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Introduction
In 2012, community organizers working through
the recently-created Brownsville Community Justice
Center began a series of interventions with the goal
of strengthening community safety and reducing
gun violence.1 Collectively known as the Brownsville
Anti-Violence Project, these interventions included a
public education campaign promoting nonviolence,
a range of community engagement projects—such as
revitalizing business districts, public street festivals,
and placemaking activities—and forums to support
people recently returned from prison judged at
high-risk of future criminal activity.3 The project
was the subject of three evaluations,4 all of which
focused primarily on the effects of the forums5 and
found similar results: no significant increase in
crime deterrence. Given this represented the Justice
Center’s first significant foray into community safety
programming, these evaluations did not augur well
for the success of its future efforts.6
Crucially, all of these 2012 evaluations, like most
evaluations to this day, relied almost exclusively on
standard criminal justice data points (arrests, crime
rates, recidivism). This was understandable: such
measurements are usually the easiest to quantify,
analyze, and explain to funders and the public.
Yet it is telling that none of the three evaluations
attempted to evaluate the Justice Center’s work at
the community level—its public engagement work—
instead concentrating on an intervention that tried
to change the behavior of individuals (the forums
with high-risk people on parole).
Concentrating on standard criminal justice
data points led to these evaluations missing what
would become the signature impacts of the Justice
Center. A decade after those evaluations, the Justice
Center has become a major force for community
safety in Brownsville.7 In 2020 alone, it helped six
new businesses launch, invested nearly a million
dollars into local Black-owned businesses, provided
more than 350 people with civil legal services, and
distributed more than 1,750 boxes of COVID-19
supplies to residents.8 The Justice Center uses
education, employment, and economic development
as crime prevention strategies; hundreds of justiceinvolved, disconnected (out-of-school or out-of-work)
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or otherwise at-risk young people have completed
entrepreneurship, job training, diversion, and
other programming designed to provide them with
pathways to a better future. 9 The Justice Center
neighborhood initiatives, such as the Belmont
Revitalization Project and the Marcus Garvey
Clubhouse, have transformed neglected, unsafe
areas into vibrant community spaces.10 Through
its community-led work, the Justice Center has
increased resident-led neighborhood revitalization,
driving improvements in community safety.11
Yet standard criminal justice data often serves as
a poor lens on work that seeks to build community
safety outside of the criminal legal system. For
community members, safety is multidimensional:
it includes well-paying work, strong community
connections, safe and affordable housing, functional
infrastructure, accessible green spaces, and access
to thriving businesses, alongside freedom from
violence, including police violence. Traditional
crime data can’t do it justice.
Why is it so hard to evaluate the impact of
community safety interventions, and how do we
change the landscape of research to better detect
this evidence?
Many community safety programs seek to impact
entire communities rather than create change at the
individual level; others favor approaches separate
from the police and the criminal justice system.
These interventions range from working to change
community norms around gun violence, providing
seed money and training to local entrepreneurs to
promote opportunities for social mobility, transforming crime hot spots into community spaces, and
developing healing practices to help neighborhoods
recover from the co-occurring traumas of crime, violence, historic disinvestment, and systemic racism.
This issue brief considers the challenge of evaluating
community safety work by examining:
▪ why the research landscape makes evaluating
community safety programs difficult;
▪ how the current metrics inadequately measure
those programs’ impact; and
▪ what alternatives exist to mainstream research
methodologies.

1

Current Research
Findings

individual-level research with proof of its superiority.
Thus potentially effective strategies of crime and
violence prevention are often overlooked by researchers, funders, and the public alike.

1. The Criminal Legal System
Despite the multidimensional nature of community
safety, much current research focuses on just one
aspect of it: the risks and consequences of criminal
behavior, one individual at a time.12 In the first years
of the Brownsville Anti-Violence Project, evaluations
concentrated on an individual-level intervention
rooted in the numbers and priorities of the criminal
legal system. As noted, since the criminal legal
system already collects a mass of information—from
convictions to recidivism to crime rates—programs
operating in tandem with the criminal legal system
tend to be rich in data that a researcher can access
and track.13

2. Individual-Level Interventions
We might assume research focuses on work targeting
change at the individual level because working with
individuals is more effective at reducing crime and
violence, but it isn’t that simple. Researchers favor
individual-level interventions because it is easier
to quantify their effects. Individual-level programs
more easily generate a large sample size, increasing
the researcher’s ability to detect statistically-significant effects.14 The opposite is true for community-level interventions, in part because it is magnitudes
more expensive to implement a treatment in multiple neighborhoods than for multiple people.
It is also simpler to detect changes in individuals
as opposed to communities. A researcher can track
whether an individual in a given program has
avoided recidivism; it is more difficult to identify
what might have caused changes in an entire
community’s recidivism rate. And because the
effects of community-level change are harder to
discern, the research validating the work is often less
rigorous and prominent, a problem exacerbated by
the preference of funders, governments, and research organizations for individual-level programs.15
The field then tends to confuse the prominence of
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3. Time Frame Concerns
Funding for research generally comes with deadlines, but many violence prevention methods take
years to achieve peak results. In general, it takes less
time to create change in a single person (or a small
group of people) than it does in a social network,
neighborhood, or city. The methods to detect community-level change are also longer, more difficult,
and often more expensive.
The speed of an intervention’s effects does not
inherently make it a better intervention, or make
the effect more long-lasting. Few researchers have
the funding to wait to learn the long-term effects
of the programs they study.16 Even individual-level
studies are stymied by arbitrary timelines—a mentorship program for young men who committed
intimate partner violence might show a drop-off in
new offenses at the four-month mark, but without
a longer-term follow-up, researchers will not know
whether those effects were sustained.17

4. The Dominance of Randomized
Controlled Trials
The dominance of Randomized Controlled Trials
(RCTs) also creates problems for evaluating community-level interventions. In an RCT, evaluators
randomly assign trial participants to either a treatment group or a control group: the treatment group
receives the intervention, the control group does
not. As this randomization purportedly eliminates
any research bias, many researchers, policymakers,
and even the lay public consider RCTs more rigorous
and objective than other methodologies. RCTs are
marketed as the “gold standard,” a method exempt
from the bias and confusion characterizing other
evaluation techniques.18 Several evidence-grading
schemes and federal grant-funding bodies give RCTs
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their highest marks for reliability, urging policymakers and funders to prioritize interventions that
employ them.19

because it cannot be conducted via RCTs, recognizing
the limitations of RCTs would allow researchers to
use other methodologies without fearing that their
work will be discounted as less rigorous.

But neighborhood-level community safety interventions are rarely amenable to RCTs.20 It is difficult
to “randomly” assign neighborhoods to a control or
treatment group: if a research study randomized six
neighborhoods to receive a gun buyback program,
and six others as the control, the study could not
stop one of the “control” neighborhoods from instituting its own gun buyback a year into the study.21

The Indicators of
Evaluation

RCTs also do not work when the sample size is
small, and comparative studies of community-level
interventions are usually much smaller than individual-level ones—comparing a handful of neighborhoods as opposed to individual-level comparisons
of several hundred to several thousand people. This
creates a catch-22 scenario for some interventions: an
RCT may not be feasible, but other types of evaluation aren’t considered “rigorous” or “objective”
enough by policymakers or funders.22
Yet as critics have pointed out, the promise of
RCTs may be overblown.23 An RCT can tell us whether
an intervention had an effect and the size of that
effect, but the conclusions only apply to the study
itself. 24 What an RCT cannot say is whether that
same intervention will work in another setting.25
In one RCT run in Minneapolis, researchers found
that arrests of domestic violence suspects led to a
significant drop in rearrests compared to counseling
or to separating domestic partners. But five replication studies over the next ten years found widely
different impacts: studies in Omaha, Charlotte,
and Milwaukee discovered that arrests increased
incidents of domestic violence rather than deterring
them.26 In this example, what the Minneapolis RCT
could not do was prove that arrests would work as
a deterrent anywhere other than during the timeframe of a particular study in Minneapolis.27
Rather than treating RCTs as the “gold standard,”
we should approach them with a balance of credit
and skepticism, redirecting some of our attention to
other promising methodologies. Instead of putting
community safety research on the backburner
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1. The Trouble with Crime Rates
Researchers often treat standard criminal justice
data points—crimes, arrests, recidivism—as standins for a broad swath of community safety issues. In
reality, they are a poor measure of most community
safety problems. First, when it comes to traditional
crimes such as robberies and assault, police data is
inherently skewed. Even with violent crimes, more
than half of offenses are never reported to police.28
Some categories of crimes are even more underreported: somewhere between 70 to 80 percent
of sexual assaults go unreported.29 At the same
time, the justice system’s over-policing of poor
communities of color creates a distorted image of
community crimes.30
Recidivism is a particularly troublesome indicator..31 We judge many public safety interventions via
recidivism rates; if an intervention works, it proves
that by deterring individuals from committing more
crimes. This kind of analysis is rife with pitfalls. If a
police department adopts a more lenient approach,
for example, recidivism rates may plummet even
though individual activities are the same.32 Similarly,
in a scenario where policymakers repeal specific
drug laws, entire crime categories may no longer
exist: the recidivism rates in a state that prosecutes
marijiuana possession may look different from those
in a state where marijuana possession is no longer a
crime.
On the other hand, since law enforcement generally surveils poor communities and communities
of color more heavily, individuals in those communities are more likely to be arrested—and rearrested.
Ultimately, while recidivism as a metric purports to
capture individual actions—whether someone was
arrested, prosecuted, etc.—in reality it is primarily
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a measurement of institutional decisions: police
deployment and arrest policies, data collection,
prosecutorial discretion, city-wide crime policies,
and so on.
Depending on the goals of a given intervention,
tracking crime may make sense. A neighborhood
gun buyback program may want to track whether
there is a drop in community gun crimes. However,
when crime rates are treated as the sole indicator
for community safety interventions, evaluations
may miss those programs’ full impact. A program
focused on revitalizing vacant lots in high-violence
neighborhoods might be required to report on local
arrest rates. But arrest rates would only scratch the
surface of the potential benefits of revitalization:
residents feeling safer, workers taking different
paths to work, children playing in an area they once
avoided, or businesses opening on a once-undesirable
street. Without indicators to track those outcomes,
the program’s actual impact goes undetected.
Conversely, relying solely on criminal justice
metrics can make a program’s impact look larger
than it actually is. An intervention could reduce
neighborhood crime rates, even as residents continue to feel unsafe because they have little access
to steady work, suffer from food insecurity, or fear
being evicted. Through an outsider’s lens, the drop
in crime rates means the intervention succeeded,
yet the program failed to impact residents’ primary
safety needs. Traditional crime indicators can’t do
the community justice.

New Approaches
So if crime levels and individual-level changes are
not the best outcomes to measure, and RCTs are
not the most feasible or ethical methodology, what
should researchers consider instead? It is outside the
scope of this brief to propose a comprehensive set
of indicators and methodologies to supplement or
replace current research models, but many alternatives already exist or are being developed.33
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1. Community-Level Metrics
Community safety programs should supplement
individual-level measurements with community-level measurements. There are a variety of promising
community-level measurements, including:
▪ Social connectedness measurements: these
interventions work to impact a community’s
resiliency and connectedness.
▪ Community-level indicators could include
community engagement measurements
(attendance at community meetings and events
like block parties, voting rates, volunteering
rates) and measurements for social cohesion (how
residents think and feel about a neighborhood)
and collective efficacy (how willing residents are
to improve their neighborhood).34
▪ Community norm-change measurements: Some
interventions seek to impact norms around a
safety issue (e.g., gun violence, interpersonal
violence). Community-level indicators could
include participation in programming, referrals
from outside groups to the intervention
or organization itself, number of people
trained on an issue, transformations in media
representations of community issues,35 and calls
to a hotline or 311.
There are many other impacts that programs seek
to make, and each of these interventions will require
its own set of community-level indicators. Some of
the data sets necessary to evaluate interventions
already exist, but many are waiting to be created.

2. New Forms of Data Collection
As researchers move towards community-level measurements, they will also need to consider different
ways of collecting data and information, including
methods that allow for more input and guidance
from the people impacted by the interventions
under study. In participatory research, for example,
researchers work with residents or participants from
the planning and design phase of the intervention
onwards to come up with indicators, gather data,
and evaluate the results. This allows community
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members to be active stakeholders in the research
process, helping to produce and influence insights
about their community.36
Another potential research avenue is contribution
analysis, an impact evaluation methodology adapted
to the particular demands of advocacy work. First
introduced in 2001 by Dr. John Mayne, a Canadian
public sector evaluator, contribution analysis uses a
theory of change approach, seeking to show how a
given intervention will make a difference or create
a transformation.37 Contribution analysis then
systematically verifies this theory of change, testing
it against evidence, context, and rival explanations
to build a compelling case for the intervention’s
contribution (or lack thereof).38 This analysis is particularly useful in situations like community-based
interventions, where there are multiple actors and
influences, and where experimental and quasi-experimental research designs are not possible.39 While
contribution analysis has not traditionally been
used, it is promising for research methodologies, like
process tracing or outcome harvesting, that may be
better adapted to the challenges of community-based
interventions.
Researchers can also lean more on ethnographic
research, a qualitative methodology in which
researchers observe and interact with communities
in their real-life environments. Ethnographic
research is interested in how systems, people, and
communities work as a whole. Ethnographers
conduct interviews and focus groups, read written
documents (media), and observe physical spaces to
analyze the culture of people, communities, and
larger phenomena.

3. What’s Needed
To promote new approaches in community safety
research, stakeholders must first be willing to accept
new research and evaluation approaches to community safety. No matter how inventive researchers
become, their innovations matter little if funders
and policymakers will only accept RCTs, or are only
interested in recidivism. We are so accustomed to a
specific story about the relationship among crime,
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violence, and policing that other narratives about
community safety can ring false, even when backed
up by data. Researchers and community safety
programs must find ways to tell new stories about
community safety, even as they work to change the
standards of evaluation so that stakeholders—the
public, fundraisers, and policymakers—understand
why these new research approaches are preferable.
Second, funding bodies must be willing to
fund longer and more open-ended evaluations. As
discussed above, community-level interventions
are sometimes met with skepticism from funders
because of the time frame needed before researchers
can detect results. But a growing body of research
shows that community-level interventions lead to
durable, scalable effects in reducing violence, increasing feelings of community safety, and building
neighborhood resiliency. From greening vacant lots,40
to strengthening youth relationships,41 to preventing
financial instability through economic opportunity,42
there is now reliable evidence that community-level
interventions positively impact community safety. To
take advantage of these interventions, funders need
to expand the scope of acceptable indicators and
broaden the timeframe of evaluation.

Conclusion
In a moment of rising violent crime nationwide,
policymakers and community members are scrambling for solutions. We are also living in a moment
of unprecedented awareness about the limitations
of the criminal legal system. For researchers,
this moment can be an opportunity. To meet the
challenge of building safer communities, we need
innovative research and evaluation strategies.
Rather than relying on the techniques of the past,
we need to develop new program designs, theories
of change, and metrics of success. Some of these
are outlined above, more will be developed later
by researchers and community members. Finally,
we need to learn to tell new, more nuanced stories
about the data we collect, stories that are not just
about addressing crime, but that are rooted in
broader narratives of community empowerment
and community transformation.
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