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April 11, 2007 Reflections on Declining Crime in Chicago
by Wesley G. Skogan

This report examines recent crime trends in Chicago. It describes what happened in the
city, and addresses the issue of why crime has declined so precipitously. The drop in crime in the
United States was one of the most important social facts of the late 20  Century, and, in manyth

places, this decline has continued unabated in the 21  Century. However, the post-1991 drop inst

crime remains one of the least understood social facts of our time. Many studies of crime decline
focus only on easily available measures, and none encompass the full range of explanations that
have been advanced to explain it. Research conducted during the 1990s sometimes identified
factors that could not explain the continued drop in crime in the 2000s. Studies of the “national”
decline overlook the fact that violent crime is extremely concentrated in a few big cities, and that
changing conditions there have extraordinary leverage over the crime rate for the nation as a
whole.1

The report draws upon the conclusions of this research plus well-established theories
about the causes of crime. Where possible, it matches them up with data from Chicago for the
14-year period 1991-2005. The findings challenge some popular explanations for declining crime
– for example, that it was due to the state’s growing prison population, an increase in the number
of police, or the city’s improving economic fortunes. The data indicate these cannot account for
much of the decline in crime in Chicago. Other explanations hew more closely to the facts, but in
many instances there simply is not enough information to adequately test potentially important
explanations for the decline of crime in Chicago. The potential influence of both an improvement
in the quality (as opposed to quantity) of policing and the mobilization of communities around
community policing and crime prevention fall in this category. Where appropriate, I have
therefore added my own judgment about these matters to the mix of data and research, and in the
conclusion I advance a scenario which might account for the post-1991 drop in crime in Chicago.
There is also a discussion of what this review tells us about priorities for future research.

Crime Trends in Chicago

Crime peaked in Chicago in 1991, then began its long decline. By 2005, violent crime
(which includes murder, rape, robbery and aggravated assault) declined by 59 percent. Property
crime (burglary, property theft and auto theft) dropped by 43 percent. Figure 1 describes these
trends. It presents crime totals rather than yearly crime rates, because the city’s population
changed hardly at all during the 1990s.  As the Figure illustrates, the largest decline was in2

robbery, which went down by 64 percent. Robbery is seen by many as a bellwether indicator of
urban trends, because it combines theft, risk to life and limb (a gun is often involved) and
predatory intent. Homicide and sexual assault, the least frequent of the offenses presented here,
are graphed on a separate scale so their trends are visible.   Murder dropped by 52 percent, a3

decline that was magnified by a 2003-2004 dip of 25 percent.  Sexual assault dropped 55 percent.4

The assault category encompasses many kinds of offenses, including domestic violence, gang
battles, bar brawls, and outbursts of violence on school grounds, as well as disputes between
neighbors. Aggravated assault (the most serious offenses in this category) dropped by 54 percent. 



2

In the property-crime
category, auto theft was
down by 52 percent. This
offense is accurately reported
by victims and recorded by
police, due to the high value
of the average loss and the
fact that most cars and trucks
are insured against theft.
Stolen vehicles are also
sometimes recovered,
another reason to make
accurate reports. Burglary
also went down by 52, and
burglaries just of residences
and garages dropped by 50
percent. 

There are other ways
of classifying the same offenses, and some important alternate crime categories also registered
substantial declines.  An offense of special significance is gun crime, for in many ways it is gun5

use that differentiates American violence from that of other nations.  Combining all offenses in6

which a firearm was used in some way, there was a 64 percent drop in the level of gun crime in
Chicago. Another offense category that resonates with the public is “street crime.” To create a
street-crime index, violent incidents of all kinds were classified by their location, to identify
crimes that took place on the street or sidewalks, in alleys and parks, along the lakefront, or in
parking lots and driveways. Crimes in this category declined by 55 percent between 1991 and
2004.

An important feature of the decline in crime in Chicago is that it was extremely
widespread. Virtually every neighborhood in the city benefitted. The smallest geographical unit
used by Chicago Police Department is the police beat. To gauge the breadth of the drop in crime,
I calculated whether crime went up or down between 1991 and 2005 in each of the city’s 279
beats.  Property crime went up in five beats and down in 274 beats. Violent crime went up in 167

beats (5.4 percent of the total) and declined in 263 beats. The only community areas with
substantial percentage increases in violent crime over this period were Hegewisch, West Elsdon,
West Lawn and Ashburn. Among the city’s 77 community areas, property crime went up (by 5
percent) only in Clearing.
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Another way to
describe the breadth of crime
decline in Chicago is to
group the city’s police beats
by their racial composition,
based on the 1990 census.8

The resulting areas differ in
size, so Figure 2 reports
yearly rates of crime per
100,000 persons living in
each. As it illustrates, crime
declined most dramatically in
African-American
communities, where robbery
dropped by 65 percent and
homicide by 49 percent.
Other trends there included a
53 percent drop in rape and a
38 percent decline in assault.

Robbery in principally white areas (where it  was already quite low) dropped by 51 percent, while
for Latinos the decline was 64 percent. Gun crime dropped by 65 percent in predominantly
African-American areas, and it was down by 60 percent in heavily Latino beats. Burglary fell by
48 percent in largely African-American beats; for whites the comparable figure was also 48
percent, and for Latinos it was also 57 percent. On the other hand, motor vehicle theft (which is
not shown here) dropped the most in predominantly white areas, by 63 percent, while it was
down 38 percent in African-American beats and 58 percent in largely Latino areas. By the mid-
2000s, Chicagoans in most neighborhoods had seen tremendous improvement in the quality of
their lives, due to the broad-based nature of the drop in crime in the city. That said, the leveling
off and even slightly increasing rate of crime in predominately African American beats evident in
Figure 2 bears watching.

Finally, the magnitude of this decline can be further illustrated by calculating “what if?”
numbers. These forecast what crime would have looked like if it had not dropped over the 1991
period and, instead, had remained at its 1991 level. For example, in the real world 10,803 persons
were murdered during 1991-2005. However, if homicide had continued at its 1991 pace, by the
end of 2005 the total would have been just over 13,900; another 3,100 people would have died.
Other “what if” numbers are even greater. In that hypothetical world there would have been about
656,750 robbery victims rather than 382,200 robbery victims. There would have been 16,000
more sexual assaults, 250,000 more burglaries, and 222,000 more auto thefts, if crime had not
dropped as it did. The decline in crime registered in Chicago over this 15-year period has had
tremendous consequences for its residents.

But why did crime drop so precipitously? There has been a great deal of debate about this
question, for Chicago is not the only city experiencing a substantial drop in crime during the
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same period. Explanations for the decline in crime range from “a” (alcohol use, which is down)
to “z” (zero tolerance policing, which is up). Some of these claims have been tested with data;
other claims are based on relevant research but there are no data on them over time; and some
reflect who has the microphone. The sections below examine most of the serious claims. Like all
studies of this issue, the data to test some is more adequate than for others. Moreover, there is not
always a correspondence between the quantity or quality of the data and the potential significance
of the findings. Sometimes there is no data at all, but this is not evidence of the importance of the
claim, but merely of what research has been funded and published. In each case, when I address a
claim I will draw upon what we know from research on crime around the country as well as upon
the data for Chicago. This may tell us something about the general effects of forces at work in
Chicago, and this research will also be a source of the specific statistical estimates of the impact
of well-researched causal factors on violent and property crime.

Demography

One of the most fundamental features of the kinds of crimes considered in this report is
that offending is disproportionally concentrated among the young. Youths age 15-24 or so are by
far the most likely to be arrested and to admit high levels of involvement in crime when they are
interviewed by researchers. Because of the general aging of the American population during the
1990s – a result of the greying of the large post-WWII baby-boom generation – many have
speculated the national drop in crime was due to a declining number of youths in high-risk age
categories. This was particularly true during the early years of declining crime, when the size of
the youth cohort was declining.  However, toward the end of the 20  Century the 15-24 age9 th

group began to grow again, as the grandchildren of the boomers (the so-called “second echo” of
the original baby boom) aged into higher-risk categories. During this period the growth of the 15-
24 age cohort was touted by forecasters as putting new upward pressure on crime rates.10

Table 1: Trends in Age 1990-200011

percent of the city’s

population

percent male

age category 1990 2000 1990 2000

10-14 6.8%

190,488

6.9%

200,802

50.3 50.7

15-19 7.2

200,988

6.9

200,962

50.8 51.3

20-24 8.4

235,616

8.3

239,252

50.1 50.0

25-39 10.0

278,694

9.7

280,588

49.9 49.8

total age 15-24 15.6

436,604

15.1

440,214

50.4 50.1

Table 1 presents an age profile of Chicagoans in 1990 and again in 2000, a time period
which brackets two-thirds of the decline in crime to date. As the Table indicates, the age
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structure of the city’s population changed only slightly during this span. There were
proportionally fewer people in the highest-risk age category by 2000, but the difference was
small. In absolute terms (remember that the city’s population grew by 0.6 percent) the number of
residents age 15-24 actually increased slightly. Of course, it is more accurately the number of
young males in the population that is most significant, for they are far more likely to get in
trouble. Table 1 illustrates that the city’s gender distribution remained almost completely
unchanged between 1990 and 2000.

None of the very small changes in the city’s population described in Table 1 could
account for a large drop in crime. But unlike the country as a whole, there was no significant
increase in the number of young people beginning in the late 1990s, so this factor also did not
place any upward pressure on the local crime rate. Note, too, the risk of females being arrested in
Chicago has been on the increase, especially for violence. In 1991, 12 percent of arrestees for
violent crimes were females, a figure that rose to over 20 percent by 2004. This matches closely a
national trend.   Because of their numbers, any changes in offending rates among women are of12

great significance for the criminal justice system as well as for society.

Economic Conditions

Many have attributed the decline in crime to the vigor of the American economy, which
grew steadily between 1993 and 2001. During that period unemployment fell nationwide by
almost a third and real incomes rose for many groups. Declining unemployment plus an increase
in the minimum wage during the 1990s contributed to increasing affluence at the low-income end
of the economic spectrum. Research indicates both wages and employment possibilities primarily
have their effect on crime in this end of the labor market. One study concluded that together they
explained almost one-third of the national decline in crime during the 1990s.  There may also be13

an effect of income inequality on crime, but this moved in the opposite direction during the
1990s, toward an increase in wealth at the upper end of the economic spectrum.14

Table 2: Citywide Trends in Poverty and Prosperity 1990-2000
1990 2000 1990 2000

persons in poverty 21.6%
15

592,298

19.6%

556,791

female-headed

households
16

10.7%

109,821

10.0%

105,705

families in poverty 18.3
17

116,641

16.6

105,752

high school

graduates
18

66.0

1,153,871

71.8

1,304,122

owner-occupied

households
19

41.5

425,259

43.8

464,865

college graduates
20

(age 25 and older)

19.5

339,862

25.5

462,783

median household

income (adjusted to

1999 dollars)

$34,433 $38,625 households below

$20,000 (1999 dollars)

25.6

261,966

26.6

282,907

However, the economic changes registered in Chicago over this period were a
disappointing response to a near-decade of national good times, and they could not explain large
decreases in crime. Chicagoans became better off, but not by much. Table 2 presents measures of
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the extent of poverty and prosperity in Chicago 1990 and 2000, years that bracket much of the
decline in crime.

As Table 2 indicates, poverty declined fractionally between 1990 and 2000. The
percentage of all Chicagoans living below the poverty line dropped by two percentage points, so
about 35,500 people were better off in 2000 than in 1990. The number of families in poverty
dropped by only 1.7 percent. The proportion of households consisting of children living with
single mothers (an important poverty measure) only went down 0.7 percent, and there were only
4,100 fewer of these extremely vulnerable families in 2000 than in 1990. Overall unemployment
(which is not shown in Table 2) was also down a bit, from 11.3 percent in 1990 to 10.1 percent in
2000.  In 1990, 1,207,000 Chicagoans were employed; in 2000 the total was 1,220,000, a gain of21

about 13,000 in the labor force. Adjusted for inflation, median household income (the point that
splits the number of households in half) rose 12 percent, from just over $34,000 to more than
$38,000 per year. This was a healthy 12 percent increase. However, in 2000 slightly more
Chicagoans fell at or below a low-income cutoff of $20,000 per year. Most of the economic
improvement seen in the city was concentrated nearer the top of the income distribution. Over
this period income inequality rose, because much of the growing affluence of the city was
concentrated in the above–$100,000 category.22

Two prosperity-related measures are also included in Table 2: home ownership and
education. Home ownership went up by only 2.3 percent over this period. On the other hand,
between 1990 and 2000, the percentage of Chicagoans with a high school diploma rose from 66
percent to almost 72 percent, and the percentage of college graduates rose an impressive six
percentage points. By 2000, the number of Chicagoans who were not high school graduates had
declined by more than 81,000. However, these slight-to-modest changes for the better in the
economic health of the city were unlikely to have accounted for the tremendous decline in crime
registered in Chicago.

But criminologists know that it is more important to look at the economic condition of
youths. As noted above, crime is a young persons’ game, and crime rates are likely to be most
sensitive to changes in opportunities in the legitimate labor market for young people.  Staying in23

school is also important. Compared to school leavers, students who remain in school get into
much less trouble with the law, and they are much more likely to succeed in the job market as
young adults. Most of the crime considered in this report is committed by young men with little
education, few skills, and a checkered job history. The left-hand panel of Table 3 examines
trends for a key group of youths, those age 16-19. Persons in this age group are in the midst of
choosing between remaining in school and searching for a job. The latter may have already found
a job or dropped out of the labor force in discouragement. Between 1990 and 2000 there were
only very tiny changes in the economic condition of youths age 16-19. In 2000 they were a little
more likely to still be in school or working, and they were slightly less likely to be unemployed
or to have dropped out of the labor force. These changes were positive, but they were very small
in magnitude.
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Table 3: Economic Trends Among Youths, 1990-2000
percent of civilian labor

force*, age 16-19
24

1990 2000 percent of persons in

poverty, by age
25

1990 2000

in school 72.6%

118,408

73.4%

119,239

age 12-17 31.0%

70,234

26.6%

61,332

working 10.4

17,042

10.8

17,577

age 18-24 24.4

73,510

24.0

73,394

unemployed but

looking for a job

5.3

8,594

5.0

8,090

labor force drop-out 11.5

18,688

10.8

17,513

*Note: this table does not include a very small number of armed forces members. In principle this table

includes locally incarcerated youths in the “not in labor force” category, but they may not be represented

with much accuracy.

 
The right-hand panel of Table 3 examines changes in youth poverty during the 1990s. In

2000, Chicagoans age 12-17 were less likely to be living in poverty; in fact, there were almost
9,000 fewer poor children in this category. However, among youths 18-24 (the age group at
highest risk of serious offending) there was no progress at all. There is no evidence of shifts in
prosperity among youths that were large enough to account for declining crime in Chicago during
the 1990s.  To the contrary, the real news is the high level of youth poverty in both decades,26

among both age groups. Even in 2000 about one-quarter of all the city’s young people were poor.

Incarceration

One of the liveliest debates concerning crime policy is over the impact of mounting
national incarceration rates. In June 2005, 2.9 million people were locked up nationally, three-
quarters of them in prisons and the remainder in city and county jails. Analysts differ in their
methodologies, but in the main, they attribute somewhere between one quarter and one third of
the decline in crime to prisons alone.  27

Prison and jail populations grew locally as well. Figure 3 illustrates trends in the number
of Illinois’ prisoners from Chicago, and the population of the county jail.  The former is an28

estimate, based on county prisoner counts and arrests. Between 1991 and 2005 the number of
state prisoners from Cook County grew by 35 percent, and the average yearly jail population
expanded by 38 percent. Projecting the effect of these incarceration figures requires an estimate
of the number of state prisoners who are sent from Chicago itself. I based this estimate on yearly
city-county arrest ratios for serious crimes.  For example, in recent years this ratio has been29

about 2/3 from the city versus 1/3 from the remainder of the county.  Second, I used the findings
of research on the extent to which imprisoning offenders impacts crime. Prisons (and to a lesser
extent jails; see below) influence crime rates through the reduction in crime that occurs because
inmates cannot commit offenses while behind bars. The deterrent effect of fear of going to prison
also keeps people from offending in the first place, or from re-offending in the future. There has
been some research on the impact of yearly changes in incarceration rates on crime which can be
applied to Chicago’s prison population, to see how that could affect the next year’s crime rate.
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Estimates of the prison
incarceration effect vary from
place to place, crime to crime,
and study to study. However,
the consensus figure is about
20 percent of the increase or
decrease in prison populations
is translated to subsequent
changes in the property crime
rate.  For violent crime, the30

most commonly-discussed
figures are 15 percent and 20
percent. Both estimates will
be used here.31

Figure 4 summarizes crime trends predicted using these formulas. It presents both the
actual violent crime figures and the level of crime predicted by changes in estimated prison
incarceration rates for the city, using crime in 1991 as the starting point. As the Figure illustrates,
by any account changes in the size of the prison population in Illinois could explain only a
fraction of the decline in crime registered in Chicago. The number of prisoners in Illinois
increased by 64 percent between 1991 and 2005. However, in part because crime in Chicago was
dropping faster than elsewhere in the state and in the remainder of Cook County, Chicago’s
estimated prisoner count grew by only 35 percent between 1991 and 2005. Relying on past
research, this change in incarceration levels probably translated into a 5 percent drop in property
crime during the period, and to a 5 percent to 7  percent decline in violent crime. Projections in
the Figure that are based on these assumptions are the “minimum impact” estimate and the
“maximum impact estimate” of the effect of incarceration on violent crime in Chicago.  The32

disjuncture between estimates of the impact of incarceration and the 60 percent decrease in
recorded violence between 1991 and 2005 is apparent.

What estimates of the impact of prison could have accounted for the actual drop in crime?
Because the best minimum and maximum estimates of the impact of prison on Chicago crime
incorporate assumptions about the impact of prison, the Figure also presents the implications of
making an assumption that would closely fit the decline in crime during the first part of the
period considered here. With 1991 as a starting point, the “maxi” forecast presented there
assumes that 100 percent of yearly changes in the city’s prison head count were translated into
crime reduction. However, even this maximal estimate, which lies far outside the bounds of what
data and theory indicates is likely, fails to track Chicago’s declining violent crime rate after the
late 1990s. It further illustrates that changing levels of incarceration could not account for the
continued drop in Chicago crime during the 2000s, because Illinois’ prisons stopped growing and
the city’s share of the now-stagnant inmate population kept dropping. The State’s head count
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peaked in 2001 at 45,630,
dropped to 43,140 in 2002, and
stood at just over 44,700 in
2005. All of the statewide
growth in prisons since 1991
had occurred by the year 2000.
Chicago’s (estimated) prisoner
count peaked in 1999 at
18,400, after which the city’s
share of state prisoners began
to decline even more sharply.
None of these trends line up
with the continued drop in
crime in the city, which has
persisted for at least another
half-decade. Incarceration was
a widely trumpeted solution to
the crime problem during a
period when prisons were

expanding and crime was dropping, but crime in Chicago continued to drop sharply even after
the State’s enthusiasm for incarceration waned.

Growth in the county’s jail population also could not account for the decline in crime.
Research on crime reduction has focused on prisons, but many of those arrested by the police
serve at most a short jail sentence. Jails are places of short-term confinement, and inmates come
and go rapidly.  In the course of a year the Cook County jail admits as many as nine times the33

number of people it holds at any one time. Some admittees go on to prison. However, most are
either quickly released on bail, diverted to an electronic monitoring or day reporting program,
returned to community programs, or are fairly promptly sentenced to the time they have already
served. There has been no applicable research on the preventive effects of jail on city crime rates.
However, during the 1990s and 2000s there was a considerable increase in Cook County’s
inmate population; the numbers were presented in Figure 4 above. During virtually the entire
period the jail population has been space driven, expanding as new facilities are opened but
perennially crowded beyond its designed capacity. Inmates have been sleeping on the floor at the
jail on a continuous basis since 1988. Between 1991 and 2005 successive expansions of the jail
plus systematic overcrowding led to a 38 percent increase in its average daily population, from
7,590 to 10,572 inmates.  Because the number of persons arrested for personal and property34

offenses in Chicago was declining during the same period, in the aggregate the jail was receiving
an increasing percentage of those arrested, which could have increased its deterrent effectiveness.
However, even using a generous estimate of the deterrent impact of a spell in jail, the rise in the
county’s inmate population could not explain much of the decline in crime in the city, predicting
at most a 2.6 percent drop in violence and a 3 percent decline in property offenses.35
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There are issues about prisons that need to be watched carefully. The first is the adverse
impact of the removal of large numbers of men from already fragile communities. While their
(temporary) disappearance may lend some degree of safety to the community, it is not without
cost. Their stigma gets transferred to family, friends, and to the community as a whole.
Breadwinners are lost; and many families have to reorganize and build new care networks if they
are to survive. Children go fatherless, spousal relationships become unglued, and everyone may
suffer a loss of self-worth and self-esteem.  The return of large numbers of ex-offenders in turn36

further undermines the community, increasing the concentration of poverty, alienation from legal
institutions, cynicism regarding conventional authority, and the stigma associated with “reentry
recycling.”  The fate of those who are released from prison is also a critical issue. As the prison37

population has stabilized, the number of inmates being released each year now approximates the
number admitted. The numbers are large: in the year ending June 2002, 38,000 adults were
released, and in 2005 it was 39,200.  How many have returned to Chicago over time is38

unknown, but a 2004 study found that 54 percent of a sample of adult releasees (or almost 20,000
of them) were returning to Chicago.  Their fate could exercise a great deal of influence on trends39

in crime. Generally the fate of recently released inmates is strongly tied to the well-being of the
communities to which they return. In Chicago, this has disproportionally been to some of the
city’s most disadvantaged neighborhoods.  There are only limited programs for recent returnees,40

yet they have to succeed on the job market fairly quickly if they are to avoid getting into trouble
again. However, their employment prospects are poor, and many do not succeed. The three-year
recidivism rate for releasees from Illinois’ prisons is about 40 percent, and the five-year rate is 54
percent.41

Policing

Increasing incarceration rates are not the only widely-touted explanation for declining
crime. Beginning in the 1990s, police leaders joined politicians in stepping forward to claim a
share of the credit. Many cities tried to hire more police, facilitated by the Crime Act of 1994,
which set aside federal funds to support police salaries. Police chiefs also claimed credit because,
they argued, they were policing “smarter.” They were focusing their efforts on crime hot spots,
using computer technology to identify crime trends, and adopting community policing programs
that brought them more cooperation from the neighborhoods they served.

A claim which can be evaluated is that increasing the size of the police force helped
account for declining crime during the 1990s and 2000s. Figure 5 traces the growth of the
Chicago Police Department over this period. The number of police officers in Chicago increased
from 12,132 to 13,423, or 10.6 percent. Most of the increase was during the 1990s. The number
of police in the city peaked in 1999 (at this point it was up by 13 percent) and then declined a bit.
In light of the cost of adding officers to the force, this represented a significant financial
commitment by the city.
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How much of a
decrease in crime could we
expect from an increase in the
number of police officers of
this magnitude? There is not a
clear consensus on the point,
but I will use prominently
recommended estimates of 43
percent for violent crime and
50 percent for property
crime.  Figure 6 compares42

trends in reported violent and
property crime with the levels
predicted by these formulae.43

As the Figure indicates, a 10
percent increase in the size of
the police force, when half or
less of that change is
translated into a reduction in

crime, cannot explain the overall trend in crime in the city during the 1990s and 2000s. Based on
these calculations, growth in the number of police could account for only about 4.4 percent of the
decline in violent crime and 5.1 percent of the drop in property crime. This was far from the dip
Chicagoans actually enjoyed over this period. Furthermore, the number of police serving Chicago
peaked in 1999 and was essentially stable after that. Crime, on the other hand, dropped just as
quickly in the 2000s as it had in the 1990s. 

Presumably, increased
and perhaps more effective
policing have much of their
effect on crime through the
ability of the police to
apprehend offenders. Some
fraction of the deterrent effect
of policing is through the
experience – or fear – of being
arrested and possibly spending
some time in behind bars. The
principal determinant of how
many people are arrested in
Chicago is the amount of
crime. As a result, as crime
declined so did violent and
property crime arrests. To
account for this, Figure 5



12

(presented earlier) accounted for declining crime by presenting trends in the ratio of arrests to
crimes. For example, in 1991 Chicago police arrested about 55,200 property crime offenders,
while in the same year that they recorded just over 231,000 property crimes, for a ratio of .24. By
this measure, property crime offenders were at about the same risk of being arrested throughout
the course of the 1990s. But in the 2000s that risk diminished somewhat. Police kept even with
violent crime during the 1990s as well, but then did a bit better during the 2000s, as the ratio of
arrests to crimes in that category went up noticeably. Because of the virtually automatic
connection between the number of crimes and some large fraction of arrests, there are no
consensus estimates of how arrests independently affect the crime rate. It is notable that violent
crime had leveled off in the years prior to 2003, then began to drop again at the same time as this
measure of arrest effectiveness went up. However, police arrest effectiveness remained relatively
unchanged for most of this period. In the violent crime category the arrests-to-crime ratio rose
only recently, after years of declining crime, so arrest effectiveness probably could not account
for much of the steady drop in crime over the entire period.

Did crime go down because police were policing more intelligently? The world of
policing was in ferment throughout the period considered here. It was a time during which both
new policing strategies and refinements on tried-and-true tactics promised more effectiveness.
Some of the tactical refinements included focused hot spot policing and increasing sophistication
in the timing and management of traditional crackdowns on street drug markets. Focused patrols
and traffic stops aimed specifically at reducing gun carrying became more prominent. Targeted
“quality of life policing,” which calls for aggressive arrest policies to counter seemingly minor
crimes such as public drinking, graffiti writing and panhandling, was credited by some as a
theory-driven approach to reducing more serious crime.  Even aggressive traffic enforcement44

has been shown to deter crime across large samples of cities.  Identifying and taking action at45

locations that are the source of repeat calls for police assistance became routine. Problem solving
policing became more popular, especially projects linking police with health, safety, housing and
other service and regulatory agencies, for this provided them with new tools for addressing
chronic concentrations of crime. Around the country, all of these efforts were increasingly guided
by sophisticated police information systems that helped managers discover and respond more
nimbly to opportunities to prevent crime. Information technology was increasingly employed by
managerial accountability systems (such as New York City’s famous “CompStat” process) that
put new pressure on police leaders to perform effectively. Collectively, these strategic initiatives
were characterized as the “smarter policing” of the 1990s and later. Many attribute the drop in
crime to increasing police effectiveness during this era. Community policing, which had its roots
in the 1980s, also rose to prominence during the 1990s; its possible role in reducing crime will be
considered in a later section of this report, under community factors.46

These programs and others were adopted in Chicago. By the early 2000s, Chicago police
had developed a managerial system and computer resources that could support a focus on crime
hot spots and make better use of gang intelligence. District and unit commanders are held
responsible for identifying and responding effectively to emerging crime patterns, including at
review sessions held weekly at police headquarters. The plan is to “put cops on the dots”
identified using the department’s information technology and gang intelligence. Beginning in
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2004, more than 500 officers are assigned to two special squads that are deployed from
headquarters on a short-term basis to anticipated trouble spots, in order to interrupt violence
before it breaks out or spreads further. Other units aggressively arrest and question offenders in
the vicinity of recent shootings, pressing them to identify the shooters and the sources for guns.
Officially designated gang and drug hot spots (there are currently about 90) are a special focus; in
2004 police dispersed more than 53,000 individuals and made 314 arrests in these areas.47

Roadside safety checks and saturation patrols routinely flood areas identified as crime hot spots.
Each year police gather information during several hundred thousand traffic stops that do not
result in an arrest or citation, for use as an investigative database. Most recently, remotely
controlled cameras have been placed on more than a hundred utility poles around the city in order
to monitor street drug markets. Narcotics teams have shifted their focus to building complex
cases against networks of dealers and wholesale distributors, using criminal conspiracy charges.
Earlier Chicago made a great deal of progress in focusing city health and safety inspections and
the delivery of municipal services on problem buildings and neighborhoods. Police officers also
participate in multi-agency teams to conduct strategically targeted code violation inspections. In
the second half of the 1990s, an aggressive campaign was launched against trouble-making
establishments that sell liquor. “Vote dry” campaigns at election time, aggressive inspections,
and successful strategies to revoke the licenses of offending merchants have increased the
orderliness of the liquor distribution business. As early as 1993, the patrol division began to
fundamentally reorganize how officers went about their daily business. Hundreds of teams of
officers were formed and assigned particular beats. The 911 dispatching system was reconfigured
to keep teams working in their own areas. Officers, and later thousands of neighborhood
residents, were trained in problem solving techniques during the mid-1990s. Over much of the
period there was increasing coordination between Chicago police and other state and federal
enforcement agencies. A 2005 report by the University of Illinois details many of these
innovations.48

The difficulty is finding ways to measure the breadth and depth of these diverse efforts
over the post-1990 era, in order to capture their contribution to the local drop in crime. Broadly-
focused national or multi-city studies do not even attempt to do this because there are no
convenient over-time data on the quality, as opposed to quantity, of policing.  A recent review of49

research on policing finds evidence supporting the effectiveness of many of the highly focused
policing efforts described here, but those conclusions are based on the findings of city-by-city
experiments and evaluations.  Research on the drop in crime focuses on the number of police,50

but it is surely what police do, rather than how many are on the payroll, that has an impact on the
street. As the review above suggested, there is no reason to think what police do has stayed the
same over time. But even a single-city focus does not yield the right information for making a
statistical estimate of the impact of the quality of policing. As I indicated, the upward shift in
“arrest effectiveness” illustrated in Figure 5 is consistent with my description of changing police
strategies, but it is far from definitive evidence that those innovations were effective. And, there
are other difficulties. The drop in  crime in Chicago began well before the innovations described
above, and it began three years before the citywide implementation of the city’s community
policing program. This does not mean that these efforts could not have helped later. Chicago
crime continued to drop well into the 2000s, while the decline faltered in some larger cities after
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2000. (For example, Detroit, Philadelphia, Dallas and Phoenix are cities where homicide began
to trend the wrong direction in the new millennium.) In the conclusion I will consider the
possibility that different factors could come  into play at different points during the fairly long
time period considered here, and policing strategies could be among them. But the bottom line is
that there is an absence of evidence concerning the aggregate, over-time impact of innovations in
policing in Chicago.

Drugs, Guns and Gangs

This section examines the impact of three highly interrelated features of crime in
America: drugs, guns and gangs. There is good reason to consider them together, for they are
interrelated and together lie at the core of big-city crime problems.

Drugs. A popular explanation for the decline in crime which began in the early 1990s
was an apparent waning of interest in crack cocaine. It is argued that a crack cocaine epidemic
during the late 1980s fueled an expansion of street drug markets. This in turn precipitated wars
among gangs over control of these markets, with a subsequent widespread diffusion of guns for
both offensive and defensive purposes. Young men in big cities were in particular drawn into the
drugs-gangs-guns nexus. Killings by them (and of them) accounted for much of the upsurge in
violence that characterized the late 1980s. Then, it is argued, the crack market changed. What
supposedly happened remains vague: crack markets are variously described as “maturing,”
“stabilizing,” “waning,” “ebbing,” “becoming less lucrative,” and facing “diminished demand.”
However, broad multi-city studies typically do not have much independent information on drugs
at all. Their conclusions may draw more on the observed drop in crime and the changing profile
of homicide victims and offenders they are explaining, rather than on information about real

changes in drug markets.51

Changes in drug markets may
also affect crime through their
impact on individual
consumers. Drug abuse
certainly remains at high
levels among those arrested
for violent and property
crimes. In 2000, 76 percent of
arrestees for non-drug
offenses in Chicago tested
positive for one or more of
five major illicit drug groups.
This was the highest
percentage among the 35
cities studied.  Research on52

temporary police crackdowns
on drug markets indicates one
of their effects is to increase
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the frequency of robberies and burglaries nearby, presumably because a sharply constricted
supply leads to upward spikes in drug prices.   Long-term studies have also documented that53

expanding heroin use leads to higher robbery rates.54

One difficulty with assessing the waning crack market argument is that the character and
extent of drug markets is difficult to measure. The police primarily work with the data presented
here on drug arrests. This is an enforcement measure, reflecting where and how police conduct
their investigations, but there is some evidence that drug arrests broadly mirror the distribution of
drug markets.   Figure 7 charts trends in drug markets in Chicago, based on drug arrests.  The55 56

findings do not neatly conform to the contention that violence dropped in response to waning
interest in crack cocaine. Rather, the ability of police to find crack dealers peaked in 1998, years
after crime began its precipitous decline. It also did not decline very much. In 2004 there were
still five times as many crack cocaine arrests as in 1991, and the situation probably still deserved
the label “epidemic.”  Heroin arrests also rose rather than fell during much of the 1990s. They
peaked in 1998 and 2000, but the trend in heroin arrests was essentially flat after 1996. Arrests
for marijuana soared through the entire period. By 2005, marijuana accounted for 45 percent of
all drug arrests. Powder cocaine arrests dropped in parallel with crime through 1997, but then
leveled off at a low ebb for the remainder of the period. In short, during this 14-year decline in
property and violent crime, crack cocaine seemingly increased rather than decreased in
popularity, and trends in the other components of the drug market mix in Chicago also did not
neatly fit the “receding epidemic” theory of drug-related violence that has been advanced to
explain national crime trends.

When measuring
trends in drug crime, the major
alternative to police arrest
reports is data on emergency
room treatments and drug-
related deaths. The figures are
assembled by a federal office
which orchestrates reports by a
network of local health
agencies.  Data for the57

Chicago area include all of
Cook County. Similarly to
urine tests of arrestees,
emergency drug treatment data
point to comparatively high
levels of drug use in and
around Chicago. In 2001, for
example, Cook County ranked
second among 21 large
metropolitan areas in the rate

at which individuals were admitted for heroin-related health emergencies, and it ranked at the
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very top for cocaine-related admissions. Cocaine admissions were almost 9 times as frequent in
Chicago as in San Diego; they were four times as frequent as in Washington, DC, and 1.7 times
as frequent as in New York City.58

Like police arrests, trends in emergency room treatment do not neatly fit the “receding
epidemic” theory of drug abuse. The data are presented in Figure 8. Unlike arrests, cocaine-
related emergency room episodes declined substantially – by more than 65 percent – between
1991 and 1997. Incidents involving combinations of drugs and alcohol followed a parallel track.
However, after 1997 both measures of drug abuse turned sharply upward, and by 2004
emergency room episodes involving cocaine and drug-alcohol combinations were as frequent as
they had been in 1991. Over the same period, marijuana and heroin-related health emergencies
skyrocketed, rising 520 percent and 157 percent, respectively. Treatment episodes for
methamphetamine abuse also rose dramatically, by 260 percent. Because this trend began at a
low base, the figures for 2004 were still relatively low, but they deserve careful attention in the
future. Overall, trends in emergency room treatment do not paint a picture that corresponds to
trends in personal and violent crime, which dropped continuously over the entire period.59

What is certain is that there was a tremendous over-all increase in the number of drug-
related arrests over this period. Between 1991 and 1998 the number of drug arrests in the city
rose from 21,450 to 58,500, a 173 percent increase. After stabilizing, the drug arrest total rose a
bit more, exceeding 59,000 by 2004. This growing number of arrests is particularly startling in
light of the declining number of arrests in many other categories, reflecting the drop in crime. In
1991, drugs accounted for 9 percent of all the non-traffic arrests made by Chicago police; by
2004 drug offenses accounted for 30 percent of all non-traffic arrests in Chicago. An important
reason why Illinois’ inmate population shrunk as little as it did in the face of steadily declining
violent and property crime was this new source of prisoners. Another feature of this shift in crime
control was that virtually all of these new arrests targeted African-Americans. In 2004, 79
percent of all drug arrestees were African Americans. Between 1991 and 2004, the number of
Latino drug arrestees rose from 4,000 to 7,600, while the number of white arrestees rose from
3,150 to 4,780. For African Americans the total rose from less than 28,000 to more than 46,000.60

When multiplied by the racially disproportionate prosecution, sentencing and incarceration that
takes place further downstream in the criminal justice system, this shifting enforcement pattern
has helped give Illinois one of the most racially disproportionate prison systems in the nation.61

Guns. Gun availability and use also plays an independent role in increasing the severity –
and perhaps the rate – of violent crime. Guns intensify the consequences of violent encounters,
because they increase the likelihood of death.  They may also increase the overall frequency of62

crime somewhat, because some crimes – high-payoff commercial, cargo and bank robberies
come first to mind – simply are not practical to carry out without a gun. However, the statistical
evidence is that it is the severity of injury and risk of death, not the general frequency of offenses,
that is driven by the availability of firearms.   Increasing semiautomatic handgun use was the63

most important component driving overall homicide rates in the late 1980s and early 1990s.
Locally, “… the proportion of all firearm homicides in Chicago that were committed with
semiautomatic pistols rose from 23 percent in 1985 to 60 percent in 1993.”64
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As noted earlier, between 1991 and 2004 there was a 64 percent decline in the number of
gun crimes Chicago. It is impossible to tell whether this reflects a decline in the availability of
guns to criminals, but I doubt that. Rather, it is more likely that the readiness of Chicagoans to
carry guns declined. This is signaled by two related trends of the 1990s and 2000s. First, the
number of guns seized by Chicago police dropped by 54 percent. Guns are seized under a variety
of circumstances that empower police to make lawful searches. These range from traffic and
pedestrian stops to arrests for committing other crimes, so seizures reflect what police were
finding among the substantial segment of the population that came under suspicion during this
period. A second trend was a 64 percent decline in arrests for weapons violations recorded in
Chicago between 1991 and 2005. Suspects are charged this way when they are found in
possession of a gun but other more significant criminal charges cannot be laid against them,
including robbery, rape or assault. This is another measure of gun carrying, and it too evidenced a
remarkable decline during the period considered here.

However, the decline
in violent crime in Chicago
was not simply a story about
decreased carrying of guns.
The decline in gun crime was
generally matched by trends in
other forms of violence. This
is illustrated in Figure 9,
which charts trends in gun-
related and non-gun crimes.
As it indicates, gun and non-
gun robbery dropped at
roughly the same pace over
this period, by 68 percent and
61 percent respectively.
Assaults with a gun dropped
more rapidly than mayhem
inflicted with fists or other
weapons, but non-gun murder

(down 61 percent) declined much further than gun-related homicides (down 47 percent). The
latter is due to the very heavy involvement of gangs in gun-related killings, and gang-related
crime has proven less tractable than other forms of violence.  65

Gangs. Gangs are certainly another important cause of crime. We used to call them
“youth gangs,” but they have changed in character. During the 1980s, massive adult joblessness
among African-Americans extended the age profile of active gang members, because burgeoning
drug markets provided them with a new way to make a living. Since then, members returning
from prison have begun to rely on their old gangs for employment in the trade.  Currently,66

perhaps one quarter of those released from Illinois’ prisons are gang members, and their risk of
recidivism is higher than others.  Compared to gangs in other cities, Chicago’s are very large67

and stable, highly structured with clear vertical lines of authority, and maintain tight internal



18

discipline. There are pipelines for moving their profits into the legitimate economy, to help fend
off the tax authorities. They have strong ties to the city’s political organizations as well.68

One of the functions of gangs is to recruit new members and steer them into the
organization’s criminal enterprises. Chicago powerful street gangs are deeply implicated in
drugs, gambling, extortion, theft, gun smuggling, re-marketing valuable parts from stolen cars,
financing gypsy cabs, selling “protection” from rival gangs, and other businesses requiring staff.
Another role of gangs is to recruit replacements for members who have been arrested and
incarcerated. This contributes to a sad spiral of increasing overall criminality as a consequence of
law enforcement efforts, particularly in the drug business. Third, they cause crime to the extent to
which they foster inter-gang and intra-gang violence, for on occasion they also make war on one
another. Estimates of the number of gangs and gang members vary. By one account, in 2003 the
city was home to 68 gangs split among 600 factions, with a total of perhaps 68,000 members.  69

A 1990 study set the number at 40 serious street gangs with 36,000 members.70

Like drug offenses,
evidence of the rise and fall of
gang crime comes primarily
through the investigative
efforts of the police. When
they are able to identify
“whodunnit” in murders and
assaults, Chicago police have
a well developed and
conservative scheme for
classifying crimes as gang
related. Trends in gang and
non-gang homicides are
presented in Figure 10. In
1991, gangs were linked to 16
percent of homicides, and
overall only 2 percent of all
crimes involving a gun that
year were classified as gang

related. Since, trends in gang crime have only sometimes matched those for non-gang crimes.
Murders that did not involve a gang dropped steadily during the 1990s; by 1999, non-gang
murders were down by more than 62 percent and all non-gang gun crimes by 59 percent. Gang-
related violence beat a different path. Gang killings rose 260 percent between 1991 and 1994,
slid back to their 1991 level by 2000, and then spiked again in 2001 and 2002. By 2005, gang-
related homicide had subsided to its 1991 level, which was progress given their roller coaster
course during that period. But because non-gang homicide had fallen more precipitously, the
gang-related fraction became more visible. By 2005, gang killings made up 35 percent of all
homicides, more than double their proportion a decade-and-a-half earlier.71
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As these findings suggest, gang homicide is different, and so probably are its solutions.
While the many social and economic factors discussed here may have played a role in steadily
declining levels of non-gang crime, a significant fraction of crimes are rooted specifically in the
organizational dynamics and business environment of the city’s violent street gangs. In the first
three months of 2006, for example, more than 60 percent of all homicides were gang-related. In
this world, disputes over honor and status have violent outcomes. One attack leads to another.
Killings lead to retaliatory killings, and violence ripples through the community, ricocheting
among organizations. Within gangs, violence is exercised in order to impose discipline, collect
street taxes, and maintain the standing of power-holders (as when former kingpins return from
prison demanding their share). Between gangs, violence is a tool for settling disputes over drug
markets and control of other illicit enterprises, and those too can escalate into retaliatory spirals.72

It was because of the resulting spike in gang homicide in the early 2000s that Chicago named a
police chief who emphasizes targeting the seemingly intractable drugs-guns-gangs nexus at the
heart of the city crime problem.

Community Factors

A significant fraction of all criminological research focuses on the role of community
factors in controlling crime. They range from the strength of informal bonds of trust among
neighbors to organized crime prevention efforts by community groups. Communities struggle to
control crime on several different levels. At the most private, neighborhoods vary in the strength
of family values and the ability of parents to socialize and control youths. At another level lies
shared norms and trust among neighbors, and a willingness in the community to intervene when
things go wrong. Together, widespread trust and willingness to intervene make up what is known
as “collective efficacy,”  which is a community factor strongly linked to levels of crime. High
crime communities suffer from disrupted networks of friendship, kinship and acquaintanceship,
which limits their capacity for mutual informal coordination and cooperation. Informal “pro-
social” interventions and effective sanctioning behaviors are much weaker in these areas.
Structural disadvantages, such as concentrated poverty and residential turnover, hurt
communities in particular at the private and informal levels of cooperation. At another level of
social control lies the groups and organizations which make up civil society. There is some
evidence a strong infrastructure of organizations can sustain a community’s capacity for self-
healing social action. Controlling for other things, residents of these communities are seen as
more likely to take action and intervene, compensating somewhat for weakened informal ties
among neighbors in areas where organizations are still strong.73

Decades of research have demonstrated how community factors are powerful
determinants of levels of crime. However, little is known about whether community factors
waxed or waned during the 1990s and 2000s, nor the extent to which changes in community
factors are linked to changes in levels of officially recorded crime. In the main, collective
efficacy is strongest in stable, white home-owning neighborhoods in Chicago,  but the size of74

that population shrank rather than expanded during the 1990s.   Research on community factors75

typically stresses their complex and multifaceted character, and much of this research relies on
specially-collected local data. None of the prominent studies of recent crime trends have taken
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any notice at all of community factors. This void is certainly due in large measure to the absence
of any national, over-time data on them. For example, there is vigorous debate over whether
organizational involvement by Americans has gone up or down.  Community has not figured in76

studies of the decline in crime because this large body of research does not lend itself to one or
two index numbers which can be included in statistical models testing their role relative to other
potentially important determinants of crime trends.

On the other hand, Chicago has been home to a mammoth social experiment in
regenerating the capacity of communities to act locally against crime. One of the goals of its
community policing program has been to foster civic involvement by residents. Through its
community meetings, rallies, and problem-solving projects, police have tried to serve as a
catalyst for restoring the public’s ownership over public space and activating the very informal
control mechanisms that have been the focus of criminological research.

One intervention was the inauguration of monthly gatherings of small groups of residents
and police officers. These began on an experimental basis in 20 percent of the city in 1993. By
early 1995 police were holding neighborhood meetings in church basements and park buildings
all over Chicago. In the city’s plan, beat meetings are the principal mechanism for building and
sustaining closer coordination between police and the general public. The meetings provide a
forum for exchanging information, and a venue for identifying, analyzing and prioritizing
problems in an area. They are a very convenient place to distribute announcements about
upcoming community events, circulate petitions, and call for volunteers to participate in action
projects. As they have evolved, beat meetings have also become a venue for regular reports by
police to the community on what they had done since the last meeting about the problems they
had discussed.

Figure 11 charts trends
in beat meeting participation
between 1995 and 2003. The
left axis reports monthly
attendance counts, while the
right axis presents the
cumulative total of attendees
since community policing
became a citywide program.
Chicagoans attended beat
meetings 59,200 times during
1995 and on nearly 61,120
occasions during 1996. In 1999,
it was 67,100, and in 2000,
66,260 turned out for beat
meetings. In 2003, 60,000
people attended a total of 2,888
beat meetings, and by the end of
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that year city residents had cumulatively attended beat meetings on more than 582,000 occasions.
Importantly, beat meeting attendance rates have proven to be highest in the poorest, highest-
crime areas of town, in places where many other mechanisms for tackling neighborhood
problems do not work very effectively.77

The city’s community policing plan is also meant to involve the public directly in
neighborhood problem solving efforts. During the mid-1990s, thousands of civilians were trained
in problems solving, in parallel with the new training that was delivered to more than 9,000
patrol division officers. A civilian agency was created to generate support for problem solving
projects, start block clubs, and turn people out for monthly beat meetings. More than 40 percent
of residents surveyed at beat meetings reported getting involved in fairly aggressive activities,
including marches, prayer vigils, neighborhood patrols, and stand-ups and smoke-outs in
troubled areas. Even more popular is attending assemblies and forums, working to organize
neighborhood groups, and contacting public officials to get action on local problems; 64 percent
of beat meeting participants got involved in these activities. Just as important, like beat meeting
attendance, public involvement in problem solving has been most frequent where it is needed the
most, in high-crime, drug-ridden neighborhoods.  During the 1990s, Chicagoans of all races78

regularly reported more positive views of the police, which may have also increased police
effectiveness.79

Have the neighborhood mobilization components of Chicago’s community policing
program had an effect on crime? There is only very limited over-time data on the strength of
community factors. When the findings of surveys conducted in 1995 and in 2003 are compared,
the intervention capacity of Chicago’s neighborhoods rose very modestly. The perception that
residents of their neighborhood would intervene pro-socially to break up a fight rose from 20 to
28 percent; and that they would intervene to prevent vandalism rose from 33 to 45 percent.
Survey reports of block club membership rose by about five percentage points, to 19 percent.80

These survey results varied from area to area within the city, so they could be compared with
changes in recorded crime over the same period. Depending on the type of crime, increases in the
intervention capacity of beats were correlated -.2 to -.4 with declining crime; the same was true
of variations in the extent to which the organizational involvement of residents grew over time.
Crime also declined more than most in areas with higher beat meeting turnout rates; the
correlation between beat meeting turnout and changes in violence and burglary rates ranged -.3 to
-.4. These findings are far from definitive, but they directly measure changes in community
factors over time, and they are among the best evidence that changes in community mobilization
sparked by the city’s community policing program have contributed – modestly – to the decline
in crime.81
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Other Programs

Hope VI and Public Housing.  In a social experiment of even greater magnitude,
Chicago has also been knocking down much of its public housing. Between 1999 and 2005 the
number of occupied units in family housing complexes dropped by 45 percent. This put the
Chicago Housing Authority (CHA) at the mid-point in a planned $1.6 billion program of
demolition and rebuilding. Of course, the residents have not gone away; demolition has
redistributed them somewhat, but most former residents appear to have stayed in the city. The
extent to which their lives have taken a turn for the better is variable; however, there is room for
optimism. Chicago residents leaving family high-rise projects with housing vouchers have
succeeded in moving to safer and somewhat better off areas with better-performing schools.82

There is broad agreement the concentration of poverty created by massive public housing
developments in itself had bad consequences which were independent of the characteristics of the
families living there. Gangs, drugs and guns were an everyday feature of the lives of many
residents, and there were few places to hide.  Now many of those developments are gone. Crime83

in and around Chicago Housing Authority buildings is in rapid retreat. There has been significant
new construction and appreciating house prices in the neighborhoods of all of the major projects
that were demolished.84

Figure 12 presents
trends in crimes taking place
in CHA apartments,
hallways, stairwells,
elevators, parking lots, and
on the grounds of the
developments. The top panels
report the total number of
CHA-related violent and
property crimes each year.
The lower panels detail
trends in violent crime:
murder, rape, assault, and all
crimes involving a gun. As
they report, crime was down
by a substantial margin, in
percentage terms by
substantially more than
citywide totals. By 2005,

there were 82 percent fewer violent crimes and 84 percent fewer property crimes than in 1991.
Rape declined the most, by 89 percent.

Obviously, crime was down in CHA complexes for at least two reasons: In addition to the
general forces pushing down crime in Chicago, the resident population plummeted. What can be
found to account for the steady decline in  the number of CHA residents is the number of
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remaining occupied housing units, which is available for the 1999-2005 period during which the
CHA’s Plan for Transformation began to become a reality. As noted above, between 1999 and
2005 the number of occupied units dropped by 45 percent. However, even taking this decline into
account, CHA crime still dropped considerably. To illustrate this, Figure 12 also presents trends
in personal and property crime rates (per 1,000 occupied units) for the period in which unit
counts are available (trends for the detailed types of crime presented in the bottom panels
followed the same pattern.). During this brief period the CHA personal crime rate declined by 32
percent, and the property crime rate by 42 percent. Citywide, the decline over this period was
actually less; personal crime was down 22 percent and property crime 24 percent. By 2005,
offenses in and around CHA properties constituted only 0.5 percent of the property crimes in the
city, and 2.5 percent of violent crimes.  However, in 1991 they only contributed 1.5 percent of85

the property crime and 5 percent of the property crime in the city, so CHA crime never accounted
for enough of the total to explain the 50-60 percent declines we have seen citywide.

School Safety

Schools should be natural partners in any community safety program. They certainly can
be loci for problems. Rambunctious youths are corseted there all day, and they surge through the
surrounding neighborhood during their journey to and from school. National surveys of students
indicate fear and victimization can be high in schools. In addition, student surveys find it is
reportedly easy to find drugs and even weapons in and around many schools. In Illinois, a 1990
statewide survey of public high schools found that one in four students feared violence in school
and one in five feared the journey to and from school. One in three Illinois students reported they
knew someone who had dropped out of school due to gangs, and half of them indicated it was
easy to get marijuana in their school.

During the period considered here, Chicago’s schools put new disciplinary and safety
initiatives in place.   Between 1990 and 1995 the number of school security guards rose by86

1,275. High schools began to install walkthrough metal detectors and even hand-held scanning
devices. Beginning in 1990, the police contributed a special school patrol unit that by 2000 had
grown to about 200 officers, and security cameras were installed in lunchrooms and hallways.
The pace of change picked up following a shakeup in school financing and administration in
mid-1995. Many new disciplinary and security programs were instituted; some involved the
school bureaucracy and others were partnerships with police and the city’s community policing
implementation office. Beginning in 1996, schools became more aggressive about expelling
troublemakers, after alternative schools run by private contractors were set up to receive them.
The state’s 1995 Gun-Free Schools Act – which was later expanded to cover knives, alcohol and
drugs – provided an additional legal incentive to expel students found with weapons. A change in
the school system’s disciplinary code called for the mandatory expulsion of students carrying
firearms. School board policies allowed pat-downs and personal searches of students based upon
suspicion by teachers or administrators, as well as wholesale locker and desk searches using
dogs, looking for weapons and drugs. In 1998, Chicago launched a peer mediation program and
conflict resolution initiative that trained youth to deal with their anger before it escalates into
violence.



24

There is community involvement in school safety as well. Beginning in 1990, parents
were recruited to stand guard on school grounds; later, this program was greatly expanded. In
1999 the city’s CAPS Implementation Office began organizing students and parents living along
various routes to a school into convoys which pick up and drops off members as they move
through the neighborhood. By 2000 there were parent patrols around 450 schools, and about 100
of these “walking school buses.”

Of course, efforts that are not on their face “security measures” can also have an impact
on school climate and student performance. These, in turn, have consequences for school safety.
In addition to the security projects described above, post-1995 there was a sea-change in school
management and performance assessment in Chicago. Drastic revisions were instituted in the
curriculum; selected schools began to remain open until 6:00 p.m. for optional math and reading
programs; many thousands of failing students were held in school during the summer months;
and a massive construction program replaced or renovated a host of school buildings. In addition,
dress codes drafted by parent groups were instituted in many schools beginning in 1996, as was a
requirement for daily homework assignments for every class.

Figure 13 presents
trends in several measures of
the extent of school crime.
The left-hand panel charts
changes in robbery and all
gun crimes within schools and
on school grounds. The right-
hand panel examines all
property crimes, vandalism,
and assaults. Chicago public
school enrollment increased

by almost 7 percent between 1991 and 2005, so the Figure presents rates of crime that take this
enrollment growth into account. It is apparent that there was a substantial increase in the rate of
assaults reported in and around the city’s schools during the 2000s, but by every other measure of
crime declined noticeably. Robbery was down 36 percent, while gun crime dropped by 82
percent. Property crime declined by 36 percent and vandalism by 32 percent. However, even the
positive trends could not account for much of the citywide drop between 1991 and 2005, because
school crime makes up only a tiny fraction of the crime that takes place in the city each year. In
1991, school-based gun crime was 1 percent of the city’s total, while in 2005 it was 0.7 percent.

The opposite is true in the assault category, on the other hand, for by 2005 assaults in
schools rose from 2 percent to 11 percent of all of the assault in the city, a troublesome trend
indeed. But even  so, Chicago’s schools are still relatively safe places. Based on crimes reported
to police (a very important caveat) even after its rise, the school aggravated assault rate (per
100,000 students) stood at 80 percent of the city wide figure (570 versus 718). When it comes to
gun crimes, schools are even safer; in 2005, the city gun-crime rate was 493 but the school-based
rate was only 17.
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Interim Summary

The following is what we have seen thus far concerning the decline in crime in Chicago:

L The decline in crime was not due to demographic changes, nor to improving economic
conditions for families or young people.

L Not much of the decline in crime could be attributed to prisons. Trends in incarceration cannot
explain the magnitude of crime decline during the 1990s; crime continued to drop after Illinois’
prisons stopped growing after 2001; and after 1999 Chicago’s incarceration rate declined along
with crime.

L  The decline in crime was not due to the deterrent effects of going to jail. The Cook County
jail also expanded during the 1990s – and for several years after prisons stopped growing – but
not enough in light of the probably limited deterrent impact of short spells behind bars.

L Not much of the decline in crime could be attributed to the sheer number of police officers.
Police are expensive, and their numbers did not grow fast enough or long enough.

L Declining crime was not due to the decreased frequency with which Chicagoans carry guns;
non-gun crime declined just as fast and far.

L The decline in crime was not linked to any reduction in the influence of the city’s large and
violent street gangs. Non-gang crime declined consistently, while gang crime traced an up and
down course in response to volatile intra-gang dynamics and a shifting business environment.

L The decline in crime was not due to a declining crack cocaine market. Cocaine-related arrests
went up rather than down, while emergency-room treatment for cocaine-related episodes were as
frequent in 2005 as they were in 1991. Except for powder cocaine, drug markets continued to
flourish even as crime dropped. Homicide associated with the drug trade went up and down, but
it was a very small proportion of all violence and it was non-drug violence that dropped
consistently.

L Crime did not drop city-wide because of the demolition of public housing. Crime rates in and
around CHA properties dropped faster than they did in the remainder of the city. Those rates
always constituted a small percentage of all crime in the city, however, and could not account for
its sweeping downturn.

L Improving security in the schools could not explain the city-wide decline in crime. School-
based assault did not decline; rather, it skyrocketed in the 2000s. By 2005, aggravated assault in
and around schools made up almost 11 percent of the city’s total. Other kinds of school crime –
which are down – constitute just a small percentage of the city total, and could not account for
the dramatic decline in crime.
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Other important claims are consistent with the findings of research and evaluation
projects around the county, but research and the available data are not strong enough to make any
conclusions about the extent of their impact in Chicago.

L While there is evidence that “smarter” policing impacts crime, there is no evidence that police
in Chicago “got smarter” at a pace matching the decline in crime. Any effects of community
policing could not have been felt until the second half of the 1990s, and the police department’s
information-driven crackdowns on drugs and guns did not begin until the 2000s.

L Strengthening community factors were linked to more rapid declines in beat-level crime, but it
has not been clearly demonstrated that, over all, enough communities in Chicago have grown
strong enough to account for generally declining crime.

Observations

This report does not systematically assess every significant claim about the decline in
crime, because there were not always data for Chicago. What follows is a review of the most
important of these claims. The report also addresses the likelihood that the decline in crime was
due to a combination of factors, or to changes in the impact of these factors over time.

Alcohol. One of the most intriguing alternative explanations for declining crime is
alcohol consumption, which has been on a nationwide decline on a per capita basis at the same
time that violent crime has subsided. Research on alcohol use and its effects is very strong. It
finds the availability and volume of alcohol consumed is related to levels and trends in crime at
the block, neighborhood, city, county, state and national level. When it becomes harder for young
people to acquire alcohol, youth violence (like traffic fatalities) subsides.  Physical testing of87

both offenders and victims documents that alcohol is frequently associated with violence.
However, the best local figures I could assemble (scattered reports of the volume of beer, wine
and spirits distributed per capita for Cook County) do not point to a noticeable drop in
consumption over this period.

Culture Change. I also could not address in any fashion claims that violence declined
because of changes in culture. Some urban ethnographers report “the younger generation” (a
group growing more expansive with each passing year that crime declines) looked at the violence
of the late 1980s, then decided in large numbers to turn away from a culture of death.  However,88

I have no way of assessing whether offending-related cultural values underlying crimes of many
types actually changed in Chicago. The relatively short time frame considered in this report itself
argues against cultural shifts, because important values are unlikely to change so rapidly. Cultural
critics linked spiraling crime during the 1970s and 1980s to the hedonism, self-indulgence,
heedless consumerism, reckless individualism, unbridled self-expression, and standardless
relativism they claimed characterized our disintegrating liberal culture. However, I have no
reason to believe that any such trends reversed their course dramatically following 1990. I also
did not consider the impact on abortion on crime in Chicago. Analysis of that issue has been
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based on state data, which are too coarse for me to apply to the local scene, and there is
controversy over the statistical claims that have been made.89

Crime Reporting. Perhaps the crime drop of the 1990s and 2000 was due to a growing
unwillingness of victims to call the police, or to growing reluctance on the part of police to make
an official record of crime reports that came their way. The latter was a serious concern in the
1980s, and it is one reason why this review did not extend further back in time. During the mid-
1980s, Chicago police were “killing crime” by refusing to write up official reports of huge
numbers of offenses. The big run-up in crime at the end of the 1980s was certainly due in
substantial part to improvements in recording wrought by internal crime audits, which were
instituted after the media became aware that detectives were cheating on their statistics. The
breadth of this scandal makes it impossible to do meaningful statistical analyses of crime trends
in Chicago that include the 1980s.  I have found that the city’s recent, Spanish-speaking90

immigrants are significantly under-reporting problems of all sorts to the police, as part of an
effort to remain out of sight.  However, their numbers are not large enough to account for the91

decline in recorded crime, which anyway was heavily concentrated in predominately African-
American neighborhoods. As Figure 2 illustrated, trends in heavily Latino areas generally
paralleled those elsewhere.92

Revitalization. I could not consider in detail the aggregate impact of housing and
neighborhood revitalization programs underway in many city neighborhoods. While we usually
do not think of them as “crime prevention’ programs, housing programs can have that impact.
Development groups stress tenant screening and improved property management. They put
pressure on owners of existing buildings to upgrade security. They sponsor tenant patrols and
coordinate those efforts with police. And they tackle the disorderly blight associated with vacant
and abandoned buildings.

There is certainly
evidence of a quickening pace
of neighborhood economic
vitality during the 1990s and
2000s. Figure 14 presents
three measures of this for
Chicago: the per capita
number of building permits
issued for residential and
business projects, and the
number of conventional
residential mortgages
registered each year.  All93

three indicators highlight the
fact that the city is far from
moribund, and that new
investments are being made in
its future as a place to live.
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Between 1993 and 2003, two dramatic changes occurred: the number of building permits issued
for residential projects rose 125 percent, and the number of conventional mortgage loans issued
in the city rose by 189 percent. Housing and commercial investments are doubly important
because they are cumulative, adding up over time. What is unclear is whether this evident vitality
is a cause of declining crime, or if it is a consequence of the drop in crime. Perhaps one reason
for this quickening economic activity during the 1990s and early 2000s was the new sense of
safety and security evident in neighborhoods all over the city. During this period, crime went
down in most neighborhoods, and – based on surveys – fear of crime declined in every major
demographic category.  Some of the best research on the relationship between crime and real94

estate activity has been done in New York City. This research suggests the decline in crime in
that city sparked a real estate boom during the 1990s, and accounted for about one-third of rising
real estate prices after 1994.   That declining crime can spark neighborhood revitalization is95

further evidence of the importance of the post-1990 decline in Chicago, but it does not help us
understand why crime went down.

Community Programs. I also could not assess the role of community-based efforts to
prevent crime and reintegrate offenders on trends over the 1991-2005 period. The city is home to
hundreds of these projects, including such prominent programs as CeaseFire (violence
prevention), the Safer Foundation (job training and offender reentry), and TASC and Gateway
(drug treatment). Evaluations have been conducted of many of them individually, but there is no
straightforward way of scaling up their preventive effects to the city as a whole over a 15-year
period. Project Safe Neighborhoods (PSN), a federal gun crime prevention program that
combines enforcement with outreach to newly released felons and a civic education program has
claimed strong results. Compared to comparison areas and the city as a whole, homicide dropped
more sharply in PSN areas. They were down the most in beats where large numbers of ex-
offenders participated in programs, more guns were seized, and  cases were prosecuted.96

However, the program began only in 2003.

Tipping Points. I also did not consider the view that reaching a “tipping point” brought
crime back down. This is a “what goes up must come down” theory of crime that is no theory at
all in the absence of explanatory variables that determine the turn-arounds. Otherwise, it is just a
description of what happened. More promising are concepts like “diffusion” and “contagion.” I
argued that crime is contagious in the context of gang violence. That is a world in which bands of
young men are ensnared in networks of power, status and business relationships which propel
them into episodes of tit-for-tat violence of the worst kind. Arms races followed by wars that
later subside due to the exhaustion of the combatants could look like tipping points, except they
tip upward again when everyone recovers. This happened twice during the brief period
considered in this report However, a key point was that gang-related contagion of violence was
unrelated to the general, unpunctuated decline in non-gang crime, which continued apace on a
much more massive scale throughout the period considered here. Outside of the insular world of
street gangs, the idea that marshaling the bravado to commit crimes can be affected by the
perception that “everyone is doing it,” and that there may be some ‘safety in numbers” when a lot
of people are doing it, points toward a “critical mass” theory of crime causation. However, there
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has been no clear explication of the factors that dampen group-think and bring offending down,
but that is what we have been observing in Chicago for 14 years.

Combinations. It is likely that the roots of the crime drop in Chicago and elsewhere lie in
a mix of the factors described here. Some or all of the social and economic trends and local
policies listed in this report may have been working in concert to reduce crime, each contributing
something to the end result. As the length of the great post-1991 decline in crime extends – we
are now talking about a half-generation – it is likely that combinations and reinforcing mixes of
factors are at work, rather than One Big Thing. Much of the research on which this report is
based controls for multiple factors in order to isolate the effects of variables of particular interest.
Unfortunately, the data that are available for one city, and for this statistically short span of time,
do not lend themselves to teasing out overlapping components of change, dividing them among
various causes.

It is also quite possible that the effects of the components of an explanatory mix of factors
may have waxed and waned in significance during this substantial period of time. Some factors
may have contributed to the drop in crime early on, and others later. Analysts examining city-
level trends and pronouncing that a program could not have caused the decline in crime because
crime dropped before the intervention was underway are certainly too mono-causal in their view.
Crime could have dropped early in this lengthening period for one set of reasons, and later for
another. A program may have contributed to the continuing decline in crime even if it came on-
stream later. The effects of some factors may even subside over time.

A Plausible Scenario. In my view, the most plausible crime-drop scenario for Chicago
involves a mix of law enforcement and community factors. Earlier I argued that, overall, trends
in the rate at which Chicago sent people to prison did not track drops in crime, especially after
Illinois’ prisons stopped growing. However, the leap in incarceration rates during the early 1990s
could have played a role in crime decline, if prison had larger-than-average effects during it’s
early expansion phase. Recent research has indeed documented that there are diminishing
deterrent effects of prison as states push up their rates of incarceration.  This is probably due to97

lower payoffs from digging deeper into a pool of less chronic, lower-rate offenders and
individuals caught up in simple drug-possession cases, in order to continue to push up
incarceration rates in the face of a significant drop in serious violent and property crime.98

Averaging the over-all deterrent effect of prison over time, which is the way that most research
has been conducted, appears disguise larger effects early on. As my “maxi forecast” in Figure 4
suggested, larger effects of early-phase incarceration, plus the 50 percent growth in Chicago’s
prisoner count between 1991 and 1999, could have played a significant role in declining crime
during the early 1990s. In addition, the county’s jail population grew a bit more and for a few
years longer than my prisoner estimates. Even though the effect of a spell in jail is doubtless
much weaker than that of a longer stay in prison, this may have also contributed to the mix.

The effects of community mobilization around community policing could have been felt
by the latter half of the 1990s. Extrapolating from the correlations presented earlier, this might
have accounted for 9-15 percent declines in crime. Community factors known to be linked to
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crime appear (the evidence is painfully sparse) to have expanded somewhat in scope in Chicago
between the mid-1990s and early 2000s. CAPS-related mobilization may have accounted for 4-
12 percent of the decline in crime. A very important feature of both beat meeting turnout and
participation in CAPS-related problem solving projects and neighborhood activism this is that
these efforts were over-concentrated in the very areas of the city where crime declined the most,
in higher-crime and predominately African-American police beats. Driven by crime, people
turned out and cooperated with police there in relatively large numbers, over a long period of
time.

In my judgment, the police department became visibly “smarter” and well managed early
in the 2000s. As I noted, beginning in about 2000 they police adopted a number of proven anti-
violence strategies and a focused approach to crime reduction that is consistent with research on
crime control theory. Measures of the implementation of these initiatives over time and at the
beat and district level are correlated with substantial declines in the targeted crimes, post-2000.99

I noted above that the ratio of violent crime arrests to crimes of violence jumped sharply after
2002, a pattern that is consistent with these initiatives. Along this 14-year timeline, the effects of
these initiatives would have come into play just as Chicago’s prisoner count began to decline
perhaps backfilling for declining incarceration rates and any diminishing marginal effects  of
locking up lower-rate, less chronic offenders.

Further Research. Of the factors considered in this report, more research and sheer
information gathering is most needed in the community domain. As I pointed out, many decades
of criminological research have established the importance of community factors in controlling
crime. Strong families, deep informal bonds among neighbors, and a willingness of residents to
intervene to maintain order are linked to lower levels of crime. Even in the face of concentrated
poverty and residential turnover, there is some evidence that a strong infrastructure of
organizations can help sustain a community's capacity for self-healing as well. But little is known
about whether these factors waxed or waned during the 1990s and 2000s, nor how they might
have been affected by community policing programs that emerged across the country. I stressed
that there is an “absence of evidence” concerning their importance in explaining declining levels
of crime, due in large measure to the absence of systematic, over-time data on community
factors. Community mobilization generally speaking is a strategic component of many private,
non-profit, and volunteer efforts at neighborhood revitalization, so understanding the costs and
benefits of those interventions is of broad importance.

Cost. Importantly, this review has said nothing about what the various approaches to
crime control it has considered cost. Some of the factors claimed to have reduced crime are quite
expensive. Adding police to the force costs Chicago taxpayers perhaps $100,000 per officer per
year, when all of the real expenses associated with doing so are factored in. The total cost of
operating the police department is more than $1 billion each year. Prisons are also very
expensive. In Illinois, it costs almost $56,000 per bed to build a new medium security prison, and
the direct cost of housing a prisoner for a year is about $22,600.  Worse, the true annual cost of100

locking someone up that takes into account all of the expenses involved is much higher;
nationally, the real cost is estimated to be about $48,000.  One reason Illinois has new prisons101
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sitting empty is that there is no money to operate them. If analysts’ estimates are right, the prison
population would have to double to obtain another 15-20 percent decline in crime through
incarceration. This experiment would be a vastly expensive enterprise, and certainly would not
be worth the benefit.  The rules of thumb regarding costs are clear: 1) many alternatives to102

incarceration are cheaper than jail; 2) intermediate sanctions are cheaper than prison; and 3)
treatment is cheaper than locking someone up. Outside the domain of the criminal justice system,
a long list of social interventions have proven to be practical, effective, and much cheaper per
crime deterred than virtually anything the criminal justice system has to offer.  A103

comprehensive policy review collecting new and better data probing the origins of the post-1990
decline in crime would also have to factor in what we know about the cost of instituting new
efforts to further speed the drop in crime.
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2. Between 1990 and 2000 the over-all population of the city changed only slightly, rising by 0.6%. This discussion
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motorcycles), and the term “murder” and homicide” are used interchangeably.
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Thomas, S. D. 2004. Leading Causes of Death in Chicago 2002. Chicago Department of Public Health

Epidemiology Program.
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6. Franklin E. Zimring and Gordon Hawkins. 1999. Crime Is Not the Problem: Lethal Violence in America. Oxford

University Press.
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