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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

Like in previous eras, current politicized
discussions of crime ignore or distort crime data to
intensify public fear, heighten racial tension, and
undermine criminal justice reforms that promote
long-term, sustainable public safety. The best way
to protect against such attempts that highjack
public discussions of crime and public safety is

to be informed about how discussions of crime
statistics can be manipulated for political gain.

In this report, we examine three false narratives
presented by politicians and the media to explain
the 2020 nationwide increase in homicides: the
expansion of bail reform, practices of progressive
prosecutors, and attempts to defund the police. Our
analysis reveals that the empirical data contradicts
these narratives. Our data suggests that pandemic-
induced instability and inequality are the primary
drivers of recent increases in homicides.

WE EXAMINE
THREE FALSE

NARRATIVES:

Expansion of bail reform

Practices of progressive
prosecutors

Attempts to defund
the police

" P
People wait in linefor.a weekly food distribution by the Brooklyn community organization PASWO on December 08, 2021 in New yk City. The weekly event
provides between 500 to 600 people with fresh vegetables, fruit, and other items.Over 10% of U.S. households (13.8 million) were’d

in 2020. Inflation, job insecurity due to COVID-19, and other chronic problems have contributed to the issue of food insecurity in America. Photo by Spencer

Platt/Getty Images

-

escribed as food insecure

Y,

Our research findings are:

The COVID-19 pandemic drove the 2020 homicide spike, but local factors
influenced whether and how quickly a city bounced back in 2021.

“Tough-on-crime” practices (e.g., law-and-order prosecutors, absence of

bail reform, and increased police budgets) did not prevent cities from
experiencing a homicide spike in 2020.

Social and economic instability and heightened inequalities generated
by the COVID-19 pandemic best explain the recent increases in homicides.

Pandemic-induced economic instability is associated with increases
in homicides.

Pre-pandemic economic inequality is associated with increases in homicides.

Pre-pandemic evictions are associated with increases in homicides.

Promoting public safety is serious business
and requires precise, thoughtful analysis, not
distortions designed to evoke fear and anger.

We model the contextual analysis of crime data
needed to guide an effective approach to improving
public safety.
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INTRODUCTION

We all hope and deserve to live securely and safely
in communities free from violence, whether by the
public or law enforcement.! Yet there are times
when our attempts to promote public safety do
more harm than good. Systems and processes that,
on the surface, seem designed to keep us safe must
be scrutinized to ensure they are living up to our
values and standards of effectiveness. As we strive
to improve public safety, we must allow facts and
data, including the perspectives of people most
directly impacted by policy proposals, to inform our
solutions. These solutions must adequately engage
the root causes of crime while ensuring we are all
treated equally and are free from violence.
Increases in certain types of violent crime

across the country in the wake of the pandemic
have spurred “law-and-order” rhetoric on the
causes of, and potential solutions to, crime. Too
often, crime data has been manipulated to justify
regressive policies that undermine public safety.
Unsubstantiated crime narratives prevent us

from understanding the factors contributing to
recent increases in violent crime and undermine
our investments in evidence-based solutions.
Misdiagnosing the causes of crime compromises
public safety, similar to when a doctor misdiagnoses
you with the wrong ailment and subsequently

i Inthe context of homicide statistics, it is an important consideration that
many homicides by law enforcement are not included in homicide counts. For
more information on this type of homicide, please consult The Washington
Post’s Police Shootings Database: Fatal Force, Wash. Post (July 12, 2022),
https://www.washingtonpost.com/graphics/investigations/police-shootings-

database/.

prescribes medication that fails to address
your underlying issues while exacerbating your
condition.

Politicians have lobbed disparaging attacks against
criminal justice reforms despite contradictory
evidence. Public officials, regardless of party
affiliation, create fear-mongering narratives about
why crimes are happening to convince the public
that their strategy is correct. Whether it is Senator
Lindsey Graham (R-SC) incorrectly arguing that
crime would increase without aggressive prosecutors
and increased police funding, or New York City’s
Democratic Mayor, Eric Adams, blaming the city’s
bail reforms for increases in crime, public actors
disparage criminal justice reforms based on false and
inaccurate premises.' These political actors engage
in this rhetoric despite research studies proving
their assertions are flatly wrong. This rhetoric leads
to harmful and counterproductive policies that

aim to increase policing and incarceration, which
particularly harm Black people.? Unfortunately,

the pattern of peddling harmful “tough-on-crime”

narratives is not new, but a cyclical component of U.S.

history.

Distorting crime statistics to serve political goals,
including limiting the advancement of people and
communities of color, is commonplace in American
history. These strategies can be traced back to

the 1930s and were used infamously by President
Richard Nixon in the 1970s.3 Arguing that drug
abuse had “assumed the dimensions of a national

4 // Truthin Crime Statistics: Avoiding Distortions and Improving Public Safety

emergency,” President Nixon spearheaded the
infamous, transnational War on Drugs.* Years
later, John Ehrlichman, Nixon’s domestic policy
chief, would admit that the campaign was a crude
mechanism to support a nefarious political agenda.

“[Bly getting the public to associate the hippies
with marijuana and Blacks with heroin, and then
criminalizing both heavily, we could disrupt those
communities. We could arrest their leaders, raid
their homes, break up their meetings, and vilify them
night after night on the evening news. Did we know
we were lying about the drugs? Of course, we did.”s

Nixon’s misrepresentation of crime and
advancement of a political agenda that connected
race and crime betrayed the public’s trust and
paved the way for the growth of mass incarceration
in the U.S. It nurtured a culture of aggressive
policing and punitive policies, like mandatory
minimums for drug crimes, which have led to the
U.S. having the highest incarceration rate in the
world. The harmful effects of the War on Drugs
cannot be disputed, especially for Black Americans,
who were the prime targets and victims. Racial
disparities in criminal cases involving narcotics
are observed at every stage in the criminal-legal
process, from the moment of arrest to sentencing.
Even though Black and White Americans use and
sell drugs at similar rates, Black Americans are
about 2.7 times more likely to be arrested for drug
offenses.” Similar appeals to law and order occur
today, as politicians use racist rhetoric to enact
punitive polices while promoting their political
agendas.

Promoting public safety is serious business

that requires precise, thoughtful analysis, not
distortions designed to evoke fear and anger. Crime
is a complex and varied phenomenon, and solutions
to address crime must be grounded in data, equity,

and fairness. The need for accurate assessments

is critical, lest false narratives and distorted data
contribute to the harming of communities by law
enforcement, just as they did in the War on Drugs.
Here, we examine three false narratives presented
by politicians and the media to explain the recent
increase in homicides nationwide: the expansion of
bail reform, practices of progressive prosecutors,
and calls to defund the police. Our analysis reveals
that the empirical data contradicts these narratives.
Our data substantiates other reasons for a spike in
homicide rates: pandemic-induced instability and
econmic inequality.

Unsubstantiated
crime narratives
prevent us from
understanding the
factors contributing
to recent increases
in violent crime
and undermine

our investments

in evidence-based
solutions.
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HOW TO TALK

BACK TO A W=
CRIME STATISTIC

The act of distorting crime statistics to advance a particular policy agenda is
not a new phenomenon in the U.S. Being informed about the different ways
statistics can be manipulated is an excellent defense against these tactics.
Here, we provide some tips to understand crime statistics.

What is the source and how reliable is it?

There are substantial differences between federal
government crime statistics (the Uniform Crime
Report [UCR] and National Crime Victimization
Survey [NCVS]) and local police agencies. Although
the UCR is the most accessible and comprehensive
national measure of crime, homicide numbers

in the UCR may be different than local police
department reports.

Our research found a 200-victim discrepancy in
homicides between what the UCR preliminarily
reported for Philadelphia versus the Philadelphia
Police Department. Furthermore, recent reporting
from The Marshall Project has shown that the
2021 federal crime data suffers from credibility
issues.® At times, this discrepancy between federal
and local counts is because the Federal Bureau

of Investigation (FBI), the agency responsible for
publishing the UCR, removes counts of justifiable
murder and negligent manslaughter from its
homicide counts.

Has there been systemic misreporting?,

Another potential reason for this discrepancy could
be systemic misreporting. Several departments, like
New York City, Chicago, Philadelphia, New Orleans,
and Milwaukee, have a history of misreporting

their numbers.® Further complicating crime
statistics is that most violent crimes and property
crimes are not reported to the police: only 40.9%

of violent crimes were reported to the police, and
only 32.5% of household property crimes were
reported to the police in 2019 (these figures are
estimated by comparing the NCVS data with the
UCR data, which shows a huge gap between crime

6 // Truthin Crime Statistics: Avoiding Distortions and Improving Public Safety

experienced by individuals and crimes reported to
the police).”® This is not to say that crime statistics
cannot be trusted, but that they should be evaluated
critically. Police reports and the UCR will provide
underestimates of certain types of crime not likely
to be reported to the police or for which different
definitions of crime complicates calculations.

Is the source of information independent

Being critical of sources of information, whether
data or press releases or otherwise, is essential.
George Floyd’s murder underscores this fact: the
Minneapolis Police Department’s press release
simply contained the headline “Man Dies After
Medical Incident During Police Interaction” while
saying that Mr. Floyd “physically resisted officers”
and that he “appeared to be suffering medical
distress” after being handcuffed. * We know now
that this description did not accurately portray
the brutality that unfolded at the scene, but initial
police statements are often uncritically parroted
in journalism and public discourse. Asking critical
questions about information sources limits
intentional and unintentional manipulation and
elevates public discussions about the true causes
of, and solutions to, crime. Consulting multiple
sources on the same event, and understanding the
limitations of each, can help provide a fuller picture
of what occurred.

How does an observation relate to local,
regional, and national patterns?

There are several ways to describe and interpret
statistics, which either make the dynamics
contributing to crime more clear or distorted. Since
crime is local, discussing national crime trends

may not tell us much about what is happening

in our community. However, national trends can
help us understand whether the crime pattern we
observe in a specific area is an anomaly or part of a
larger pattern. For these reasons, it is often better
to discuss local crime data within a regional or

national context. Comparisons between different
cities and regions must also be standardized. If the
number of homicides increases by three in both

a large city (say, from 100-103) and a small town
(from one to four), the percentage increase in
homicides is much larger in the small town where
homicides have quadrupled than in the big city,
where the incidence of homicide has increased by
only 3%. When viewing crime statistics, readers
should understand how small numbers can affect
percentages in a limited sample size: Remember to
interpret percentages in a meaningful context!
How much does the observation differ from typical
variation?

Part of the reason why it is easy to “misdiagnose
the ailment” in discussions of crime is that crime
data is so dynamic and complex. There are many
types of crime, and they do not all necessarily
change within similar time periods or in similar
directions. This variability suggests that the same
factors may not explain different types of crime.
For example, violent crimes are more likely to
occur during the summer months, while property
crimes are more frequent in colder months."? Even
when looking at a specific type of crime, such as
homicide, there is substantial fluctuation within

the year and from year to year. In a special issue on
crime trends, criminologists assert, “[c]rime is not
a static phenomenon. Research designs that freeze
crime and its correlates at a single moment in time
misrepresent the dynamic nature of crime and are
bound to produce misleading results.” Thus, it

is best to compare various locations and look for
trends across multiple years to understand whether
a specific crime statistic is “abnormal” or part of
the usual variation within crime. Once we establish
a pattern within a particular category of crime

data, we can test our ideas about what is causing
the increase or decrease in crime against the data.
With this in mind, we structured our analysis in this
paper by comparing homicide statistics across cities
and over time.

The Thurgood Marshall Institute // tminstituteldf.org // 7



CRIME ACROSS
THE NATION

“Tough-on-crime” appeals are an unfortunate
staple of modern American politics. The spike in
homicides seen in the overwhelming majority of
U.S. cities in 2020, as well as increases in homicides
in some cities in 2021, became the subject of
misleading political debate and media coverage.
Proponents of “tough-on-crime” policies have
blamed the surge on several developments: (1)
the election of “progressive” prosecutors in a few
large cities, (2) the enactment of state laws limiting
judges’ imposition of cash bail for certain non-
violent crimes, and/or (3) calls for a reassessment of
police department funding.

This fear-mongering rhetoric ignores that in 2020
there was an increase in homicides across the
country, including in cities with so-called “tough-on-
crime” policies and leadership. Our findings show
that the homicide spike in 2020 results at least
partly from the social and economic destabilization
associated with the COVID-19 pandemic, not local
criminal justice policies or practices. Current
politicized discussions of crime ignore or distort
crime data to intensify public fear, heighten racial
tension, and undermine criminal justice reforms
that promote long-term, sustainable public safety.
Our research models the contextual analysis of

crime data needed to guide an effective approach to
improving public safety.

Assessing the validity of potential diagnoses behind
changing crime levels begins with examining
national and local crime trends over a multi-year
period. In our analysis, we take information about
homicides in a sample of 61 cities over seven years
to describe the national uptick in homicides in 2020
and the local variation in 2021. That year, some
cities reversed course from their 2020 homicide
spike (decline), some experienced small homicide
increases consistent with the national average
(small increase), and others experienced large
homicide increases that exceeded the national
average (large increase). Here, we establish

these patterns to build a foundation for correctly
diagnosing potential ailments causing crime
patterns. The different trajectories of American
cities in 2021 suggest that local context mattered

in determining how cities fared after the national
homicide spike of 2020. We combine what we
know about the local context of our three widely
proclaimed ailments (prosecutor reform, bail
reform, and police resources) with data about cities’
homicide trends to assess whether any of these
purported ailments help explain crime patterns.

8 // Truth in Crime Statistics: Avoiding Distortions and Improving Public Safety

Our sample is based on 61 of the 100 most populous
cities in the American Community Survey 2019.
We gathered crime data from each city’s police
department and supplemented it with city data
reported on the Major Cities Chiefs Association
(MCAA) crime reports. We did not use UCR data
because the UCR did not provide 2020 and 2021
data at the time of data collection. Because we
wanted to make historical comparisons for each
city, any city for which we could not find homicide
data for each year 2015-2019 was excluded from the
study. This left us with 61 U.S. cities. We gathered
recent homicide data (2020 and 2021) for each

city to compare whether and how much recent
homicide counts differed from previous years.

Our study reveals that many of these common
explanations of recent increases in crime (i.e.,
prosecutor reform, bail reform, and police

resources) are misdiagnoses not supported by the
data. However, pandemic-induced instability and
income inequality are compelling explanations of
recent homicide patterns that are well supported by
our analysis. Unfortunately, the destabilizing impact
of the COVID-19 pandemic and its exacerbation

of inequality has been ignored in many public
discussions of crime. Such an omission distorts our
understanding of homicide patterns and limits our
ability to enact policies and practices that improve
public safety.

We are still in the Great Crime Decline. One of
the most robust patterns in crime data is the steady
decline in crime, including violent crime, within
most U.S. cities over the past 30 years. This pattern
has been referred to as the “The Great Crime
Decline” and is displayed in Figure 1 below.

IEZSES change in Homicide Rate 1960-2019

National homicide rate 1960-2019 based on research from Dr. Rohman'4

The Thurgood Marshall Institute // tminstituteldf.org // 9
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There are several theories about what caused
this sharp and continuous decrease in crime
since the early 1990s, but like many complex
social phenomena, crime does not have a singular
cause. However, we can use empirical analysis

to determine whether and how much of this
decrease in crime is determined by the “bad
medicine” typically administered as an answer to
crime concerns (i.e., increased incarceration and
increased policing).

In their nuanced state-level analysis of crime

data for the 1990s (1990-1999) and 2000s (2000-
2013), researchers at the Brennan Center for
Justice reported that increased incarceration had
no effect on violent crimes in either the 1990s or
2000s but was associated with a 0-12% decrease
in property crime during the 1990s and no change
in the 2000s."% Likewise, the analysis revealed that
increased policing was associated with a 0-10%
decline in crime in the 1990s but had no effect in
the 2000s. Comparatively, income growth and
decreased alcohol consumption were associated with
a 5-10% decline in crime for each variable in both
the 1990s and 2000s. This type of analysis reveals
why discussions of crime need to be nuanced and
incorporate as much historical data as possible.

7N

DECLINE in crime in the 1990s and 2000s

The punitive policies and increased policing that
emerged in the 1990s to manage the “crime wave”
may have had some effect on crime reduction early
on but may not have accounted for decreases in
crime since 2000. In contrast, social, economic, and
environmental factors, such as the growth in income,
reduction in alcohol consumption, decrease in lead
poisoning, and an aging population, are too often
left out of our anti-crime strategies. Surprisingly, a
reduction in alcohol consumption and growth in
income were as statistically important as policing
in reducing crime in the 1990s, and unlike policing,
they have continued to result in reductions in crime
since 2000.'¢

Recent political and media discussions sound
similar to the “law-and-order” rhetoric of the

1990s that called for policies and practices

(e.g., mandatory minimum prison sentences,

three strikes laws, zero-tolerance policing, the
militarization of police) that expanded and
entrenched the mass incarceration crisis in this
country.” The rhetoric that was used to justify mass
incarceration and the aggressive policing strategies
of the 1990s has resurfaced and is now being used
to roll back decades of work that advocates have
utilized to shrink mass incarceration and reform

10 // Truth in Crime Statistics: Avoiding Distortions and Improving Public Safety

discriminatory practices within the criminal
justice system. Before reflexively returning to the
discriminatory and overly punitive practices of

the 1990s, we should investigate to what extent
their presence or absence is associated with recent
changes in crime.

As stated earlier, crime is highly variable, and it

is possible to have a significant increase in crime
within a year that quickly returns to previous
levels. Thus, it is important not to assume that even
a substantial increase in crime indicates a “crime
wave.” For example, there was a national spike in
homicides in 2015-2016, but that pattern did not
continue.'® This 2015 homicide spike did not rise
to the homicide levels of the early 1990s and did
not signal the start of a new “crime wave.” Since
2016, there has been more variation in crime rates
in major cities. Our analysis reveals that the 2020
homicide spike for some cities looks similar to the
2015-2016 spike but may suggest an escalating
trend for others.

The 2020 homicide spike is driven by the
COVID-19 pandemic, but local factors influence
how quickly a city bounces back. Although there
has been substantial variation in homicide counts
in U.S. cities since 2015, 2020 reveals a pervasive
national pattern. In 2020, cities of all sizes across
the country experienced increased homicides.

Our analysis reveals a spike in homicides in 2020

in all but one (Virginia Beach) of the cities in our
sample. This strong national pattern suggests that
the factors influencing the increase in homicides in
2020 were experienced similarly across the country
and not the result of state and county decision-
making, such as policing practices, criminal

justice policies, or prosecutorial practices. The
magnitude and consistency of the 2020 spike in
homicides can be explained by the emergence of the
COVID-19 pandemic and the associated changes in
work, school, and social life that accompanied the
pandemic. However, our analysis reveals that 2021

homicide data shows much more variation between
cities and is more likely to be driven by the local
context.

We argue that the COVID-19 pandemic created

a level of social and economic disruption that
contributed to the increase in homicides across the
nation. Cities’ ability to respond and adjust to this
instability varies and helps explain why some cities
seem to quickly “recover” from the 2020 homicide
spike and others do not.

Three patterns emerge from our analysis of
homicide data from 2015-2021:

- In some cities, there was a 2020 homicide spike
followed by a more moderate increase in the
number of 2021 homicides. (small increase)

- In some cities, a 2020 homicide spike continued
to show large increases in homicides in 2021.
(large increase)

- In some cities, a 2020 homicide spike was
followed by a decline in homicides in 2021.
(decline)

We argue that the
COVID-19 pandemic
created a level of
social and economic
disruption that
contributed to the
increase in homicides
across the nation.

The Thurgood Marshall Institute // tminstituteldf.org / 11



It is important to use the national average to
compare our homicide data because the homicide
spike of 2020 is a national pattern and should not be
attributed to city or state-level policies and elected
officials. Figure 2 shows that cities with increases

in homicides in 2021 above the national average
showed a 26% increase in the number of homicides

compared to 2020. Cities with a small 2021 growth in
homicides, consistent with the national average and
variations in previous years preceding the pandemic,
experienced an average 2% increase in homicides
over 2020. Cities with decreases in homicides during
2021 averaged a 13% decrease in the number of
homicides compared to 2020.

m Variations in Cities’ Experiences’ of Changes in Homicide

26%

e 2%
[ X XXX (XXX X)

® Large Increase ® Small Increase Decrease

195%

s528  39%
ssses o%es  21%

-13%

% Change 21-20

% Change 21 - 5 year average

5

Variations in U.S. Cities’ experiences of homicide in 2021 as compared to 2020 and the five-year

average pre-pandemic (2015-2019); N=61

12 // Truth in Crime Statistics: Avoiding Distortions and Improving Public Safety

When comparing 2021 homicide numbers to the
five-year pre-pandemic averages for the respective
cities, we again see a sizable variation in localities.
In cities that experienced above-average increases
in homicide in 2021, that increase made up a

75% increase over their pre-pandemic homicide
averages. Cities that experienced homicide growth
in 2021 consistent with the national average
showed a 39% increase in homicides above their
pre-pandemic 5-year averages. Even cities that
experienced a decrease in homicides in 2021
averaged a 21% increase from their pre-pandemic
5-year averages, reflecting the magnitude of the
2020 spike.

Some cities have “recovered” from the 2020
homicide spike. Of the 61 cities in our sample, over
30% (20) have returned to their typical homicide
counts. Figure 3 shows the spike in 2020 followed
by a downward trajectory in 2021. Although the
magnitude of the increase in 2020 homicides varies
by city, in every city shown here, the number of
homicides in 2020 is greater than each year in the
five years preceding the COVID-19 pandemic. For
most of these cities, the homicide spike in 2020 and
the number of homicides in 2021 are at or below the
number of homicides in the previous spike of 2015-
2016. This suggests that these cities are “recovered”
from the 2020 spike, and current homicide counts
reflect the typical variation within each city.

Some cities experience a slight growth in homicides
following the 2020 spike. Just over 21% of the cities
in our sample (13) have 2021 homicide increases
within the national average (6%). While these cities
have not returned to their pre-2020 homicide
counts, their increased level of homicides reflects
the national trend. All these cities show an increase
in homicides in 2020, but the magnitude of the
increase varies. Each city in this category has less
than a 6% increase in homicides in 2021 compared
to their five-year average (2015-2019) before the

2020 homicide spike. Yet, the 2020 homicide spike
for Chicago is similar to the city’s 2016 homicide
spike. For most cities (70%) in our sample, the
number of homicides in 2020 is greater than in the
preceding five years (2015-2019).

Some cities continue to experience large increases
in homicides following the 2020 spike. Slightly

less than half (45%) of the cities in our sample
show homicide increases in 2021 that exceed

the national average. Figure 5 shows the level

of increases in homicide counts for cities in this
category. Although most of these cities experienced
a homicide spike even larger than the earlier

spike of 2015, the number of homicides in these
cities is still far below the homicide rates of the
early 1990s. Most of these cities experienced
substantial increases in homicides in 2020 that
have continued in 2021. Virginia Beach is the only
city in this category that does not show a homicide
increase in 2020. Eight of the 28 cities in this graph
(Austin, Rochester, Portland, Tucson, New Haven,
Louisville, Toledo, and Minneapolis) experienced
a100% or more increase in homicides during 2021
compared to their pre-pandemic five-year average.
Seventy-five percent of the cities in this category
have homicide counts in 2020 that exceed their

five preceding years. For example, the three cities
with the largest increases in homicide in 2021 (Los
Angeles, Houston, and Philadelphia) had high
numbers of homicides in 2020 and 2021, exceeding
their earlier homicide spikes in 2015.

The ubiquity of the crime spike in 2020 suggests
that non-local factors are at the root of the national
homicide uptick. What shaped cities’ trajectories
after the 2020 homicide spike is more variable, and
we can look to more proximate factors to explain
the differences. We now evaluate these factors —
possible diagnoses for the crime spike — keeping

in mind the three post-2020 trajectories that show
how cities managed the 2020 uptick. We analyze six
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m Historic Patterns for Cities with
Decreasing Homicides in 2021

Memphis, Buffalo, Arlington, Cincinnati, Wichita, San Jose, Cleveland, San Antonio, Seattle, Nashville, Kansas City,
Jacksonville, Detroit, Dallas, St. Louis, Albany, GA, Omaha, Boston, Syracuse, Charlotte

Number of Homicides for years 2015-2021 in Cities with Decreasing Homicides in 2021 (N=20)

m Historic Patterns for Cities with
Small Increases in Homicides in 2021

Savannah, Fort Wayne, Charleston, New York, Fort Worth, Long Beach, Milwaukee, Denver, Salt Lake City, Newark,
Baltimore, Chicago, Atlanta

The number of homicides 2015-2021 for cities with small increases in homicides in 2021. N=13
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Historic Patterns for Cities with Large
Increases in Homicides in 2021

Austin, Hartford, Oakland, Rochester, Winston-Salem, Virgina Beach, Portland, Tucson, Houston, Albuquerque,
Shreveport, Toledo, Las Vegas, New Haven, San Francisco, Richmond, Louisville, Little Rock, Indianapolis, Pittsburgh,
Minneapolis, Washington, Los Angeles, Aurora, New Orleans, Philadelphia, Flint, Lexington

The number of homicides 2015-2021 for cities with substantial increases in homicides in 2021. N=28

dimensions of local context: presence/absence of
cash bail reform, presence/absence of progressive
prosecutors, level of police funding, COVID-19
death rate, housing instability, and income
inequality." We investigate whether these factors
distinguish cities that quickly recover from the
2020 homicide spike from those that do not.

ii We did not investigate the false narrative that Black Lives Matters protests
were driving increases in homicide because of the small number (less than

10) of homicides linked to racial justice political protests in 2020 and the fact
that 94% of BLM protests were peaceful and non-violent (see Armed Conflict
Location & Event Data Project (“ACLED”), A Year of Racial Justice Protests:
Key Trends in Demonstrations Supporting the BLM Movement 1 (2021), https://
acleddata.com/special-projects/us-crisis-monitor/; Lois Beckett, At Least

25 Americans Were Killed During Protests and Political Unrest in 2020, The
Guardian (Oct. 31, 2020), https://www.theguardian.com/world/2020/oct/31/
americans-killed-protests-political-unrest-acled). However, the counter-
protests involving militias and Militant Social Movements (MSM) were twice as
likely to turn violent as BLM protests and less likely to receive law enforcement
intervention (see ACLED, Far-Right Violence and the American Midterm
Elections (2022), https://acleddata.com/2022/05/03/far-right-violence-and-
the-midterm-elections-early-warning-signs-to-monitor-ahead-of-the-vote/).

We will analyze
six dimensions of
local context:

=> Cash bail reform

-> Progressive prosecutors
-> Level of police funding
-> COVID-19 death rate

=> Housing instability

-> Income inequality
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THE WRONG

DIAGNOSES

Progressive prosecution and bail reform

“Tough-on-crime” practices do not prevent
cities from experiencing recent increases in
homicide. A typical ailment to which politicians
and media articles attribute real or perceived
increases in crime are several so-called “soft-on-
crime” policies and practices. Opponents point the
finger at these practices, such as cash bail reform
or progressive reform in prosecutor offices, for
enabling upticks in all types of crime.

New York City local officials were quick to blame
increases in crime on the city’s bail reforms despite
several research studies invalidating the claims.?
Below, former New York Police Department
Commissioner Dermot Shea asserts that bail
reform is the cause of New York City’s recent
increase in homicides:

“’In the first three weeks of this year, we’re
seeing significant spikes in crime. . . . either
we forgot how to police New York City, or
there’s a correlation [between bail reform
and the increase in homicides].”*

To assess the merit of claims that progressive
prosecution and bail reform weaken a city’s ability
to weather national crime trends, we examine how
a city’s policies and practices compare to their
homicide trajectory from 2015 to 2021. In our
sample, 19 cities (31%) have implemented some form
of bail reform, and 18 cities (30%) have progressive
prosecutors. Our analysis shows that cities with
no bail reform and traditionalist prosecutors — the
“tough-on-crime” opponents of reformist practices —
fared no better than their counterparts. Whether a
city implements bail reform or elects a progressive
prosecutor tells us very little about that locality’s
2021 homicide trends.

Requiring cash bail does not prevent recent
increases in homicides. Our analysis shows

that a city’s cash bail policy is not associated with
whether New York or any other city in our sample
experienced a 2020 homicide spike or how quickly
it recovered in 2021. As Figure 6 shows, cities

with bail reform experienced a 47% increase in
homicides compared to their 5-year homicide
average (2015-2019) before the 2020 spike. Cities

without bail reform experienced a 51% increase over
the five-year average before the 2020 spike (2015-
2019). Thus, localities with bail reform experienced
a slightly lower increase in homicide compared to
pre-pandemic five-year averages. The enactment

of bail reform itself is not a useful explanation for
understanding which cities experienced an increase
in homicides in 2021 and which did not. This is
consistent with studies that compare crime rates
before and after implementing bail reform within a
locality and show either no impact on crime rates or
an increase in public safety after implementing bail
reform.?

... localities with

bail reform
experienced a
slightly lower
increase in

homicide.

Increase in Number of Homicides

® Bail Reform
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of Cities by Bail Reform Policy

47%

® No Bail Reform

o17%

Average % Increase in 2021 over Pre-Pandemic 5yr Average

Changes in the number of homicides for 5-year average (2015-2019) based on whether cities have

experienced bail reform within the last five years; N=61.
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Cities with traditional prosecutors still experienced
the 2020 homicide spike. Former federal
prosecutor Andrew C. McCarthy claimed in an
opinion column, “You want to know why violent
crime is surging in the nation’s urban centers?
Why, as the latest FBI statistics indicate, murder
was up an astonishing 30 percent year-over-year in
2020, a record increase? Look no further than the
Progressive Prosecutors Project . . .”%

However, McCarthy’s viewpoint is not validated
by data: our findings indicate that prosecutorial
practices have little to no effect on the increase in
homicides (see Figure 7). Cities with a prosecutor

Homicide Patterns by
Type of Prosecutor

described as “progressive” experienced a 9%
growth in homicides in 2021 compared to a 7%
increase in those with more traditional prosecutors.
These 2021 homicide rates reflect a 50% increase
over the pre-pandemic 5-year average, compared

to a 49% increase for traditional prosecutors. Each
city typology (those experiencing small increases

in homicide, large increases in homicide, and
decreases in homicide in 2021) includes progressive
and traditional prosecutors. The one- to two-
percentage-point difference in homicides in cities
with progressive or traditional prosecutors is not a
meaningful difference.

® Progressive Prosecutor

® Traditional Prosecutor

9%

1%

Average % Change 20-21

50%

497%

Average 5 change 21 - bSyr average

Changes in homicides based on whether cities have a “progressive” or “traditional” prosecutor.
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Changes in Homicides for Select Cities ® Chicago
with Progressive Prosecutors

® Philadelphia

St. Louis
PS @
® °
L L

Homicide Pattern of Three Cities with Progressive Prosecutors.

Both traditional prosecutors and progressive
prosecutors are included in cities with large
increases, small increases, and decreases in
homicides in 2021. Figures 8-11 provide a more
in-depth examination of homicide trends in cities
with progressive prosecutors. Thirty percent

(18) of the cities in our sample had progressive
prosecutors, and they were present in each of the
2021 categories. Thirty-three percent of the cities
in our sample with progressive prosecutors were
in the declining homicide category, 22% showed
small increases, and 44% showed large increases.
This distribution is similar to that of the traditional
prosecutors in our sample. Thirty-four percent of
the traditional prosecutors were in the declining
homicide category, 18% showed small increases,
and 48% showed large increases. Because all three
categories have a similar distribution of progressive
prosecutors and traditional prosecutors, it is

incorrect to claim that the mere presence of
progressive prosecutors results in increased
homicides.

We chose a city with progressive prosecutors

from each of the three categories reflected in our
analysis (cities with sharp and continuing increases
in crime, cities with small increases following the
2020 homicide spike, and cities experiencing the
2020 homicide spike followed by decreases in 2021)
to illustrate the diversity of outcomes associated
with progressive prosecutors. Chicago represents

a city with small increases in 2021 homicides
following the 2020 spike. Philadelphia is a city that
has experienced a homicide spike in 2020, followed
by a large increase in 2021. St. Louis is a city that
experienced a 2020 homicide spike followed by a
decrease in homicides in 2021.
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The election of a progressive prosecutor is

not automatically followed by an increase in
homicides. Figures 9, 10, and 11 break down the
exact moments when progressive prosecutors
assume their offices while showing homicides

over time. By “progressive prosecutors,” we

mean prosecutors who campaigned for and then
implemented policies in their offices following
principles such as addressing mass incarceration,
refusing to prosecute certain types of crimes (e.g.,
sex work or marijuana possession) as a form of
harm reduction, enhancing “conviction integrity”
units, and/or refusing to prosecute cases associated
with law enforcement officers that have a history of
dishonesty or corruption. Larry Krasner’s tenure as

IEXEXE Homicides in Philadelphia

272 .
® ® 310
267

Philadelphia’s District Attorney started in 2018 and
showed a stable number of homicides before the
2020 homicide spike (Figure 9). Kim Foxx’s tenure
as Cook County State’s Attorney started in 2016
and accompanied a decrease in homicides until

the 2020 spike in homicides (Figure 10). Finally,
Figure 11 shows how St. Louis County Prosecuting
Attorney Wesley Bell’s tenure coincided with the
homicide spike. Since cities across the nation
experienced a spike in homicides in 2020 and St.
Louis was one of the few cities that had the 2020
homicide spike followed by a decrease in homicides
in 2021, it is unlikely that the 2020 increase in
homicides is a result of Bell’s actions in office.

® Traditional Prosecutor

® Progressive Prosecutor

494
pe 551

350

347

The number of homicides in Philadelphia before and after the election of a progressive prosecutor.
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® Traditional Prosecutor

m Homicides in Chicago

® Progressive Prosecutor

769 770 o
® @
794

o
660 516

PS 488 496
415

The number of Homicides in Chicago before and after the election of a progressive prosecutor.

m Homicides in St. Louis

® Traditional Prosecutor

® Progressive Prosecutor

264
188 o 185
@

188 205 193 197

The number of homicides in St. Louis before and after the election of a progressive prosecutor.
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® Pittsburgh

The false narrative that progressive prosecutors are Rochester, Winston-Salem, and Pittsburgh

m Number of Homicides in Select Cities
with Law-and-Order Prosecutors

® Rochester

the reason for homicide spikes in American cities
lacks supporting evidence. As demonstrated, cities
with progressive prosecutors have seen a range of
homicide counts. In all three examples, the rise in
homicides in 2020 seems to be part of the national
pattern of the 2020 homicide spike rather than the
influence of individual prosecutors. Indeed, other

illustrate the range of outcomes associated with
“law-and-order” prosecutors. Each category (small,
large, decline) has prosecutors who employed a
“law-and-order” narrative in their campaigns for the
prosecutor’s office. All these prosecutors have been
in office for ten or more years. The data reveals that
cities with these “law-and-order” prosecutors also

Winston-Salem

research suggests that progressive prosecutors experienced a significant homicide spike in 2020. o
have had no detectable effect on rates of major This reinforces the point that the 2020 homicide
crimes, including homicide.* spike corresponds to national changes rather than

local criminal justice policies and practices.
Cities with “law-and-order” prosecutors also
experienced recent increases in homicides. The We have shown that neither the progressive policies
fact that cities with “law-and-order” prosecutors of a city’s chief prosecutor nor its implementation °
were not immune to the national 2020 homicide of bail reform explains how the city fared against ® °
spike again suggests that the spike is a part of a a national uptick in homicides in 2020. “Soft-on- ° °
nationwide phenomenon and not local criminal crime” policies and practices are not credible [
justice practices. Seventy percent of our sample diagnoses for recent increases in homicide. The
is composed of cities with traditional prosecutors, next ailment we will evaluate in our attempt to o
and they are similarly distributed to progressive identify what might be driving crime trends is the Py
prosecutors across each category. Figure 12 funding and staffing of police departments around °®
documents the patterns of homicides in cities the country. ®
with prosecutors known to be “tough on crime.” ®

® )

The data reveals that cities with
these “law-and-order” prosecutors

also experienced a significant
homicide spike in 2020.
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Changes in homicides among select cities with law-and-order prosecutors.
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BAD MEDICINE

Police funding and staffing

The national response to George Floyd’s murder

in 2020 renewed the debate over allocation of
resources to policing and law enforcement in
America. Calls to reallocate resources from police
departments to community-based services aimed
at improving public safety were met with strong
pushback from critics who claimed that reducing
police resources would undermine public safety.
When some cities took steps to reallocate funds
from policing to other municipal services and
programs, politicians and media sources quickly
claimed that the national spike in violent crime in
such cities was related to efforts to “defund” police
departments.?> We know from our evaluation of
crime trends that the homicide spike was felt across
the nation. Still, public figures like North Carolina
Representative Patrick McHenry repeatedly
manipulated data points to concoct a false
narrative that connected reduced police funding to
increased crime. Here we dig deeper into a possible
relationship between police funding and staffing
and homicide levels over time, concluding that the
two are not associated. The resources that police
have at their disposal in a given city do not tell us
much about how that city will fare when crime rises
across the board, making police resources another
misidentified ailment in our search for factors
underlying crime trends.

Patrick McHenry &
A @PatrickMcHenry

This graphic demonstrates just how wrong & dangerous
efforts to defund the police are. Democrat-run cities
across the country who cut funding for police have
seen increases in crime. This #NationalPoliceWeek
please join me in standing up to defend our brave men
& women in blue.

DEFUND THE POLICE

’ ’
AUSTIN, TX LOS ANGELES, CA NEW YORK CITY, NY

50% SPIKE 1.6% RISE
in homicides in homicides

97% RISE in shootings
45% INCREASE in homicides

10:33 AM - May 13, 2021 - TweetDeck

FALSE NARRATIVE:

McHenry’s false claim is a distortion of crime
statistics and presents increased police funding
as the best way to promote public safety. Yet, our
analysis clearly reveals that increased police
resources do not necessarily equate to increased
public safety.
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Despite the national protests challenging racism in
policing and calling for structural changes to the
form and structure of policing, few municipalities
substantially reduced police funding in 2020 or
2021.% Based on a Bloomberg CityL.ab analysis,

less than half of the largest 50 U.S. cities reduced
their police funding in 2021.7” As a group, the
difference between police spending as a share of the
general funds in 2021 fell less than 1% from 2020.%
Moreover, New York and many other cities that
markedly reduced police budgets in 2020 reversed
course and raised funding in 2021 despite a lack of
evidence that changes in funding were at play in
New York City’s experience of the national crime
wave 2020.% Moreover, homicides continued to rise

in many cities with large increases in police budgets.

Zeroing in on law enforcement funding and
manipulating it in response to an outcry over crime
waves is akin to a doctor prescribing you the wrong
medicine. The medicine not only fails to solve your
problems but creates a whole new set of symptoms.
The outsized focus on police funding also distracts
from conversations about evidence-based crime-
prevention strategies and how policing itself can be
detrimental to public safety.

Increasing police funding does not reduce
homicides. A review of law enforcement funding
over time demonstrates that increased police
funding does not result in decreased crime. The
spike in homicides in 2020 affected cities with
large and well-resourced police forces and without
bail reform or progressive prosecutors. Figure 13
shows the homicide increase in these cities despite
rapid increases in police funding. According to

the National Police Funding Database, Little Rock,
Arkansas had more than twice as many police

per 1,000 residents as other similarly sized cities;
Richmond, Virginia, had almost three times as
many.3° Despite this overrepresentation of police,
Richmond’s 2021 homicide number increased by
60% over the five-year pre-pandemic average, and
Little Rock’s homicide increase was 73% above

the five-year pre-pandemic average. The ten cities
shown in Figure 13 have traditional prosecutors, no
bail reform, and spend an average of $2.1 million
annually on policing. Still, their average number of
homicides increased from 82 in 2019 to 111 in 2020,
a 35% increase, and further to 134 in 2021, a 21%
increase.

Our analysis clearly
reveals that increased

police resources do not
necessarily equate to

increased public safety.
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m Police Funding and Homicide
Rate for Law-and-Order Cities

83 81

® Average Police Funding

® Average Number of Homicides

134
111

82

Number of homicides and police funding for cities with large increases in 2021 homicides and

without bail reform or progressive prosecutors; N=10

Cities with well-funded and well-resourced police
departments were susceptible to the pandemic
homicide spike, which suggests that increasing
cities’ allocation of resources to police is not a
solution to an increase in homicides. Discussions
about solutions to crime must also consider the
broader context of public safety. Despite pro-
policing messaging that presents police as an

asset to public safety, our current system of law
enforcement poses a significant threat to the safety
of communities, particularly Black, Brown, and low-
income communities.

Increasing policing can also undermine public
safety. We have a responsibility to ensure that
crime prevention does not exact unnecessary

and discriminatory costs on segments of our
population and to choose solutions that maximize
prevention while minimizing harm. When we

apply these considerations to policing, it falls short.

Recent research by economists suggested that
adding a single police officer can prevent between
0.06 and 0.1 homicides.* Yet, that same study
admits that “[i]n cities with relatively large Black
populations, the returns to investments in police
manpower are smaller and perhaps non-existent
for Black civilians.”3? Several other studies have
demonstrated the mental, emotional, and physical
harm policing entails.33

Neither “soft-on-crime” policies nor law
enforcement resources are credible ailments in
our search for causes of crime trends. We turn to
two factors that we have determined are credible
or plausible ailments: pandemic-induced instability
and inequality. In uplifting these factors, we hope
to reorient discussions of crime and potential
solutions to the root causes of homicide that are
more likely to improve public safety.
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THE CORRECT

DIAGNOSIS

A consideration of pandemic-related instability

The national increase in homicides in 2020
coincided with another significant collective
experience: the COVID-19 pandemic. This
pandemic dramatically uprooted the lives of
Americans all over the country and threw millions
of households into disarray. More research is
needed to understand how exactly the pandemic
has driven crime. However, there are several
aspects of the pandemic that we have reason to
believe might impact crime rates, and we have

the data to assess whether those hypotheses

are credible. Before the pandemic, research
showed that other kinds of social and economic
destabilization have been associated with increased

crime.?* Since the pandemic caused those types

of destabilizations, it is fair to assume that the
pandemic contributed to the homicide surge.
Here, we assess the relationship between city-level
measures of destabilization and a city’s success or
failure in reponding to the homicide spike of 2020,
concluding that economic insecurity and income
inequality are credible diagnoses for changes in
crime rates.

Pandemic-induced social instability is
associated with increases in homicides. The
COVID-19 pandemic caused significant disruptions
to the economic and social processes that are
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m Current Homicide Wave of Cities as
Compared to COVID-19 Death Rate

® Average Cumulative COVID Death Rate/100K

56%

% change pre-pandemic

42%

32%

Above average
crime wave cities

Average crime

Decreasing crime

wave cities wave cities

Changes in the two-year average number of homicides before the pandemic (2018 and 2019) and

the two-year average after the start of the pandemic (2020 and 2021) compared to the cumulative

COVID-19 death rate as of 12/31/21.

known to influence crime. First, the pandemic
destabilization weakened the level of youth
supervision. Research shows that participation in
crime increases throughout adolescence and peaks
at age 17.3° Many parents were required to work
while youth were expected to participate in remote
learning. Attendance during remote learning was a
major issue, and many young people were released
from their usual level of adult supervision.?

Figure 14 shows the strong association between
pandemic-induced destabilization and homicide
rates. The cities with the greatest amount of death
from COVID-19 were also the cities experiencing
escalating homicides in 2020 and 2021. Using
CDC data from March 2020 through December
2021, cities with the highest year-to-date death rate
from COVID-19 experienced the largest increases
in homicide during the pandemic. Particularly
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for the Black and Latinx communities that were
disproportionately impacted by COVID-19, the
highest death rates were not just among the
elderly but included large numbers of working-age
populations.?” This could be attributed to the large
numbers of Black and Latinx workers in service
jobs deemed “essential” who were forced to work
during the height of the pandemic.?® The death of
these individuals is not only an emotional loss but
often leaves families more financially and socially
unstable and potentially less able to continue
previous levels of youth supervision.

Because of the theoretical importance of youth
supervision and employment in crime prevention,
many cities institute youth summer jobs programs
as a part of their anti-crime strategy. In an

analysis of one such program in Chicago, high
school students’ participation in the One Summer
Chicago Plus program was associated with a 45%
reduction in violent crime arrests.?* Unfortunately,
the COVID-19 pandemic created logistical and
funding challenges in maintaining youth summer
employment programs regardless of their
effectiveness.*® With budget constraints during
the pandemic, many localities decided to suspend
their youth summer employment programs to fund
other budgetary concerns. Thus, the COVID-19
pandemic gutted the household and community-
based supports and supervision that are known to
decrease youth participation in violent crime.

Pandemic-induced economic instability is
associated with increases in homicides. The
COVID-19 pandemic also contributed to an increase
in homicides by generating more economic and
food insecurity. Massive layoffs associated with

the response to the pandemic intensified income
insecurity, particularly for people who were already
the most economically vulnerable.* In August
2020, approximately 10% of Americans reported
that their household did not have enough food to

Pandemic-Related Instability

IN AUGUST 2020, AMERICANS REPORTED THAT

of households
% did not have enough
food to eat within the
past seven days
of households were
% behind on rent
of households did not
% have enough money to
cover their usual

expenses

Source: Center on Budget and Policy Priorities

eat within the past seven days of being surveyed,
14% reported that they were behind on rent, and
around 32% reported that they did not have enough
money to cover their usual expenses.** Without
enhanced support and public policy protections
enacted by the federal, state, and local governments
to respond to the pandemic and its economic fallout,
the hardship in 2020 and 2021 would have been

far worse.*3 Research suggests that poverty and
income inequality are associated with increases in
crime, particularly violent crime.4 The COVID-19
pandemic increased both poverty and income
inequality, creating the conditions associated with
an increase in homicides.
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Pre-pandemic economic inequality is associated decreasing inequality by increasing government
with an increase in homicides. Income inequality spending by $10,000/poor person is associated with
is a robust predictor of crime above and beyond the a16% decrease in the homicide rate.*®

influence of poverty.#¢ Societies with smaller income

differences between rich and poor tend to have better Figure 15 also shows a consistent and direct

health and less violence.#” Using a national data relationship between current homicide patterns and
sample from the Uniform Crime Report, researchers the degree of income inequality in specific localities.
compared the state-level homicide rates and state- The graph shows that cities with the highest

level government spending on social and public increase in homicides during the pandemic also
health services, including investments in housing, had the highest income inequality in 2019, cities
education, and income support. They found that

m Current Homicide Increases in Cities as
Compared to Pre-Pandemic Income Inequality

® Average Income Inequality % change pre-pandemic
56%
42%
o
@
L
32%
Above average Average homicide Decreasing homicide

homicide increase increase cities cities

cities

Changes in the two-year average number of homicides before the pandemic (2018 and 2019) and the
two-year average number of homicides after the start of the pandemic (2020 and 2021) compared to

the 2019 average interquartile ratio for the city.
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m Current Homicide Increases in Cities as
Compared to Pre-Pandemic Eviction Rate

® Average Eviction Rate

% change pre-pandemic

0,
56%
g 0,
42%
®
®
o,
32%
Above average Average crime Decreasing crime
crime wave cities wave cities wave cities

Changes in the two-year averages of homicides before the pandemic (2018 and 2019) and the two-year

average number of homicides after the start of the pandemic (2020 and 2021) compared to the 2019

eviction rates.

with the lowest inequality had the lowest increases
in homicides, and cities with moderate income
inequality had moderate increases in homicides.
Two standard measures of income inequality are
the Gini coefficient and the interquartile ratio
(IQR). IQR organizes a community from smallest
to largest income, divides it into four equal parts,
and presents the differences between the third and
first quartile in relation to the median income. An
IQR of 1 indicates more income inequality, and the

further above 1 indicates increasing levels of income
inequality. Cities in the category of above-average
increases in homicides 2020-21 have IQR scores of
1.47 times the median income. Likewise, cities with
the lowest homicide spike have the lowest levels of
income inequality: 1.16 times the median income.

Pre-pandemic evictions are associated with
increases in homicides. Housing instability is
another form of economic and social instability
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Jilandra Plaza, who received an eviction notice joins other tenants during a rally at the Delta Pines apartment complex in Antioch, Calif., on Wednesday, June 22,
2022. The rally highlighted the needs for rent stabilization, tenant anti-harassment and just-cause for eviction ordinances in the city. (Jane Tyska/Digital First Media/
East Bay Times via Getty Images)

aggravated by the COVID-19 pandemic. In a

study investigating the impact of eviction on

crime rates in Philadelphia, researchers found
that, while controlling for poverty, neighborhoods
with higher eviction rates also had higher rates

of homicide, robbery, and burglary.#° This helps

us to understand the close association between
evictions and homicides in the pre-pandemic
years. Figure 16 shows a strong, direct relationship
between evictions and recent homicide patterns.
Cities that most quickly bounced back from the
2020 homicide spike are cities that had the lowest
eviction rates in 2019. Similarly, cities that have
the largest increases in homicides after the 2020
spike are those that also had the highest eviction
rates in 2019. Although there were various federal,
state, and local moratoria on evictions during the
beginning of the pandemic, many households were

still evicted, and this number continues to increase.
By synthesizing data from Princeton’s Eviction Lab
and our own data on homicides, we see that cities
with the highest increases in homicide during the
pandemic also have the highest average eviction
rate preceding the pandemic.® Likewise, cities
with the lowest increases in homicides during the
pandemic have the lowest average eviction rate
before the pandemic.

Crime has many causes, but our analysis has
shown that pandemic-related instability and

the exacerbation of inequality that it induced

are plausible and credible diagnoses in the
recent increase in homicides. The first step in
administering the correct medicine is to consider
implementing targeted interventions that change
the conditions that contribute to crime.
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POTENTIAL
SOLUTIONS

The root causes of crime are complex and varied,
but diagnosing the correct ailment allows for

evidence-based solutions that disrupt the conditions

leading to crime. Having identified pandemic-
induced destabilization, economic inequality, and
housing instability as a few of the correct ailments
contributing to crime patterns, how do we use this
knowledge to stem the tide of crime instead of
simply reacting to it? The first step is rethinking
how we engage with crime statistics (see How

to Talk Back to a Crime Statistic). We must also
encourage elected officials and other stakeholders
to invest in solutions that address the conditions
leading to crime. These interventions can take
many forms. Some categories of evidence-based
interventions to reduce violent crime are:

Violence interruption programs. Community
programs aimed at intervening to reduce or
prevent violence are alternatives to policing that
support individuals at high risk of perpetrating

or experiencing gun violence. Neighborhoods

in cities like Baltimore, Chicago, New York City,
and Philadelphia saw shootings decrease more
than 30% after implementing a program modeled
after Cure Violence, which seeks to change norms
about violence and provide pathways out of violent

Violence interruption programs.

Neighborhood housing and community

development interventions.

Economic stability (e.g., summer
employment programs).

behavior for individuals involved in gun violence.?'
President Biden’s American Rescue Plan includes
funding that can be put toward these programs,
which already exist in several major cities.5?

Neighborhood housing and community
development interventions. A body of evidence
suggests that environmental factors can influence
crime in communities. Investments that improve
environmental factors such as creating useable
community gardens and other usable public spaces
on vacant lots can reduce the incidence of crime.>
One trial found that such improvements to vacant
lots in neighborhoods with median incomes below
the poverty line reduced gun assaults by more than
17% compared to areas around lots that weren’t
treated.5* Stable housing itself can be important for
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reducing crime. One study matched police records
with calls to Chicago’s Homelessness Prevention
Call Center and found that eligible callers for whom
emergency assistance funds were available saw

a 51% reduction in violent crime arrests versus
eligible callers for whom no funds were available.5

Economic stability (e.g., summer employment
programs). Economic stability is critical to
reducing involvement with the criminal legal
system.*® Interventions aimed at promoting
economic stability can also more sustainably
promote community safety and wellness than
policing does.i Benefits and programs that
promote stability and financial well-being buffer
against crime and address existing resource

and opportunity disparities. Youth employment
programs, for example, provide a productive,
structured environment for youth and adolescents
and effectively reduce the incidence of crime among
participants. The largest such program in the
United States is the New York City Summer Youth
Employment Program, which served more than
160,000 youth between 2005 and 2008. Those

iii For more information about economic stability as a social determinant of
health, see: Economic Stability, Off. of Disease Prevention & Health Promotion,
U.S. Dep't of Health & Hum. Servs.: Healthy People 2030, https://health.gov/
healthypeople/objectives-and-data/browse-objectives/economic-stability (last
visited July 15, 2022).

participants were 17% less likely to be arrested
during the summer program and 23% less likely

to be arrested for a felony during the program.
Those effects were particularly strong for at-risk
youth who had contact with the criminal-legal
system prior to the program.” Other public policy
solutions that promote economic stability are also
associated with a decrease in violent crime. A 2021
study found that earned income tax credits (EITC),
which increase employment and reduce poverty
among people with low socioeconomic status, are
associated with significant reductions in violent
crime. Compared to a baseline of no EITC, enacting
a state credit equal to at least 10% of the federal rate
is associated with a 10% decrease in violent crime.®
Whatever solutions used must be evidence-based
and responsive to the local context. Reducing
inequality and instability by targeting the root
causes of crime in a given locality is the first step
toward promoting public safety. Interventions
aimed at reducing inequality, instability, and

other conditions associated with crime make us

all safer and make our communities healthier and
more prosperous. As more credible diagnoses are
identified, we should deploy more evidence-based
interventions to prevent them from making our
communities unsafe.

Crime statistics can be helpful in understanding
and addressing the structural factors that affect
crime trends. Unfortunately, bad-faith actors often
manipulate these statistics to sensationalize, inflate,
confuse, or oversimplify public safety discussions.
By misidentifying the catalysts behind crime
patterns, we lose our ability to diagnose the proper
ailment and administer the correct medicine.
Identifying and focusing on the root causes

of recent homicide trends — namely, how the
COVID-19 pandemic has exacerbated instabilities
like housing insecurity, economic precarity, and
inequality — is vital for protecting public safety. It is
equally important to expose the wrong diagnoses
that compromise public safety by distorting reality
and distracting our attention from meaningful
solutions.

CONCLUSION

Improving our literacy in assessing claims about
crime trends and our evaluation of crime statistics
can help ensure that we are not susceptible to
misrepresentations of crime statistics used to

push punitive policies and practices. As we’ve
shown here, these punitive approaches bear little
correlation to how cities have weathered national
changes in violent crime rates over time. Instead,
more attention to economic instability, eviction, and
other social and economic factors associated with
crime is a more promising intervention avenue that
can truly promote public safety.

34 // Truth in Crime Statistics: Avoiding Distortions and Improving Public Safety

More attention to economic
instability, eviction, and other social
and economic factors associated
with crime is a more promising
intervention avenue that can truly
promote public safety.

The Thurgood Marshall Institute // tminstituteldf.org // 35


https://health.gov/healthypeople/objectives-and-data/browse-objectives/economic-stability
https://health.gov/healthypeople/objectives-and-data/browse-objectives/economic-stability

Data Appendix

m Historic homicide patterns for large American cities, 2015-2021

Historic patterns for cities with decreasing homicides in 2021

City 2015 2016 2017 2018 2019 2020 2021
Memphis 133 204 187 188 194 289 281
Cincinnati 71 62 71 61 73 94 91
Cleveland 121 133 130 120 123 177 170
Nashville 17 80 108 86 81 112 107
Detroit 295 305 267 261 275 324 309
Albany, GA 9 16 22 15 12 17 16
Syracuse 23 31 21 24 20 31 29
Buffalo 43 44 42 57 44 65 60
Wichita 32 34 38 44 44 59 54
San Antonio 94 149 125 107 105 128 117
Kansas City 111 128 149 135 148 179 157
Dallas 136 172 165 161 209 254 220
Omaha 50 29 30 22 23 37 32
Charlotte 60 68 85 57 108 118 98
Arlington 8 22 18 7 17 23 19
San Jose 30 47 32 28 32 53 40
Seattle 26 19 27 32 36 53 40
Jacksonville 113 120 135 122 153 167 125
St Louis 188 188 205 185 193 264 197
Boston 40 49 57 56 37 56 40

Historic patterns for cities with small increases in homicides in 2021

City 2015 2016 2017 2018 2019 2020 2021
Savannah 53 50 33 28 24 31 33
New York 352 335 292 295 319 468 488
Milwaukee 153 154 124 115 111 204 212
Newark 107 100 17 75 57 56 58
Chicago 488 769 660 576 496 770 794
Fort Wayne 25 43 37 40 26 38 39
Fort Worth 61 66 71 60 69 115 118
Denver 52 56 58 67 63 95 96
Baltimore 343 318 342 310 348 335 338
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Historic patterns for cities with large increases in homicides in 2021
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Austin
Rochester
Portland
Albuquerque
Las Vegas
Richmond
Hartford
Winston-Salem
Tucson
Shreveport
New Haven
Louisville
Oakland
Virginia Beach
Houston
Toledo

San Francisco
Little Rock
Indianapolis
Pittsburgh
Minneapolis
Washington
Los Angeles
Aurora

New Orleans
Philadelphia
Flint
Lexington

2015

23
35
32
42
139
43
31
15
31
28
15
80
83
19
303
25
53
30
101
57
51
162
283
13
164
267
49
16

2016

39
41
16
61
166
62
14
22
31
46
13
111
85
22
172
36
58
42
150
59
37
135
294
22
174
272
49
26

2017 2018 2019 2020 2021
25 34 33 46 81
28 28 32 51 81
25 26 36 57 88
72 89 93 76 114

199 121 85 102 147
66 52 59 66 90
29 20 23 25 34
21 22 28 29 38
46 53 47 66 83
50 50 37 66 83

7 10 12 20 25
99 74 88 150 181
71 67 75 102 123
15 15 15 10 12

165 284 285 405 479
41 39 38 61 72
56 46 41 48 56
52 42 44 55 64
153 161 154 215 249
56 53 37 46 53
47 33 49 84 96
116 160 166 198 226

282 259 258 356 402
30 19 28 39 44

159 143 123 195 218

310 350 347 494 561
44 31 46 61 67
28 23 30 34 37
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