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Key facts: 

 

1. Encounters with law enforcement and involvement in the criminal justice system have 
harmful effects for people who are arrested or incarcerated, and also those who have low-level, 
frequent interactions with officers. These encounters with law enforcement are often 
disproportionately experienced by communities of color.1 People endure physical injury, mental 
anguish, and lose lives in police encounters. Encounters also have less visible negative effects on 
peoples’ and communities’ mental health.2 

 
2. Preventing and reducing violence requires addressing the root causes of violence – such as 

economic inequality, lack of job prospects, housing insecurity, and more recently, stressors 
brought on by the COVID-19 pandemic.3 Community-based solutions to prevent violence and 
reduce law enforcement involvement are essential to creating safer communities and 
improving people’s lives.4 

 
3. Reforms aimed at reducing the punitive and discriminatory nature of the criminal justice 

system – namely bail reform and progressive prosecutors – have not resulted in an increase 
in crime. The recent increases in homicide correlate with markers of social and economic 
instability5 that cannot be resolved through increased policing. While increases in incarceration 
or law enforcement funding are not generally associated with decreases in crime,6 increased law 
enforcement presence may  increase harms communities experience from over-policing7 and 
make it more difficult to fund the economic and community interventions that can decrease 
crime. 

 
Law enforcement are often the only tool local governments use to promote public safety but 
policing and involvement in the criminal justice system can be counterproductive to the safety and 
wellness of communities: 

 
 Police encounters can cause mental trauma. A study examining the often unseen injuries of 

law enforcement-involved killings and excessive use of force, showed that Black participants 
worried about the experience of police use of force, over five times that of white participants.8 
Latinx participants worry about law enforcement brutality more than four times that of white 
participants.9 

 
 More frequent contact with police leads to greater trauma and anxiety. In a 2014 survey of 

1,200 young men in New York City, participants who reported more contact with law 
enforcement, also reported more symptoms of trauma and anxiety.10 Further, the severity of these 
symptoms were tied to the amount of stops they reported, the intrusiveness of the encounters, and 
their perceptions of fairness in policing.11 Such adverse impacts on mental health are not limited 
to individuals who are actually sanctioned by law enforcement, but can result from lower-level 
(in frequency and intrusiveness) contacts with police, which many people of color and individuals 
in urban areas experience on a regular basis.12 
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 Police encounters pose a substantial risk of physical harm to young Black men. In direct 
terms, law enforcement kill over 1,000 people per year, which is equivalent to 5% of all 
homicides.13 It is estimated that of the people fatally shot by law enforcement, Black Americans 
are killed at a rate twice as high as white Americans,14 and a 2019 report found that 1 in every 
1,000 Black men between ages 20-35 can expect to be killed by law enforcement.15 

 
 Negative experiences with law enforcement have the potential to decrease trust in 

institutions more broadly and fray community ties. As a result, community members may 
become less likely to engage with the healthcare system and other social services institutions, 
which can lead to untreated mental health issues and other conditions that can contribute to 
violence.16 

 
To reduce violence, strategies must address the root causes of violence. And community-based 
solutions effectively decrease violence without causing the long-term harms associated with policing 
and criminal justice involvement. 

 
 While increased police presence has limited or short-term impact on decreasing crime, 

“fixing the underlying condition” of crime “often has a substantial impact” on 
decreasing crime.17 Underlying conditions of violence generally include housing instability, 
lack of employment opportunities, and other threats to economic and social cohesion – things 
that by and large, law enforcement officers and agencies cannot fix.18 

 
 Higher pre-pandemic eviction rates are associated with increased violent crime occurring 

the COVID-19 pandemic. For instance, cities with the highest average eviction rate preceding 
the pandemic had the highest increases in homicide during the pandemic. Likewise, cities with 
the lowest average eviction rate before the pandemic also had the lowest increases in homicides 
during the pandemic.19 

 
 Income inequality is another reliable predictor of crime.20 For example, cities with the highest 

income inequality in 2019 had the highest increase in homicides during the pandemic.21 
Similarly, decreasing inequality by increasing government spending by $10K per poor person is 
associated with a 16% decrease in the homicide rate.22 

 
 COVID-19 exacerbated pre-existing stressors in many communities – such as income 

inequality and employment insecurity – and newly created ones in the form of illness, loss of 
life, loss of community, and decreased person-to-person interactions. These stressors are reflected 
in homicide rates. For example, cities in counties with the highest year-to-date death rate from 
COVID-19 are also experiencing the highest increases in homicide during the pandemic.23 
Importantly, in Black and Latinx communities, which have been disproportionately impacted by 
the pandemic, the death rates were highest among working age populations. The death of these 
individuals not only causes emotional grief, but often leaves families more financially and 
socially unstable from the loss of a worker and primary caretaker, all of which can contribute to 
increased crime.24 

 
 Violence interruption programs constitute one of the most successful approaches to 

preventing violence. Across many cities, studies have consistently found that these programs 
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lead to decreases in homicides, shootings, and other forms of violence.25 They have also been 
credited with changing community norms, so that young people consider it less acceptable to use 
violence to resolve conflicts.26 Further, there is evidence that they can be more effective than 
policing at reducing violence: in a 2015 evaluation of Safe Streets in Baltimore, researchers found 
that the program had a “stronger effect on shootings than law enforcement approaches.”27 

 
 Another approach that reduces violence is increasing the presence of community-based 

non-profits. Specifically, a study of 263 of the country’s 300 largest cities found that adding 24 
community nonprofits per 100,000 residents leads to a 29 percent decline in the murder rate, a 24 
percent decline in the violent crime rate, and a 17 percent decline in the property crime rate.28 
Additionally, adding an additional 10 non-profits is likely to be more effective at reducing 
violence, at a lower cost, and without the risk of violence that the presence of law enforcement 
can bring.29 

 
 Public policy strategies that respect people’s dignity and humanity, and provide support for 

basic necessities, are effective and improve outcomes. For example, in King County, 
Washington, when unhoused people were given private hotel rooms to slow the spread of 
COVID-19, residents felt secure and safe; health, wellness, hygiene, sleep, and mental health of 
unhoused people improved; conflict within the community decreased dramatically, including 911 
calls; and exit rates to permanent housing increased.30 

 
Increased funding for law enforcement does not lead to lower crime rates or total homicides. 
Recent criminal justice reforms to the cash bail system, or by progressive prosecutors, are not the 
cause of increases in crime. 

 
 There is little evidence that increased incarceration leads to decreased crime. Overall, data 

shows that the raw numbers of police have declined over the past five years, and the rate of police 
officers per 1,000 residents has been dropping for two decades. At the same time, the violent 
crime rate has also dropped.31 

 
 Many cities, including those that increased their law enforcement agency budgets saw increased 

homicides in recent years. For example, among 12 cities cited as hitting all-time records for 
homicides in 2021,32 Albuquerque, Baton Rouge, Indianapolis, Louisville, Toledo, and Tucson all 
increased their spending on police over the past few years.33 

 
o The ten cities with the highest growth in homicides in 2021 (Las Vegas, Richmond, 

Winston-Salem, Louisville, Virginia Beach, Houston, Little Rock, Indianapolis, Aurora, 
and Lexington) have traditional prosecutors, no bail reform, and spend an average of 
$2.1 million annually in policing. Yet, their average number of homicides increased by 
35% increase in 2020 and an additional 21% in 2021.34 

 
o According to the National Police Funding Database, Little Rock, AK had more than 

twice the number of law enforcement per 1,000 people as other similarly sized cities and 
Richmond had almost three times.35 Despite such an overrepresentation of police, 
Richmond’s 2021 homicides were 60% above the five-year pre-pandemic average and 
Little Rock’s homicide increase was 73% above the five-year pre-pandemic average.36 
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 Additionally, recent reforms to the bail system have not resulted in meaningfully different 
crime rates. When comparing 2021 homicide rates to 5-year pre-pandemic averages, cities with 
bail reform have fared slightly better (47% increase versus 51% increase).37 More broadly, 
studies that compare crime rates before and after implementing bail reform have shown no impact 
on crime rates or public safety as a result of bail reform.38 

 
 Similarly, changes in prosecuting approaches due to “progressive prosecutors” have also 

not resulted in meaningful differences compared to cities with more traditional prosecutors 
still at the helm.39 Specifically, from 2020 to 2021, the difference in homicide increases between 
cities with or without a progressive prosecutor was only 2% (9% and 7%, respectively). When 
comparing 2021 to a 5-year pre-pandemic average, the difference was only 1% (50% and 49%, 
respectively).40 On the whole, progressive prosecutors exist in similar numbers in cities with 
above average, average, and below average increases in homicide rates.41 
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