counties with the highest levels of racial disparity have lower shares of Latino and African American residents
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SOURCE: Author calculation based on California Department of Justice’s Monthly Arrest and Citation Register, California Department of
Finance Population Data, American Community Survey, and the U.S. Census Bureau’s Small Area Income and Poverty Estimates Program
2014–16.
NOTES: Arrest rates are the number of arrests made by law enforcement agencies per 100,000 residents. * Data available only for the
41 largest counties. Each bar reflects the average for the first (lowest), third (medium), and third (highest) quintiles of counties grouped
by the ratio of African American arrest rates divided by white arrest rates.

Next, we more precisely examine possible contributing factors to county differences in racial disparity in arrest
rates between African American and white residents, using data from 2007 to 2016. 28 As with our arrest rate
analysis, in addition to crime, we group factors into four categories of county-level characteristics:
demographics/population density, law enforcement/jail capacity, economic factors, and educational
attainment/immigration. Full results are shown in Table A9 in the technical appendices.
Our estimates suggest that variation in crime rates affects racial disparities, but violent and property crimes do so
in opposite ways. While higher property crime rates are associated with greater disparities in arrest rates between
African Americans and whites, we find that in areas with higher violent crime, racial disparities are lower. It is
unclear what contributes to this pattern, but it may be related to less discretion in arrests for violent crimes.
Notably, we find no statistically significant relationship between jail capacity or the number of law enforcement
Frase (2009) identifies another possible factor also taken up by Kirk (2008): that neighborhood context, which varies significantly by race, affects the likelihood of
arrest. Urban, high-crime neighborhoods attract law enforcement efforts, resulting in an elevated arrest rate for residents, independent of the incidence of actual crimes
perpetrated by those arrested. This neighborhood element also carries implications for the demographics of individual arrestees, of course, to the extent that, in
California, urban areas are more highly populated by African Americans than are rural places.
28 In other words, we estimate regression models of the African American–white arrest rate ratio using county-level panel data. We extend the time period analyzed so that
we can control for unobserved county heterogeneity by including county fixed effects. We also include year fixed effects to adjust for year-specific statewide shocks.
27
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officers per 100,000 residents and racial disparity. In addition, we find no statistically significant association
between the demographic characteristics we examine and higher levels of racial disparity.
Not surprisingly, given what we see in Figure 8, differences in economic conditions are associated with racial
disparities in arrests at conventional statistical significance levels. For example, we find that about 15 percent of
the difference in the African American–white arrest rate ratio is associated with higher median income among
counties with high racial disparity. Including differences in poverty rates increases the explanatory power of the
model to almost a quarter of the difference in racial disparity levels across counties—another indication that racial
disparity is greater in more affluent areas. The estimates also point toward a strong, statistically significant
relationship between the share of college graduates in the county and differences in arrest rates between African
Americans and whites, with higher shares of college graduates associated with greater racial disparity. 29
As above, these estimates do not represent a causal relationship between disparity and, for example, affluence, but
rather an association between the two. It simply tells us that racial disparity in arrests is greater in affluent areas; it
does not indicate that higher median income would lead to greater disparity.
It is important to note that the county characteristics analyzed are to some degree correlated, meaning that
estimated relationships between racial disparity and a particular factor may reflect both that characteristic’s direct
relationship to racial disparity as well as an indirect relationship between other factors and racial disparity. For
example, the estimated negative relationship between violent crime rates and racial disparity may partly represent
the negative relationship between affluence and violent crime rates. If so, the estimated relationship would be less
strong, or not present, after controlling for factors like median income and poverty. To examine this, we estimate
models that include all factors (presented in the sixth and seventh columns of Table A10 in the technical appendices).
In this analysis, we now find no statistically significant associations between racial disparity in arrests and crime
rates or the share of college graduates. The estimates, however, suggest a statistically significant relationship
between jail capacity and racial disparity. Greater county jail capacity, as measured by the number of jail beds per
100,000 residents, holding all other factors constant, is associated with relatively higher arrest rates of African
Americans residents, compared to that of white residents. That this more encompassing approach yields no
evidence of a statistically significant relationship between the share of college graduates and racial disparity
suggests that once all other county-level factors are accounted for, differences in educational attainment of
residents do not predict differences in racial disparity.

Conclusions
Discussions about arrests and racial disparities frequently focus on the discretion of police officers—not
surprising, given events in recent years in which law enforcement actions have sparked significant criticism and
increased tensions. While decisions in making arrests are indeed subject to officer judgment, our research
suggests that factors beyond law enforcement discretion may also play a role in arrest rates and differences in
arrest rates across counties and racial/ethnic groups.

29 The results of a summary of national studies conducted as part of Frase (2009) mirrors a set of our county-to-county observations: that disparities between African
American and white arrest rates tend to be greater in jurisdictions with lower shares of minority populations, and higher levels of education, income, and population
density. Andersen (2015) also concludes that the racial disparity in arrest rates is exacerbated in communities where African Americans are in the minority.
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In the past few decades, arrest rates have declined significantly (Lofstrom et al. 2018), reducing interactions
between law enforcement offices and community members, and hence risks to officers and suspects, as well as
costs associated with arrests. These statewide trends are—to a large degree—driven by changes in public safety,
as measured by decreasing crime rates. However, we do see some divergence in arrest rates and crime rates in
recent years, as arrest rates have continued to decline, even while some violent crime rates have been on the rise.
Public safety realignment (2011) and Proposition 47 (2014) also substantially reduced arrest rates in California,
above and beyond the contributions of changing crime rates. We estimate realignment led to a decrease in the
overall arrest rate of about 7 percent, or 300 fewer arrests per 100,000 residents, driven entirely by decreases in
misdemeanor arrests. California’s arrest rate went down another 11 percent, or by 440 fewer arrests per 100,000
residents, after Prop 47 passed—this time driven by declines in felony drug arrests.
When we turn to county-level factors, we find that close to three-quarters of the considerable variation in county
arrest rates can be explained by differences in crime rates across counties. Our analysis also reveals that counties
with the highest arrest rates tend to be in more rural areas with poorer economic conditions, higher shares of white
residents, and higher shares of young adults. These counties also tend to have more jail beds per 100,000
residents, suggesting that counties with higher arrest rates have built up a higher jail capacity compared to
counties with lower arrest rates.
While there are broad short- and long-term implications of arrests, which touch many aspects of Californians’
lives and affect the use of public resources and costs, disparate treatment in arrests may also spark tensions and
can deteriorate relationships between law enforcement and communities. While African Americans have higher
arrest rates than whites in the vast majority of California’s counties, the size of the disparity varies substantially
across the state. Counties with the highest levels of racial disparity have on average an African American arrest
rate that is about six times higher than the white arrest rate, while counties with the lowest levels of racial
disparity have on average an African American arrest rate that is almost double the white arrest rate. Counties
with the highest levels of racial disparity tend to be relatively affluent—with higher median household income
and lower poverty rates—and to have higher levels of educational attainment and greater jail capacity.
Although these estimates do not represent a causal relationship between arrest rates and county characteristics, our
analysis strongly suggests that many factors outside the direct control and discretion of law enforcement officers
greatly influence arrest rates and differences in arrests across counties. The potential gains from policies that
focus on economic conditions and higher education may well extend into local criminal justice systems. If the
state and counties would like to lower arrest rates—motivated by factors such as reduced use of public resources
and costs, as well as risk for officers and suspects—improving public safety (which may be affected by policing),
economic conditions, and educational attainment would likely lead to fewer arrests and the need for a smaller
county correctional system.
Furthermore, while arrest rates are higher in relatively poor counties, racial disparities are largest in more affluent
counties. Both high-arrest counties and counties with high levels of racial disparity generally have lower shares of
nonwhite residents, including lower shares of African Americans. Concerns about law enforcement and
community relations are often concentrated in poorer urban areas, yet our findings suggest that attention to
wealthier areas is also needed to meaningfully reduce disparities in African Americans’ experiences with law
enforcement. While local policies will no doubt be critical, the state also has an opportunity to play an important
role in monitoring disparities in law enforcement. To this end, data on initial police interactions, which are being
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collected as part of the state’s Racial and Identity Profiling Act of 2015, is an important first step. The state can
also play a critical role in funding effective training to reduce inequitable treatment. 30
Taking into account the broader portrait of factors underlying arrests may help efforts aimed at lowering arrest
rates or reducing racial disparities in arrests. Greater knowledge of the county-level factors related to arrests could
also help in determining where interventions are needed. These efforts will be important as the state and localities
continue to monitor police interactions with the public and strive to improve equity in law enforcement while
maintaining public safety.

30 While implicit bias training has received significant attention (including being listed as a best practice in the Obama administration’s Task Force on 21st Century
Policing) and has been implemented in many jurisdictions, research does not provide unambiguous support of its effectiveness (see, for example, James 2017).

PPIC.ORG

Key Factors in Arrest Trends and Differences in California’s Counties

21

REFERENCES
Andersen, Tia Stevens. 2015. “Race, Ethnicity, and Structural Variations in Youth Risk of Arrest: Evidence from a National Longitudinal
Sample.” Criminal Justice and Behavior 42 (9): 900–16.
Frase, Richard. 2009. “What Explains Persistent Racial Disproportionality in Minnesota’s Prison and Jail Populations?” Crime and
Justice 38 (1): 201–280.
Gase, Lauren Nichol, Beth A. Glenn, Louis M. Gomez, Tony Kuo, Moira Inkelas, and Ninez A. Ponce. 2016. “Understanding Racial and
Ethnic Disparities in Arrest: The Role of Individual, Home, School, and Community Characteristics.” Race and Social Problems 8 (4):
296–312.
Grattet, Ryken, Sonya Tafoya, Mia Bird, and Viet Nguyen. 2016. California’s County Jails in the Era of Reform. Public Policy Institute
of California.
James, Tom. 2017. “Can Cops Unlearn Their Unconscious Biases?” The Atlantic, December 27.
Kirk, David. 2008. “The Neighborhood Context of Racial and Ethnic Disparities in Arrest.” Demography 45 (1): 55–77.
Lofstrom, Magnus, Brandon Martin, Justin Goss, Joseph Hayes, and Steven Raphael. 2018. New Insights into California Arrests: Trends,
Disparities, and County Differences. Public Policy Institute of California.
Lofstrom, Magnus, and Steven Raphael. 2013. Public Safety Realignment and Crime Rates in California. Public Policy Institute of
California.
Martin, Brandon, and Magnus Lofstrom. 2014. Key Factors in California’s Jail Construction Needs. Public Policy Institute of California.
Weaver, Vesla M., Andrew Papachristos, and Michael Zanger-Tishler. 2019. “The Great Decoupling: The Disconnection Between
Criminal Offending and Experience of Arrest Across Two Cohorts.” The Russell Sage Foundation Journal of the Social Sciences 5 (1):
89–123.

PPIC.ORG

Key Factors in Arrest Trends and Differences in California’s Counties

22

ABOUT THE AUTHORS
Magnus Lofstrom is policy director of corrections and a senior fellow at PPIC, and a visiting professor at the Goldman School of Public
Policy at the University of California, Berkeley. Focusing on crime rates and recidivism, his recent work examines criminal justice reforms
in California. In addition to corrections and criminal justice, his research spans issues in immigration, education, and entrepreneurship. His
research has been published in numerous academic books and journals, including Review of Economics and Statistics, Journal of Economic
Perspectives, Journal of Human Resources, Demography, Criminology & Public Policy, and Journal of Population Economics. He serves
on the editorial board of Industrial Relations and was a member of then–California State Controller John Chiang’s Council of Economic
Advisors. Prior to joining PPIC, he was a faculty member at the University of Texas at Dallas and the University of California, Irvine. He
received his PhD in economics from the University of California, San Diego.
Brandon Martin is a research associate at the Public Policy Institute of California. He studies corrections and public safety, with recent
work examining the need for jail construction in California and the changes in state and local correctional populations. He has previous
research experience in the area of legislative committees, including legislative and oversight responsibilities and the electoral
considerations of committee assignments. He holds an MA in political science from the University of California, Davis and a BA in
political science from Michigan State University.
Justin Goss is a research associate at the Public Policy Institute of California. He studies best practices in California’s corrections system,
serving as data manager for a collaborative project between the California Board of State and Community Corrections (BSCC), PPIC, and
several partner counties, known as the BSCC–PPIC Multi-County Study. He also contributes to research on arrest rates in California and
the state’s digital divide in K–12 schools. Prior to joining PPIC, he was a research associate at Georgetown University’s Center on
Education and the Workforce, where he focused on the value of subbaccalaureate certificates and credentials in various states. He holds an
MPP from the McCourt School of Public Policy at Georgetown University and a BA in political science and philosophy from the
University of California, Davis.
Joseph Hayes is a research associate at the Public Policy Institute of California, where he studies population change, educational policy,
and corrections issues. Recent projects have focused on estimates of the undocumented immigration population, English Learner
reclassification policies in California public schools, and the changing composition of the state’s prison and parole populations. He holds
an MS in agricultural economics from the University of Wisconsin, Madison.
Steven Raphael is a professor of public policy at UC Berkeley and holds the James D. Marver Chair at the Goldman School of Public
Policy. His research focuses on the economics of low-wage labor markets, housing, and the economics of crime and corrections. His most
recent research focuses on the social consequences of the large increases in US incarceration rates and racial disparities in criminal justice
outcomes. He also works on immigration policy, research questions pertaining to various aspects of racial inequality, the economics of
labor unions, social insurance policies, homelessness, and low-income housing. He is the author (with Michael Stoll) of Why Are so Many
Americans in Prison? (published by the Russell Sage Foundation Press) and The New Scarlet Letter? Negotiating the US Labor Market
with a Criminal Record (published by the W.E. Upjohn Institute for Employment Research). He is research fellow at the National Bureau
of Economic Research, the California Policy Lab, the University of Michigan National Poverty Center, the University of Chicago Crime
Lab, IZA, Bonn Germany, and the Public Policy Institute of California. He holds a PhD in economics from UC Berkeley.

ACKNOWLEDGMENTS
This report benefited from valuable feedback by Heather Harris, Tim Silard, Susan Turner, and members of the project’s advisory group.
We also appreciate very helpful comments from our internal reviewers, Patrick Murphy and Lynette Ubois; insights from our director of
government affairs, Deborah Gonzalez; and editorial support from Vicki Hsieh and Becky Morgan. This work would not be possible
without support from Arnold Ventures and without data provided by the California Department of Justice.

PPIC.ORG

Key Factors in Arrest Trends and Differences in California’s Counties

23

PUBLIC POLICY
INSTITUTE OF
CALIFORNIA

Board of Directors

Steven A. Merksamer, Chair

Mas Masumoto

Senior Partner
Nielsen Merksamer Parrinello
Gross & Leoni LLP

Author and Farmer

Mark Baldassare

Chairman
The Panetta Institute for Public Policy

President and CEO
Public Policy Institute of California

Gerald L. Parsky

María Blanco

Chairman
Aurora Capital Group

Executive Director
University of California
Immigrant Legal Services Center

Louise Henry Bryson

Kim Polese
Chairman
ClearStreet, Inc.

Chair Emerita, Board of Trustees
J. Paul Getty Trust

Karen Skelton

A. Marisa Chun

Helen Iris Torres

Partner
Crowell & Moring LLP

Chet Hewitt
President and CEO
Sierra Health Foundation

Phil Isenberg
Former Chair
Delta Stewardship Council

PPIC.ORG

Leon E. Panetta

Founder and President
Skelton Strategies
Chairman
Hispanas Organized for Political Equality

Gaddi H. Vasquez
Retired Senior Vice President,
Government Affairs
Edison International
Southern California Edison

Key Factors in Arrest Trends and Differences in California’s Counties

24

The Public Policy Institute of
California is dedicated to informing
and improving public policy in
California through independent,
objective, nonpartisan research.

Public Policy Institute of California
500 Washington Street, Suite 600
San Francisco, CA 94111
T: 415.291.4400
F : 415.291.4401
PPIC.ORG

PPIC Sacramento Center
Senator Office Building
1121 L Street, Suite 801
Sacramento, CA 95814
T: 916.440.1120
F : 916.440.1121

