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Abstract
The contributors to this inaugural issue of International Criminology were asked to reflect on the present state of compara-
tive criminology and to speculate on whether it will become more prominent in the future. Progress in developing a coherent 
research specialization in international criminology over the past half-century has been uneven, with some elements making 
more rapid progress than others. There have also been surprises, as well as disappointments. In this article, I briefly consider 
the modern history of efforts to develop a comparative study of criminology. I focus on cross-national comparative research 
which is largely quantitative. I look at the development of this research by considering its progress along six fronts: (1) 
developing larger, more representative samples; (2) developing more refined theoretical conceptual schemes; (3) applying 
more sophisticated research methods; (4) developing new international crime data sources; (5) building longitudinal models; 
and (6) engaging global organizations in support. I conclude with some general observations.
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Introduction

The contributors to this inaugural issue of International 
Criminology were asked to reflect on the present state of 
comparative criminology and to speculate on whether it 
will become more prominent in the future. As I was prepar-
ing the chapter, the world witnessed the killing of George 
Floyd in the USA by Minneapolis, Minnesota police on May 
25, 2020. The Floyd case provides a remarkable example 
of how criminal justice issues—once expressly local con-
cerns—are increasingly reaching a global audience. Floyd 
was a 46-year-old African American man killed during an 
arrest for allegedly using a counterfeit bill. A video that soon 
went viral showed a white police officer pressing his knee 
into Floyd’s neck for almost eight minutes while Floyd was 
handcuffed and lying face down, begging for his life and 
repeatedly saying “I can’t breathe.” Protests demanding jus-
tice for Floyd, often accompanied by raucous demonstrations 
against police brutality, took place in cities throughout the 
USA and were accompanied by strident calls for reform of 
the criminal justice system.

However, protests triggered by the Floyd murder were not 
limited to the USA. Solidarity marches, protests and gather-
ings took place from Sydney to Beirut to Istanbul to Lon-
don to Berlin (Atlantic Council 2020). Black Lives Matter, a 
slogan and hashtag coined seven years earlier in the USA to 
draw attention to police abuses against African Americans, 
trended globally on social media networks and among pro-
testers around the world. In Belgium, protesters demanded 
the removal of statues of Leopold II, the conqueror of what 
is now the Democratic Republic of Congo (Washington Post 
2020a). A statue of British slave trader Edward Colston in 
Bristol was dumped by protesters into the nearby Avon River 
(CNN 2020). In Australia protests over Floyd blended with 
concerns over the treatment of the continent’s indigenous 
communities (BBC 2020). French demonstrations coincided 
with anger over police violence targeting immigrants and 
ethnic minorities in the rough suburbs of France’s big cities 
(Reuters 2020). Activists in Berlin’s Alexanderplatz decried 
both Floyd’s killing and the perceived racism of German 
society (Washington Post 2020b). Protesters in Sao Paulo, 
Brazil threw rocks at police in demonstrations that turned 
Floyd’s death into a rallying cry against the racially tinged, 
right-wing policies of Brazilian President Jair Bolsonaro 
(Reuters 2020). In Syria’s Idlib province, an artist painted 
a portrait of Floyd on the side of a bombed-out building 
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(Forbes 2020), a salute to Floyd but also a likely attempt to 
draw attention to the misery of Syrians bombarded regularly 
by an oppressive regime and its foreign backers.

So in response to the question posed by the organizers 
of this special issue about whether research on crime and 
criminal justice is becoming more international, I think the 
answer based even on this single example must clearly be 
“yes!” However, beyond this extremely broad generalization 
lies a good deal of complexity. Progress in developing a 
coherent research specialization in international criminol-
ogy over the past half-century has been uneven, with some 
elements making more rapid progress than others. There 
have also been surprises, as well as disappointments. In 
this article I briefly consider the modern history of efforts 
to develop a comparative study of criminology. I focus on 
cross-national comparative research which is largely quan-
titative. I look at the development of this research by con-
sidering its progress along six fronts: (1) developing larger, 
more representative samples; (2) developing more refined 
theoretical conceptual schemes; (3) applying more sophis-
ticated research methods; (4) developing new international 
crime data sources; (5) building longitudinal models; and (6) 
engaging global organizations in support. I conclude with 
some general observations.

The Origins of International Comparative 
Criminology

The Oxford Dictionary defines international as “existing, 
occurring, or carried on between two or more nations” and 
comparative criminology is simply “the study of crime 
across nations or cultures” (Karstedt 2012, p. 373). Modern 
efforts to develop comparative criminology can be traced 
back to the General Statistical Congress, convened in Brus-
sels in 1853 (Campion 1949). Conference participants were 
convinced of the need for cross-national crime statistics but 
were immediately confronted by the challenge of how to rec-
oncile differing legal definitions of crime across countries. 
Twenty years after the Statistical Congress similar concerns 
were raised in London at the first International Congress 
on the Prevention of Crime (Pears 1872). Again, Congress 
participants recognized the importance of collecting valid 
cross-national crime statistics but made little progress.

Another 80 years passed before the United Nations in 
1949 convened a group of experts to develop a concrete 
plan for collecting cross-national crime statistics (Vetere 
and Newman 1977). A resolution that emerged out of this 
meeting recommended that efforts be made immediately 
to develop standard classifications of offenses. However, 
in recognition of the wide variation in legal statutes across 
countries, the conference report recommended that the col-
lection and publication of crime statistics initially be limited 

to homicide, aggravated assault and property crime (a com-
bination of robberies and burglaries; Ancel 1952). In 1950, 
the United Nations followed up on these recommendations 
and published its first Statistical Report on the State of 
Crime 1937–1946. International studies of homicide based 
on official statistics began to appear in the mid-1960s (e.g., 
Quinney 1965; Wolf 1971).

From this modest beginning, empirical analysis of 
international crime has become gradually more common, 
although it has remained limited in two important ways. 
First, the vast majority of quantitative analysis of interna-
tional crime to this point has focused on homicides. This 
outcome reflects the defensible assumption that compared 
to other crimes, homicides are more likely to be reported 
to police, police are more likely to record homicides than 
other crimes, and legal systems can be expected to spend 
more time and resources collecting information on homi-
cides than other crimes (Aebi 2010; Eisner 2008; Pratt and 
Godsey 2003).

A second limitation of studies of international crime is 
that they have relied heavily on data collected by officials, 
most often police and public health agencies. Criminology 
traditionally draws on three sources of crime data based on 
the three main social roles involved in crime: crime informa-
tion collected on offenders is generally referred to as “self-
report” data; crime information collected from crime victims 
(except for “victimless” crimes) is called victimization data; 
and crime information collected from police and other legal 
agents is called official data. There have been a few major 
efforts at developing victimization and self-report data on 
international crime rates in the past half century. The most 
notable attempt to provide international victimization data 
is the International Crime Victims Survey (ICVS), initiated 
in 1987 by a group of European criminologists with exper-
tise in national crime surveys (Van Dijk et al. 1990). The 
ICVS does not include information on homicide but instead 
contains a wide range of other personal and household 
crimes. Personal crimes include rapes, assaults, robberies 
and theft of personal property. Household crimes include 
car and motorcycle theft and burglary. The creators of the 
ICVS eventually completed 6 rounds of victimization sur-
veys from 1989 to 2010; a total of over 140 surveys in nearly 
80 different countries. The European Union has also carried 
forward a Crime and Safety Survey (ICS) which includes the 
15 original Union members plus Poland, Hungary and Esto-
nia (Van Dijk et al. 2007). The ICS survey compares levels 
of victimization across the EU and measures how citizens 
feel about their security and safety.

The most important effort to develop international crime 
data from self-report surveys was initially carried out by 
Junger-Tas et al. (1994). The researchers collected self-
report surveys on juvenile delinquency in 13 countries. Enz-
mann et al. (2010) followed up with a second self-report 
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survey of delinquency (and victimization) of 12 to 15-year-
old students from 63 cities in 31 countries. The authors 
found major regional differences with Western European 
and Anglo-Saxon countries generally reporting the highest 
rates of offending, followed by Northern European, Latin 
American and Mediterranean countries, with post-socialist 
countries reporting the lowest rates. More recently, a third 
wave of self-report surveys have been completed with data 
from over 30 countries (Enzmann et al. 2018) and field work 
for a fourth wave with participation from over 50 countries 
is scheduled to begin in 2021.

Victimization and self-report survey data have resulted 
in a growing number of important contributions to inter-
national criminology (Farrell et al. 2005; Van Dijk 2007) 
and have become the most common data source for studies 
of crimes other than homicide. However, studies based on 
victimization and self-report surveys have generally included 
fewer countries and time points than data from official police 
or public health records. Moreover, given the longstanding 
argument that among common crimes, homicides are the 
most likely to be reported and recorded (Sellin and Wolfgang 
1964; Huang and Wellford 1989), research on homicides 
using official records still remains the most common form of 
comparative crime research, especially for quantitative stud-
ies. I next assess the progress made in studying comparative 
international criminology over the past half century by con-
sidering progress across a set of six benchmarks.

Developing More Representative 
Cross‑national Crime Samples

Sample size and selection bias have long been major con-
cerns among those doing cross-national criminology 
research (Marshall and Block 2004; Nivette 2011; Stama-
tel 2006). The lack of available data for both crime and 
expected determinants of crime have resulted in studies that 
include only a fraction of the approximately 200 countries of 
the world. Moreover, the samples studied are far from ran-
dom but greatly over represent highly industrialized western 
democracies. Based on periodic reviews of cross-national 
comparative criminology research (Bennett 1991; Baumer 
and Wolff 2014; Koeppel et al. 2015; LaFree 1999b; Nivette 
2011; Pridemore 2002; Pridemore and Trent 2010; Stamatel 
2006), it is possible to trace progress made by cross-national 
homicide researchers in terms of sample size and selection 
bias over time.

More than two decades ago I published a review of cross-
national comparative studies of homicide (LaFree 1999b). 
I excluded theoretical summaries (e.g., Neuman and Berger 
1988), studies with no independent variables (Messner 
1992) and longitudinal studies of single countries (Gartner 
and McCarthy 1991; Landau and Pfeffermann 1988). Based 

on these criteria, I identified 34 quantitative cross-national 
comparative studies of homicide. At the time of my review 
most studies of cross-national homicide used data from 
one of three agencies: The International Criminal Police 
Organization (INTERPOL), the World Health Organization 
(WHO) and the United Nations. INTERPOL was the most 
common source of homicide data for the studies I reviewed. 
INTERPOL collected data on “willful murder,” but also 
sexual offenses, major and minor larcenies, various types 
of fraud, counterfeiting, and drug-related offenses. The sec-
ond most common source for homicide data in my review 
was the WHO Mortality Database. WHO homicide data 
were derived from the vital statistics reports of participat-
ing nations on cause of death. The third most widely used 
comparative homicide source in my review was collected by 
the United Nations and was based on crime surveys distrib-
uted to police agencies in UN member nations. I concluded 
(p. 133) by noting that on balance, the WHO data “probably 
represent the most valid option for researchers interested 
in studying cross-national homicide.” Indeed, INTERPOL 
stopped making its crime data publicly available in 2006 
(Smit et al. 2012).

Twelve years after my review, Nivette (2011) published 
a meta-analysis of cross-national homicide research that 
included 54 studies. She found that Latin American regional 
measures, income inequality and a measure of decommodifi-
cation (moving away from treating goods, services, and peo-
ple as economic commodities) had the largest mean effects 
on homicide while population indicators, democracy indices 
and measures of economic development had the weakest 
effects. She also reported major limitations in the studies 
reviewed, including small, biased sample sizes, theoretically 
vague indicators, and a lack of longitudinal analysis.

Four years later, Koeppel et al. (2015) published a review 
of 84 cross-national homicide studies. The authors claimed 
(p. 47) that since the 1990s, progress had been made in 
comparative studies of homicide in terms of the validity of 
data analyzed, the sophistication of theoretical perspectives 
applied and the extensiveness of the variables included in 
quantitative models. The researchers recommended contin-
ued work on improving existing crime data sources, applying 
more advanced analytic methods and renewing efforts to test 
theoretical explanations with consistent operationalization 
and sophisticated use of independent and control variables.

In some of the recent studies reviewed by Koeppel et al. 
and later by Kanis et al. (2017) we start to see large increases 
in the sample sizes being reported in cross-national com-
parative research on homicide. For example, Chon (2012) 
reports a sample size of 127 and Lappi-Seppälä and Lehti 
(2014) report up to 235 cases. All of these recent studies 
have relied on data from either WHO or the United Nations 
Office on Drugs and Crime (UNODC) and all reflect major 
changes in how these two agencies report homicide data.



61International Criminology (2021) 1:58–69 

1 3

To understand the nature of these changes it is neces-
sary to review briefly how recent versions of the WHO and 
UNODC data differ from versions made available in the past. 
The definition of homicide from the original World Health 
Organization (2014) vital statistics is “the killing of a person 
by another with intent to cause death or serious injury.” For 
many years WHO homicide data were limited to the total 
number of medically certified deaths submitted annually to 
the WHO by its member nations. Because WHO data were 
based on the same coding rules for the cause of death among 
all countries and because compared to legal systems, medi-
cal systems were presumably under less pressure to under 
or over report crime, many researchers considered the WHO 
data to be the “gold standard” for cross-national homicide 
estimates (Kalish 1988; LaFree 2005; Lappi-Seppälä and 
Tonry 2011; Messner and Rosenfeld 1997; Neapolitan et al. 
1997). However, starting in 2004, WHO began reporting not 
only homicides from vital registration data but also criminal 
justice data from the UNODC and from its own statistical 
modeling.

For years the UN has collected crime data by sending 
out surveys to its members, asking them to voluntarily sub-
mit crime and criminal justice statistics, including counts 
of “intentional homicide,” defined as “unlawful death 
inflicted upon a person with the intent to cause death or 
serious injury” (UNODC 2015). Legally justified killings 
(e.g., executions) and involuntary homicides are excluded. 
These UN data were rarely used in cross-national compara-
tive studies of homicide because there were lingering con-
cerns about the validity of the data reported by individual 
countries, the samples of available countries were relatively 
small and unrepresentative and the data reported were often 
many years behind real time (LaFree 1999a, p. 134). But this 
began to change once the UNODC was established in 1997 
by combining the United Nations International Drug Control 
Program (UNDCP) and the Crime Prevention and Criminal 
Justice Division in the United Nations Office at Vienna. In 
recent years the UNODC has greatly ramped up its crime 
data collection and curation efforts.

Further, WHO analysts now take UNODC homicide 
data and transform it for use in the WHO homicide data-
base and for their analyses and reports. For example, WHO 
(2014) researchers have concluded that UNODC criminal 
justice reports typically underreport homicides by 15% and 
therefore the WHO analysts automatically adjust UNODC 
reported homicide rates upward accordingly. While these 
estimates are derived by comparing vital statistics and crimi-
nal justice records from countries that have relatively high 
quality measures of both, there is obviously an unknown 
amount of error being added using a fixed estimate to adjust 
criminal justice derived homicide rates.

To further increase the available sample size for countries 
lacking either WHO vital registry data or UNODC data, 

starting in 2004 WHO (2014, p. 64) analysts began to gen-
erate homicide estimates by taking a set of six variables 
shown by prior research to predict homicide and generating 
model-based homicide rates. The variables that survived 
the validation process are a gender inequality index, alco-
hol consumption patterns, the percentage of people living in 
urban areas, the male proportion of the population aged 15 
to 30, the infant mortality rate, and a religious fractionaliza-
tion measure.

While the goal of increasing the representativeness of 
cross-national crime estimates is commendable, these pro-
cedures also raise methodological concerns. Perhaps most 
basically, Kanis et al. (2017) point out that studies which 
include the WHO modeled estimates may well face a situa-
tion where one or more of the predictor variables included 
in models are the same or highly correlated with the six 
indicators being used to create the estimated homicide rate, 
thus confusing the explanadum with the explanans. Indeed, 
WHO (2014, p. 62) itself warns that these modeling-based 
estimates are “more appropriately interpreted as guides to 
priority setting…as opposed to evidence of the effectiveness 
of national policies on homicide.”

To summarize, after more than a half century of compara-
tive crime research we have seen clear progress in terms of 
size and representativeness of the samples studied. However, 
this progress has been limited in large part to the study of 
homicide. Moreover, even for the study of homicide there 
is evidence of trade-offs between increasing sample sizes 
and maintaining valid data. In many ways researchers still 
face the same challenges that confronted those who attended 
the General Statistical Congress in Brussels in 1853: legal 
definitions of homicide and other crime differ greatly across 
countries and many countries remain unable or unwilling 
to provide valid crime data. Reconciling legal differences 
across crime categories continues to result in homicide being 
the crime most commonly studied in cross-national com-
parative research. And for a majority of countries, especially 
in the Global South, even homicide data are still unreliable 
or entirely missing.

Developing More Sophisticated Theoretical 
Conceptual Schemes

Owing in part to the challenges of obtaining valid and 
reliable data, cross-national crime research has also made 
only modest progress when it comes to developing con-
vincing theoretical models. In my earlier review (LaFree 
1999a) I identified three major theoretical perspectives on 
cross-national crime: (1) modernization/social disorgani-
zation, (2) economic stress, and (3) situational perspec-
tives. I concluded that while modernization/social disor-
ganization perspectives had dominated research to that 
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point, research support for the perspective was limited. 
In terms of the economic stress perspective, support was 
strongest for measures of inequality and less consistent for 
poverty and unemployment. I concluded that situational 
perspectives had not been tested enough to allow defini-
tive conclusions.

Twelve years later, Nivette (2011) expanded the list of 
theoretical perspectives covered to eleven. Based on her 
meta-analysis of prior studies of cross-national homicide, 
Nivette found that measures of income inequality were fairly 
consistent predictors of homicide. Measures of decommod-
ification (from institutional anomie theory; Messner and 
Rosenfeld 1997) and infant mortality showed moderately 
strong connections to homicide. Two regional dummies were 
also important predictors of homicide: Latin America and 
Caribbean countries had significantly higher rates; coun-
tries of East Asia had significantly lower rates. By contrast, 
measures of economic development and modernization 
showed little connection to homicide. Nivette concludes 
(p. 123) by noting that “indicators are theoretically vague, 
with considerable empirical overlap and no agreement on 
operationalization.”

In addition to the theoretical categories listed by myself 
and Nivette, other theoretical categories explored in recent 
cross-national crime research includes the effects of rela-
tive (Chamlin and Cochran 2006) and absolute deprivation 
(Pridemore 2008); democratization (Karstedt 2008, Stamatel 
2016); institutional anomie (Messner and Rosenfeld 1997); 
social support (Halpern 2001); deterrence (Pratt et al. 2006; 
Albanese 2017); political structure (Lin 2007) and culture 
(Neapolitan 1994). However, while we continue to see pro-
gress in terms of testing more complex theoretical models 
within the international comparative homicide literature, 
considerable challenges remain, including lack of data on 
relevant predictor variables, vague conceptual schemes, and 
disagreement on operationalization. Moreover, we have seen 
more progress in testing existing theoretical perspectives 
than in developing promising new theories.

However, I hasten to add that even though we have not 
witnessed the emergence of a new, dominant over-arching 
theory that has attracted the kind of research attention that 
was generated in the past by theories like social disorgani-
zation or economic stress, we do find in the recent cross-
national comparative research a wide range of innovative 
new theoretical suggestions. To name only a few, we can 
point to research on gender inequality (Heirigs and Moore 
2018); democratic cultural values (LaFree and Tseloni 2006; 
Stamatel 2016); globalization (Karstedt and Nelken 2013); 
genocide (Hagan et al. 2005); emotions (Karstedt 2002); and 
social protection (Rogers and Pridemore 2017). While all of 
these studies have offered new theoretical suggestions, so 
far none have coalesced into a cohesive theoretical tradition 
capable of generating a large body of additional research.

Methodological Sophistication

In examining the growing cross-national homicide litera-
ture, it seems fair to say that compared to progress in terms 
of theoretical conceptualization, evidence of progress is 
far more obvious in terms of growing methodological 
sophistication. This is an important metric because taking 
advantage of cutting-edge methods is critical for assuring 
that our tests of theoretical perspectives are as valid and 
reliable as possible. In my review in the late 1990s (LaFree 
1999a) it was already clear that cross-national homicide 
researchers were adopting cutting edge statistical methods, 
including increasingly sophisticated multivariate analysis, 
pooled time series analysis and linear structural equation 
models. Further, there is strong evidence that the number 
of variables used as controls in quantitative models has 
increased substantially over time. For example, Koeppel 
et al.’s (2015) review shows that ordinary least squares 
regression has been the most common method used in 
quantitative international studies of homicide, but the 
authors also find a growing complexity of models tested 
and a wide variety of advanced statistical methods being 
applied, including fixed effects estimation, hierarchical lin-
ear models time series analysis, trajectory models, path 
analysis, and generalized method of moments estimation.

Innovative New Measures of Crime

One of the surprising developments in terms of the inter-
national study of crime in recent decades has been the 
discovery and growth of open source data. By open source, 
I mean data that are generated from existing, unclassified 
sources, most often print or electronic media accounts. In 
the past two decades, open source data have been collected 
to study a wide variety of international crimes, includ-
ing terrorism (LaFree et al. 2015a), bias crime (McDevitt 
et al. 2003), and school (Towers et al. 2015), police (Ross 
2015), and mass shootings (Kissner 2016). Because these 
databases originate with open source media it is unsur-
prising that they generally follow the classic journalistic 
format of providing information on who is responsible for 
an attack, what happened, where and when did it hap-
pen, and how did it happen. These databases have become 
most common for types of crime that are either difficult or 
impossible to collect through official records or victimiza-
tion or self-report surveys.

A full discussion of open source data with relevance 
to international crime is too broad a topic for this short 
review; however, I use the development of open source 
terrorism data as an illustrative example. At present, 
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the most comprehensive open source dataset on terror-
ism is the Global Terrorism Database (GTD), which now 
includes data on more than 200,000 terrorist attacks since 
1970 (LaFree et al. 2015a). Open source terrorism data-
bases like the GTD received a major boost with the rise 
of satellite technology and portable video cameras, which 
increasingly made it possible to record terrorist attacks 
taking place anywhere in the world and make them avail-
able anywhere else with a media or internet connection. 
Current data collection for the GTD begins with a universe 
of 2 million articles published daily worldwide to identify 
the small subset of articles that describe terrorist attacks. 
The GTD team of 15–20 members uses customized search 
strings to isolate an initial pool of potentially relevant 
articles and then relies on natural language processing 
methods to automatically identify and remove duplicate 
source articles by measuring similarities between pairs 
of documents. In addition, the GTD team has developed a 
machine-learning model using feedback from trained staff 
that classifies electronic and print media identified by the 
initial automated processes to determine how likely they 
are to be relevant to terrorism. At present, the GTD team 
reviews each month approximately 115,000 articles to 
identify attacks to be included in the database.

The GTD has had a huge impact on both terrorism 
research and policy. From 2012 to 2018, the GTD supplied 
unclassified data to the US Department of State (2017) 
for the Annex of Statistical Information that accompanies 
the annual report to Congress called Country Reports on 
Terrorism. The GTD now receives more than 1000 annual 
citations on Google Scholar, the GTD website draws over 
2 million page visits a year, and the GTD is consulted by 
every US agency concerned with defense or intelligence and 
is also relied upon by governments and businesses around 
the world.

Compared to collecting data on more commonly studied 
crime like homicide and robbery, collecting data on terror-
ism raises unique challenges. As with more common crimes, 
terrorism is defined differently across different countries. 
However, the incentives for countries to downplay terrorist 
threats are likely even greater than to minimize homicide 
or robbery rates. Because definitions of terrorism vary, and 
because terrorism has a strong political dimension, not all 
individuals or governments agree on exactly what constitutes 
terrorism. While the old bromide that “one man’s terrorist is 
another man’s freedom fighter” is simplistic it nevertheless 
does reflect an underlying challenge in providing a univer-
sally accepted definition of terrorism. An influential survey 
of terrorism studies by Schmid and Jongman (1988, p. 5) 
famously concluded that there were more than 100 different 
research definitions of terrorism.

However, while the lack of a universal definition of ter-
rorism raise challenges, using open source data to study 

terrorism also offers unexpected advantages. As we have 
seen, one of the biggest difficulties of doing cross-national 
research on crime is that every country has its own legal 
definitions and unique strategies for collecting data. By 
creating cross-national open source databases, it is possible 
to develop a single uniform definition and apply it to all 
countries of the world. For example, the definition of terror-
ism we have adopted for the Global Terrorism Database is 
“the threatened or actual use of illegal force and violence by 
non-state actors to attain a political, economic, religious, or 
social goal through fear, coercion or intimidation” (LaFree 
et al. 2015a, p. 13).

Terrorism also has another advantage when compared 
to more common types of crime like homicide or robbery. 
Namely, because of the compelling interest that terrorist 
and political extremist groups have in media attention, open 
source information may be uniquely useful in the study 
of terrorism. Terrorists, unlike most common criminals, 
actively seek media attention. Terrorism expert Brian Jen-
kins (1975) declared “terrorism is theatre” and explained 
how terrorist attacks are often carefully choreographed to 
attract the attention of the electronic media and the interna-
tional press. The fact that terrorists are specifically seeking 
attention through the media means that compared to cover-
age of more common crimes, coverage of terrorism is likely 
to be more complete. Thus, while few researchers would 
suggest tracking burglary or fraud rates by studying elec-
tronic and print media, it seems more defensible to track 
terrorist attacks in this way. For example, it is hard to imag-
ine that it is possible today for an aerial hijacking or politi-
cally motivated assassination—even in remote parts of the 
world—to completely elude attention of the global media.

Open source databases on terrorism also have another 
important advantage. One of the most serious limitations 
of cross-national crime research is that it has been focused 
overwhelmingly on a small number of highly industrialized 
western-style democracies. As we have seen, most cross-
national research on homicide (Nivette 2011; LaFree 1999a) 
is based on less than a third of all the world’s countries. 
And of course, these countries are not a random sample but 
strongly over-represent Europe and North America while 
under-representing countries of Africa, the Middle East and 
Asia. By contrast, open source terrorism databases offer at 
least some coverage for all countries. While it is undoubtedly 
the case that traditional media under-report news stemming 
from industrializing countries or highly autocratic states, 
the salience of terrorism as a phenomenon today makes it 
more likely than ever that media will report these incidents. 
These data advantages are also likely true for other crimes 
that are studied in a comparative cross-national framework, 
including bias and hate crimes.

While the GTD collects information on events, other open 
source terrorism databases concentrate on organizations and 
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individuals. Of the three types, event databases have been 
the most common for cross-national comparative research. 
There has been a dozen or more systematic efforts to build 
terrorism event databases over the past several decades (for 
a review, see LaFree 2020). Event (Piazza and LaFree 2019) 
and group-level databases (Asal et al. 2020) have usually 
been international in scope while most individual level data-
bases to this point have focused on perpetrators in a single 
country (LaFree et al. 2018). However, while taking different 
forms, all three types are similar in that they rely on informa-
tion from unclassified, open sources, like newspaper articles 
and court documents.

In terms of rapidly emerging sources of open source data 
that have potentially important implications for the study 
of international criminology, social media data must also 
be mentioned both for their sheer quantity and reach. By 
social media I mean applications that enable users to cre-
ate and share content or to participate in social networking, 
including such influential platforms as Facebook, Twit-
ter and Google Search. The full impact of these new data 
sources on criminology is still largely unknown but likely 
to be profound. Current estimates are that at least one billion 
people spend more than an hour on social media every day 
(Crockett 2017). Perrin (2015) reports that over 60% of US 
adults now use social media, and Facebook, currently the 
most popular social network in the USA, has an audience 
of 214 million U.S. subscribers (Statista 2018). In terms of 
criminological applications, thus far social media has been 
applied most commonly in etiological analysis (Malleson 
and Andresen 2016; Bendler et al. 2016; Williams et al. 
2017). For example, Hipp et al. (2019) use Twitter data to 
construct estimates of the population at various locations at 
different times and show that such estimates can help predict 
the amount of crime during two-hour time periods over the 
course of a day. Social media data are increasingly being 
examined by criminologists interested in forms of crime that 
are either enhanced by, or made possible by social media 
itself, such as hate crimes (Müller and Schwarz 2019) and 
various types of online extortion (Wolak et al. 2018). Crimi-
nologists are also starting to use social media data to track 
fear of crime (Intravia et al. 2017).

Because social media platforms include users from 
around the world, they have obvious appeal for cross-
national crime research. However, many of the early studies 
using social media data to study crime have been limited 
to a single city or country. For example, the study by Hipp 
et al. (2019) is restricted to data from southern California. 
These limits are likely due in part to the fact that the size 
and complexity of social media data put them squarely in the 
category of big data (for example, 5 billion comments are 
left on Facebook pages monthly, see Omnicore 2020). Still 
as research using these new social media sources matures, it 
seems likely that their international scope will only increase.

In sum, open source databases have important limitations. 
However, so do all crime databases. For example, official 
crime data sources like the FBI’s Uniform Crime Reports 
have long been criticized for many of the same issues as 
those commonly leveled against event databases (Lynch and 
Addington 2006; O’Brien 1985). Victimization and self-
report surveys face growing challenges with the mounting 
costs of in-person interviews and the difficulty of sampling 
individuals who have abandoned land lines for cell phones 
(Zhang et al. 2008; Langton et al. 2017). The bottom line 
is that a growing number of open source data bases now 
provide cross-national comparative data on a wide range of 
international criminal behavior that either cannot currently 
be studied as well or at all with any other source.

Growth of Longitudinal Crime Studies

Given how difficult it has been to obtain valid international 
crime data, it is unsurprising that longitudinal studies, which 
depend on time-series data not only of crime but also a set of 
predictor variables, have been especially challenging. None 
of the 34 studies reviewed by LaFree (1999a) were longi-
tudinal. In her review Nivette (2012, p. 113) concludes that 
“very few cross-national studies incorporated time-series 
analyses….” Likewise, none of the cross-national homicide 
studies reviewed by Koeppel et al. (2015) or Kanis et al. 
(2017) are fully longitudinal (although a few studies use 
pooled time-series analysis). A major reason for this situ-
ation is likely a lack of suitable data. While the number of 
years available for time-series analysis of homicide has been 
gradually increasing, it is often difficult or impossible to 
also find country-level longitudinal data on major predictor 
variables. Thus, in the rare examples of longitudinal research 
on cross-national homicide rates (Baumer and Wolff 2014; 
LaFree and Drass 2002; LaFree et al. 2015b; Stamatel and 
Romans 2018) the authors usually model different types of 
homicide trends rather than including a set of longitudinal 
predictor variables in their multivariate models.

Engaging Global Organizations

In my earlier review of the cross-national crime literature 
(LaFree 1999a), I argued that the United Nations was the 
most logical international organization to collect and dis-
tribute reliable cross-national data on homicide and other 
crimes, but concluded (p. 134) that “the UN has thus far not 
lived up to this expectation.” The situation in this regard has 
changed a good deal in the past two decades. Both the World 
Health Organization (WHO) and the United Nations Office 
on Drugs and Crime (UNODC), have greatly increased the 
extensiveness of the data they collect and make available. 
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They have also begun to generate a helpful set of interna-
tional reports on homicide and other crimes.

As noted above, while original crime surveys collected 
by the United Nations were rarely used for cross-national 
analysis, homicide data from the World Health Organization 
became the most popular source of data for cross-national 
crime studies in the early part of this century. In recent years, 
WHO and UNODC have joined forces by pooling their data 
on homicide and other crimes. Both agencies now produce 
periodic reports and data on homicide as well as other 
crimes (UNODC 2013, 2019; WHO 2014) and researchers 
are increasingly turning to UNODC (Botelho and Gonçalves 
2016; Liem and Eisner 2020; Santos et al. 2019) and WHO 
(Chon 2012; Lappi-Seppälä and Lehti 2014) data for their 
international homicide research.

However, while it is commendable that researchers at 
WHO and UNODC have been working hard to increase 
the proportion and range of countries represented in cross-
national comparative studies, these strategies do raise a num-
ber of concerns. For example, Kanis et al. (2017, p. 318) 
point out that it is a common practice in cross-national homi-
cide research to compute multi-year homicide averages as a 
way of minimizing instability of annual rates. However, the 
augmented WHO and UNODC homicide estimates reported 
in different publications can no longer be regarded as strictly 
comparable across years. In short, researchers must weigh 
the advantages of having access to larger, more representa-
tive samples with the disadvantages of using data that may 
be less accurate.

Conclusions

In reviewing developments in international criminology 
research over the past half-century, we see considerable 
progress. The total number of studies of international homi-
cide rates has continued to increase in an almost algorithmic 
fashion. Samples studied have become larger and more rep-
resentative, researchers have tested a wider range of theo-
retical perspectives and researchers studying international 
criminology have increasingly applied cutting edge methods. 
In addition to the standard data sources used by criminolo-
gists for decades, researchers have developed open source 
data sets to better understand a wide range of international 
criminal activity. Moreover, the United Nations, especially 
through WHO and the UNODC, have improved both the 
data made available and the sophistication of their analy-
sis of these data. Looking across the changes more broadly, 
the greatest progress in the past half-century is arguably in 
terms of the sophistication of research methods being used 
by cross-national crime researchers, the enhanced participa-
tion of UN agencies and the discovery and exploitation of 
open source crime data.

At the same time, the most pressing challenge to devel-
oping larger and more representative international studies 
in many ways remains the same one noted by the General 
Statistical Congress in Brussels in 1853: reconciling dif-
fering legal definitions of crime across countries. Moreo-
ver, with the benefit of a century and a half of observa-
tion, we can see that national crime rates continue to be 
politically charged metrics and that many countries are 
unwilling or unable to share valid estimates with the rest 
of the world. The number of cross-national longitudinal 
studies of crime is also disappointing, perhaps confirming 
Isaac and Griffin’s (1989) charge that analysis in the social 
sciences remains largely ahistorical.

To some extent, the answer to the original question 
posed by the editors of this volume—will international 
criminology become more prominent in the future—is 
closely tied to at least two broader worldwide trends. As 
Elias (1939) noted nearly a century ago, over time much of 
the world has been organized into larger and larger politi-
cal units. He argues that it was the consolidation of politi-
cal power among ever more centralized monarchies which 
has given states an increasing monopoly over the use of 
violence (p. 185), and thereby, “civilized” their citizens. 
This centralization is well captured by Wright and Wright 
(1983, p. 215) who point out that Europe had five thou-
sand independent political units in the 15th century, five 
hundred in the 17th century, 200 in the early 19th, and 
fewer than thirty in the early 1950s. As political power is 
increasingly centralized it becomes easier and more rel-
evant to gather crime data for larger aggregates. Presum-
ably obtaining valid crime data was much more difficult 
when present day Italy was instead an unaffiliated set of 
city-states and fiefdoms than after it was organized as a 
unified country.

The quantity and nature of crime is also closely related 
to transportation and communication technologies. When 
I began doing research on comparative criminology in the 
early 1980s I figured that world-wide data from sources like 
WHO would continue to steadily improve over time—and 
to some extent it has. What I did not foresee was the explo-
sive growth of internet-driven open source data. As histo-
rian Kagan (2019, p. 5) has perceptively noted, history is “a 
jagged line with no discernible slope.” For several reasons 
these developments have far-reaching implications for the 
future of international criminology. First, as the internet 
continues to bring the world closer together, it also facili-
tates the development of new forms of crime that are par-
tially or wholly international. Prominent examples include 
cybercrime, human trafficking, terrorism, the international 
drug trade, maritime piracy and organized crime. Note that 
none of these crime types were commonly studied by crimi-
nologists a generation ago. The internet and social media 
now permit perpetrators in one part of the world to commit 
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crimes against victims in distant parts of the world in ways 
that were impossible even a few years ago.

Second, these evolving technologies have also created 
exciting new opportunities for the study of international 
crime. Open source data on issues like terrorism and bias 
crime introduce the possibility of producing estimates for 
every country in the world. Social media platforms now pro-
vide real-time survey data on billions of respondents from 
everywhere on the planet. These developments have the 
potential to revolutionize the field of criminology.

Third, to the extent that international criminology 
research is increasingly driven by open source and social 
media data, there are likely to be major implications for 
relationships between the data we analyze and the theories 
we use to make sense of these data. As noted above, one 
of the least successful aspects of international criminology 
in the past half century has been in the area of theoretical 
development. Whether this is a feature of the inapplicability 
of existing criminology theories to the phenomenon of com-
parative criminology or simply a lag in applying theoreti-
cal models to comparative crime issues remains to be seen. 
However, regardless of the applicability of current theories 
to understanding comparative crime issues, a greater reli-
ance on massive, open source data bases may already be 
permanently changing our relationship to crime theories.

Thirty years ago the statistician George Box (1976, p. 
791) said that “all models are wrong, but some are useful.” 
For example, knowing that a particular kind of drug is effec-
tive in stopping heart attacks, we do not necessarily need 
to know how it works. By analogy, knowing that the vast 
majority of homicides are committed by people who know 
each other or that burglars are more likely to strike the same 
target or neighborhood following a successful burglary can 
be very useful—even if we cannot say why. Google has been 
able to provide fantastic tools for translating languages with-
out knowing a thing about how languages actually oper-
ate—but only by analyzing millions of translation cases and 
using algorithms that make these translations progressively 
more accurate. The same type of technology allows Tesla to 
develop increasingly sophisticated self-driving cars with-
out any theoretical models of how humans operate automo-
biles. It is possible that these big data applications may also 
permanently change the utility of theorizing in fields like 
criminology.

After all, theory is often of greatest use in terms of extrap-
olating from samples to populations. In the past, criminol-
ogy has most often dealt with samples—the National Crime 
Victim Survey, the proportion of countries of the world that 
collect and report homicide data. One of the unique features 
of open data sources like the Global Terrorism Database 
(GTD) is that they endeavor to include all instances of a 
particular type everywhere on the planet—in the case of 
the GTD the whole population of terrorist attacks. As we 

have seen, having access to whole populations is cropping 
up more frequently as an option for the international study 
of crime—the universe of Twitter users; the total number of 
people using Google Search; open source data bases on all 
school shootings or all shootings of civilians by police offic-
ers. As we develop bigger and more inclusive data bases that 
approximate populations rather than samples, it could be that 
our understanding of the underlying reality represented by 
data may develop more in a directly descriptive fashion. We 
see these dynamics already playing out in fields like bioin-
formatics where increasingly the process of model building 
is driven by the massive amount of data produced and is 
correspondingly, less dependent on theories and hypotheses 
(Mazzocchi 2015).

Finally, while I have concentrated in this article on the 
ability of international criminology researchers to under-
stand criminal etiology, the internet revolution also has pro-
found implications for how the criminal justice system oper-
ates. To provide a chilling preview of how technology can 
assist with the total suppression of a target group one need 
look no further than the way the ethnic Uighurs are being 
treated today in China (Dooley 2019). Using sophisticated 
internet assisted geo-spatial tracking systems, facial recog-
nition technology, DNA testing and state of the art techno-
logical tools, the Chinese have been able to establish near 
complete subjugation over an ethnic and religious minority 
on the grounds of public safety.

These concerns are likely to present a growing challenge 
to international criminology. As technologically driven data 
sources continue to evolve, they are raising alarming new 
possibilities for the control of human behavior and intro-
ducing grave threats to privacy and individual freedom. 
However, they are also providing a global stage for local 
events such as the one that resulted in the May 2020 killing 
of George Floyd in Minneapolis, Minnesota that set off a 
chain reaction of protests that resonated with people around 
the world and may possibly, result in making the world a 
more just place.
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