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Solving Crime, Protecting Communities:

A Blueprint for Safer Streets
By Jillian Snider

At both the federal and state levels, policymakers are
recognizing that clearance rates deserve legislative attention,
not just in response to media scrutiny but also as part of a
long-term strategy to rebuild law enforcement effectiveness
and strengthen communities.

Executive Summary

Case clearance rates—the percentage of crimes that law enforcement
solves—have steadily declined in the United States over the past several
decades. In 2023, just under 51 percent of homicides and 41 percent

of crimes against persons cases were cleared, continuing a troubling
downward trend that leaves victims without justice and communities
without answers.! As serious crimes increasingly go unsolved, public
safety risks escalate, trust in law enforcement deteriorates, and long-term
community stability weakens. The impact of violent crime ripples outward,
contributing to heightened fear, restricted community activity, and lasting
trauma among victims, witnesses, and neighbors.

This policy study examines the key drivers of declining clearance rates,
including staffing shortages, technological and forensic bottlenecks, and
the diminishing willingness of witnesses and victims to cooperate with
investigations. It concludes with a set of strategic recommendations for
lawmakers, law enforcement leaders, and public safety advocates to
consider as they confront the clearance rate crisis. These recommendations
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1.  Federal Bureau of Investigation, “Incidents Cleared by Offense Category, 2023,” Crime Data Explorer, last accessed April 24, 2025. https://cde.ucr.cjis.gov/LATEST/webapp.
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are centered on improving investigative capacity, supporting victim-
centered justice, and restoring clearance rates as a core component of
effective, measurable public safety policy.

Introduction

Clearance rates represent one of the most fundamental responsibilities of
law enforcement: solving crimes. Yet across the United States, agencies are
closing a declining percentage of serious offense cases, even as investigative
technology, data systems, and forensic capabilities have advanced.? This
trend is more than a statistical anomaly—it is a public safety failure with
far-reaching consequences for victims, communities, and the long-term
legitimacy of policing.

At one point in the mid-1960s, the national clearance rate for homicide
exceeded 90 percent.? By 2023, however, that rate had dropped to just
over 50 percent.* For other violent crimes, such as rape and robbery, recent
clearance rates remain well below 40 percent, and property crimes like
burglary and larceny have clearance rates in the single digits.> Although
clearance statistics do not tell the whole story of police effectiveness, they
serve as one of the most visible and consequential measures of whether a
law enforcement agency is identifying offenders and securing justice.

This study provides a comprehensive analysis of the United States’
clearance rate trajectory and the operational, institutional, and societal
factors influencing it. It explores key barriers to case clearance, including
investigator workload, witness cooperation, evidence backlogs, and staffing
shortages—challenges that disproportionately affect under-resourced
agencies and urban departments.®

The study also identifies high-performing states and agencies that have
maintained or improved their clearance rates, offering replicable practices
that support solvability and strengthen public safety outcomes. These
jurisdictions demonstrate that while clearance rates have declined
nationally, targeted institutional strategies—ranging from better evidence
management to community partnerships—can reverse that trend.”

Solving cases is about more than outcomes. It is about holding offenders
accountable, restoring the promise of justice for victims, protecting
communities from future harm, and reaffirming law enforcement’s
essential role in the public safety ecosystem. This paper aims to equip
leaders, lawmakers, and public safety stakeholders with the tools to reverse
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the clearance rate decline and reestablish solvability as a core pillar of
criminal justice strategy.

Why Solving Crime Still Matters

Clearance rates are more than statistical benchmarks; they are foundational
to the legitimacy of law enforcement and the perception of justice within
communities. When cases are not cleared, offenders remain free, victims
lack closure, and public confidence in the criminal justice system steadily
erodes. The consequences are cumulative and corrosive: Declining
solvability not only impairs public safety, but it also weakens the very
mechanisms through which justice is expected to operate.?

Research shows that law enforcement’s ability to solve crimes is a key driver
of public safety.” When offenders perceive that there is a high likelihood

of being caught and punished, they are less likely to engage in criminal
behavior.® This aligns with long-established deterrence theory in criminology,
which emphasizes that the certainty and swiftness of consequences—not
their severity—are what most effectively prevent crime.’ Clearance rates
serve as a critical feedback mechanism—when rates are low, it undermines
deterrence and emboldens repeat offenders.

Public sentiment reinforces these theoretical findings. One recent survey
found that 62 percent of Americans believe that crime is a bigger problem
today than it was only a few years ago, 73 percent say crime is impacting the
way they live their daily lives, and 86 percent are more cautious about where
they go based on safety concerns.'? These findings likely—at least in part—
reflect the visible consequences of unsolved crime and the corresponding
collapse in the perceived certainty of justice.

Recent behavioral research supports this supposition. An evaluation of

the HOPE (Hawaii Opportunity Probation with Enforcement) model found
that participants under a system of consistent and swift sanctions had
significantly lower rates of recidivism than those who were subjected

to wavering and delayed supervision—a result attributed not to harsher
penalties but to the predictability of enforcement.?® These findings align
with broader work in environmental criminology and routine activity theory
and are the cornerstone of situational crime prevention, which posits that
offenders respond rationally to the perceived risks of a given act of crime.**
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When clearance rates fall, the perceived certainty of justice collapses—
especially in communities that are already disproportionately impacted by
violence. In cities like Chicago and Philadelphia, for example, the clearance
rate for nonfatal shootings has fallen below 25 percent—even under 10
percent in some neighborhoods.®

In these environments, retaliatory violence becomes normalized, witness
cooperation diminishes, and law enforcement agencies are viewed less as
a source of safety and more as passive observers. This feedback loop of
unsolved crime and community disengagement is particularly damaging
in cases involving interpersonal violence, where victim cooperation is
essential to securing arrests and convictions.’

Clearance rates also have institutional consequences. Agencies with low
clearance rates may face reduced access to competitive grant funding,
difficulties with recruitment and retention, and weakened interagency
trust.®® Jurors may be more skeptical of circumstantial evidence when
they know the agency involved rarely solves crimes.'® Even internally,
investigators are more prone to burnout and professional disengagement
when their efforts repeatedly fail to produce results.?®

While it is true that not all crimes can be solved, particularly in property
offenses with limited evidence, chronic underperformance in violent crime
clearance especially undermines public safety.? It also exacerbates the
underreporting of crime, as victims and witnesses lose faith that their
cooperation will lead to meaningful outcomes.? This “dark figure” of crime,
long acknowledged in criminology, is compounded when the visible justice

system fails to deliver convictions for reported offenses.? Although clearance rates should
not be the sole measure of police

performance, they remain one of
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Thus, improving clearance rates is not simply about boosting numbers—it is
about demonstrating competence, restoring accountability, and protecting
the public from repeat victimization.

The Long Slide: America’s Clearance Decline

The downward trajectory of case clearance rates in the United States is

not a recent development. It represents a slow but steady erosion that has
been occurring for more than half a century. According to a comprehensive
longitudinal analysis, the national homicide clearance rate fell from over 90
percent in the mid-1960s to roughly 64 percent by the mid-1990s, dropping
even further to just 50.6 percent by 2023 (Figure 1).2* The same trend holds
for other violent offenses like aggravated assault, robbery, and sexual crimes,
with sex-offense clearance rates now falling below 25 percent nationwide.?

Figure 1: U.S. Homicide Clearance Rates, 1960 to 2023
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Source: Data for 1960 from the Offenses Known and Cleared by Arrest section of the U.S. Federal Bureau of
Investigation Uniform Crime Reporting Program, last accessed May 27, 2025; Data for 1965-2023 from the
Murder Accountability Project, last accessed May 27, 2025.

Several criminological and structural explanations account for this multi-
decade decline. One factor is the changing nature of crime itself. In the past,
most homicides occurred between individuals who knew one another—
family members, acquaintances, or domestic partners.?® Today, a higher
percentage of homicides and assaults occur between strangers, within
criminal networks, or in public spaces, making them more difficult to solve.”

In parallel, the decentralization of policing in the United States—where
more than 18,000 local law enforcement agencies operate with vastly
different levels of resources—has contributed to significant disparities
in case solvability.?® For example, many smaller agencies do not have
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dedicated homicide or violent crime units or the forensic tools or personnel
to handle complex investigations.?® Moreover, as crime has become more
mobile and digitally complex, local investigators are often expected to
manage sophisticated cases without the modern training and technology
needed to keep pace.* Technological advances, including the increased
use of surveillance cameras and DNA databases, were expected to boost
clearance rates. However, the opposite has often occurred because of the
overwhelming demand placed on crime labs, digital forensics units, and
public defenders, creating backlogs that delay or prevent prosecution.3!
Across the country, thousands of rape kits remain untested, and digital
forensic analysis in many jurisdictions can take months to process.*

Furthermore, cultural and political dynamics have shaped investigative
priorities and community engagement. As departments have shifted
resources toward community policing, special operations, and
contemporary initiatives, investigative divisions have often been
deprioritized, particularly in jurisdictions facing fiscal constraints.** These
reallocations have created capacity gaps that directly impact solvability.

Ultimately, the clearance rate decline is not the result of a single cause,
but of intersecting pressures on a decentralized law enforcement
system. Understanding that historical context is critical to shaping
modern, evidence-based strategies to reverse the trend and restore
solvability as a primary focus of American policing.

Barriers to Clearing Cases

The sharp decline in clearance rates is not simply a product of shifting crime
patterns or long-term societal trends. It reflects a series of acute, often
overlooked operational challenges that hinder law enforcement’s ability

to investigate and solve crimes effectively. Across jurisdictions large and
small, agencies are grappling with compounding problems such as shrinking
personnel, overwhelming caseloads, inconsistent training standards,
eroding victim/witness cooperation, technological delays, and structural
fragmentation.?* These barriers disproportionately impact departments

with limited resources and few specialized supports, but they also reveal Without targeted investments
broader systemic gaps that cut across the entire policing landscape. in staffing, investigative

) - . . R infrastructure, training, and
Without targeted investments in staffing, investigative infrastructure, interagency collaboration,

L . . . clearance rates are unlikely to
training, and interagency collaboration, clearance rates are unlikely to improve, regardless of broader
improve, regardless of broader crime fluctuations.® crime fluctuations.
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Solving Crime, Protecting Communities:

The investigation process itself is complex and often nonlinear, requiring
careful coordination from the moment a crime is reported through to

arrest and case resolution. Figure 2 shows the typical steps investigators
must navigate, and understanding these steps can help contextualize the

operational challenges outlined in the following sections.

Figure 2: Typical Steps of the Investigative Process

Police Respond

* Take report/victim

Incident | Dozl __,| CaseAssigned | __,

Reported » Conduct preliminary to Investigator o
investigation
* |dentify witnesses
or surveillance

Investigation Begins

Speak to victims and
witnessess

Review surveillance
if available

Track down leads

!

Identify Suspect —> Arrest —>

Too Few Cops, Too Many Cases

Case Cleared

A serious contributor to falling clearance rates is the significant reduction

in sworn officers and the inability of agencies to recruit and retain qualified
personnel.*® The United States faces a troubling law enforcement workforce
crisis, with resignations and retirements increasing by over 45 percent

in major departments between 2020 and 2022.%” Many agencies have
experienced attrition in specialized investigative units, where cases are most
likely to be complex and time-intensive.3® Fewer detectives handling more
cases results in less time per case and fewer investigative leads pursued,

directly undermining solvability.*

Recent national surveys highlight the severity of the problem: Over 70
percent of agencies report greater difficulty hiring compared to five years
ago, and departments in cities like New Orleans and Minneapolis have
seen staffing reductions of up to 40 percent, critically weakening their

investigative capacity.®

As a result, detective caseloads frequently exceed ideal thresholds. It is
recommended that a detective should lead, on average, four to six new

homicide cases and approximately 72 to 96 total cases per year, but

in some

jurisdictions, investigators are seeing caseloads of 500 to 600 or more.*
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University, May 2018. https://cebcp.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/05/LumWellfordInvestigationsProjectFINAL.pdf.

40. Lum et al., “Identifying Effective Investigative Practices: A National Study Using Trajectory Analysis, Case Studies, and Investigative Data.” https://cebcp.org/wp-

content/uploads/2021/05/,WellfordInvestigationsProjectFINAL.pdf.

41. “How do we raise the homicide clearance rate?,” Police Executive Research Forum, Jan. 21, 2023. https://www.policeforum.org/trending21jan23; William Prummell,
“Allocation of Personnel: Investigations,” End Violence Against Women International, last accessed April 24, 2025. https://evawintl.org/resource_library/allocation-of-
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This investigative time deficit translates to lower victim engagement, fewer
follow-ups, and diminished clearance rates.

Burnt Out and Backlogged

Another often overlooked factor contributing to unsolved cases is investigative
burnout. Detectives managing dozens of active investigations at a time must
triage their caseloads, often focusing on the most solvable cases—those with
cooperative witnesses, clear evidence, or immediate threats to public safety.
While triaging is operationally necessary, it results in many low-priority cases
receiving minimal follow-up, particularly if leads fail to materialize quickly.*?
Over time, this creates a backlog of unresolved cases, each representing a
victim left without closure and a suspect who remains unaccountable.®

The cumulative effect of deprioritized cases compounds clearance problems
across agencies. As open cases accumulate, investigators experience
heightened administrative burdens, divided attention, and competing priorities
that further erode their ability to concentrate on any single investigation.

Case overload also increases the likelihood of missed investigative steps,

lapses in evidence preservation, and diminished engagement with victims and
witnesses.* The psychological toll of managing a large number of unresolved
cases contributes to emotional exhaustion, cynicism, and professional
disengagement—key dimensions of investigative burnout.*

Experts posit that when certain cases are not pursued with urgency within

the first 48 to 72 hours, the likelihood of successful closure diminishes
significantly.* Critical leads are most likely to surface in the immediate
aftermath of an offense when witnesses’ memories are fresh and physical
evidence is still recoverable. Delayed responses in investigations not only
reduce solvability but also send a message to victims and communities that
their cases are not important, further undermining trust in law enforcement.*’

With insufficient staffing and structural support, the triage burden placed
on detectives becomes overwhelming, fueling a self-perpetuating cycle.

As investigators are forced to focus on only the most immediately solvable

cases, a growing share of crimes are left largely unattended,

allowing offenders to re-offend and fueling broader cycles of community Investigative burnout is not
o L . . . simply a matter of officer
victimization.*® Investigative burnout is thus not simply a matter of officer wellness—it is an operational
wellness—it is an operational barrier that directly impacts clearance rates barrier that directly impacts
. clearance rates and public
and public safety outcomes.* safety outcomes.
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Training Shortfalls and Missing Blueprints

While major cases like homicides, shootings, and sexual assaults are

often handled by specialized detectives, there is wide inconsistency

across agencies in how investigative standards are taught, reinforced, and
measured.*® Many departments, particularly small and mid-sized ones,
lack formalized training programs or standardized investigative protocols.
Instead, investigators are often left to rely on personal experience, informal
mentorship, or agency-specific practices, which may not consistently align
with national best practices or evolving forensic standards.>!

Research indicates that the absence of structured investigative procedures
increases the risk of missing critical early steps—such as canvassing for
witnesses, collecting time-sensitive surveillance footage, and preserving
digital evidence.” These inconsistencies are compounded by the realities
of modern policing, where first-responding patrol officers, not detectives,
are often the first to interact with witnesses, secure scenes, and preserve
evidence in the immediate aftermath of a crime.>® In many jurisdictions,
investigators may not arrive on scene until hours after the crime has
occurred, by which time crucial physical or testimonial evidence may
already be compromised or lost.>

Without standardized training that spans both initial response and follow-
up investigations, agencies face wide disparities in case quality, even
within their own ranks.>® Variability in initial scene management, evidence
handling, and early investigative decision-making can substantially impact
a case’s solvability potential.>® Departments with higher turnover rates are
particularly vulnerable, as institutional knowledge erodes quickly when
departing officers have relied more on informal learning than formalized
instruction.®’

The lack of consistent investigative frameworks also creates systemic
inequities across jurisdictions. Well-resourced departments with access
to formal training academies and dedicated investigative divisions

may consistently outperform smaller or underfunded agencies, where
investigative practices can vary sharply based on who is assigned to

a case.*® This unevenness not only impacts clearance rates but also
contributes to broader disparities in victim outcomes, public trust, and
prosecutorial success rates across regions.>
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When Witnesses Go Silent

Another major obstacle to successful investigations is the increasing
difficulty in securing witness cooperation. In communities with historically
strained relationships with law enforcement, fear of retaliation, distrust

of the criminal justice system, and a lack of visible case resolution deter
witnesses from coming forward.® In some urban areas, police departments
report that witnesses refuse to provide information in more than half of all
shootings or homicides.®!

This erosion of cooperation is not only a symptom of broader societal
divisions—it is also the result of a feedback loop. As more crimes go
unsolved, communities lose faith in the police, and as that trust declines,
cooperation falls further.® Witness reluctance is particularly acute in violent
crime cases, where the risks of retaliation seem high and the perceived
protections for cooperating witnesses are often weakest.®

Cultural factors also exacerbate the problem. In many neighborhoods,
longstanding “no snitching” norms discourage community members from
engaging with law enforcement, regardless of the severity of the crime.®*
The rise of social media has amplified these pressures, with witnesses
sometimes facing public exposure or reputational threats for cooperating.®
Additionally, in areas where clearance rates are chronically low, witnesses
may rationally conclude that providing information carries personal risk
without a corresponding likelihood of justice being served.%

Victim cooperation follows a similar pattern. Victims who perceive the

. . . . R Victims who perceive the system
system as ineffective or unresponsive are less likely to maintain engagement

as ineffective or unresponsive

with investigators, particularly in cases where arrests are delayed or initial are less |iKeJ|£Y t.c,:h"jaintagln ;

. . . . . engagement wi Investigators,
leads falter.®” Over time, this cycle of distrust undermines the perceived pa?t-,gma”y in cases whe?e
legitimacy of law enforcement and weakens the broader community’s f‘er‘_:gzt:aﬁ;e‘rde'ayed or initial

willingness to report crimes, identify suspects, or testify in court.®®

The operational consequences for investigative units are severe.
Without cooperative witnesses or victims, cases often stall in their
earliest stages, forcing detectives to rely solely on physical evidence or
circumstantial information. Clearance rates inevitably suffer, particularly
in crimes involving interpersonal violence where testimonial evidence is
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critical. As the gap between reported crimes and solved cases widens,
communities increasingly view the justice system as distant, ineffective,
or even indifferent to their experiences.®

Forensics in the Slow Lane

technological advances do not always lead to faster case resolution.”
In reality, crime labs across the United States face growing backlogs in
testing DNA, digital evidence, and ballistics, which can significantly delay

Contrary to public perception shaped by media portrayals of crime-solving,
O

<D

investigative progress.” Some states take more than a year to process Some states take more than a
- .. . . year to process complex DNA

complex DNA profiles, and digital forensics labs have seen exponential profiles, and digital forensics

growth in data volume without a corresponding increase in personnel or labs have seen exponential

. 7 growth in data volume without

infrastructure. a corresponding increase in

personnel or infrastructure.
For instance, the Houston Forensic Science Center reported delays of nine

months to a year for DNA tests and 12 to 14 months for ballistics analysis,
substantially slowing down case progress.” Similarly, the Tennessee Bureau
of Investigation’s firearms evidence backlog stretched to 71 weeks as of
March 2025, despite efforts to reduce processing times.”

The bottleneck in forensic analysis reduces an investigator’s ability to act on
leads in a timely manner, and these time delays not only affect prosecutions
but also weaken victim engagement and witness memory—factors critical to
securing confessions or identifications.” Departments with limited funding
often rely on overburdened state labs, creating further delays in jurisdictions
that cannot afford independent forensic capacity.”

Digital forensic units are also grappling with backlogs resulting from an
increasing volume of data. Practitioners have reported that insufficient
triage tools and manual prioritization processes contribute significantly to
delays, with many labs facing challenges in analyzing multiple devices per
case.”” These cumulative delays not only hinder the timely administration
of justice but also erode public confidence in the justice system.
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Silos, Not Solutions

The fragmented structure of American policing contributes to disjointed
crime data, investigative resources, and jurisdictional authority.”® Agencies
operating in adjacent areas often lack real-time data sharing or common
case management platforms, resulting in missed connections between
related crimes or suspects.” This is especially true in multijurisdictional
crimes such as serial burglaries, gang-related shootings, or vehicle thefts.®

Fragmentation is rooted not only in the sheer number of independent
law enforcement agencies, but also in the wide variation in agency size,
technological capacity, and investigative protocols.®* Even when crimes
cross city or county lines, there is often no standardized mechanism for
agencies to alert one another to emerging patterns, active suspects, or
forensic leads.?? Jurisdictional boundaries are often invisible to the public
but can severely hinder the flow of investigative information, creating
artificial barriers to solving crimes that span multiple regions.®

The absence of interoperable case management systems or shared criminal
intelligence networks further compounds investigative challenges. In many
regions, detectives must manually coordinate with neighboring agencies
through informal phone calls, ad hoc meetings, or outdated paper record
exchanges.?* This lack of standardized processes delays critical investigative
steps and increases the risk of duplicative efforts, missed witnesses, or
conflicting suspect identifications.

Structural fragmentation is especially detrimental in complex, evolving
crime patterns such as organized retail theft, human trafficking, or intercity
gang violence, where rapid, multiagency coordination is essential.®®
Without consistent, institutionalized communication pathways, individual
investigators are often left to navigate bureaucratic hurdles that have little
to do with investigative skill and everything to do with systemic inefficiency.

The operational consequences are significant. Cases that could benefit
from pooled resources, shared intelligence, and coordinated suspect
apprehensions often instead stagnate, leaving offenders free to continue
victimizing communities across multiple jurisdictions.® Over time, the
inability to connect related crimes or share investigative momentum across
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agencies erodes public trust not just in one department, but in the broader
criminal justice system’s capacity to deliver justice effectively.®’

State-Level Contrasts

While national clearance rates offer a broad view of solvability trends, they
mask stark differences among states and local jurisdictions. Some states
have implemented proactive strategies to bolster investigative capacity
and community engagement, whereas others continue to struggle with
clearance rates well below the national average.

Figure 3 shows that states like Delaware, Idaho, and Vermont have
consistently maintained higher-than-average clearance rates for violent
crimes (71, 69, and 76 percent, respectively).® These jurisdictions often
benefit from several interrelated factors:

e Smaller populations and lower overall crime rates®

e Higher levels of witness cooperation and community engagement*
e Integrated state lab services and shorter forensic turnaround times*!
e Strong interagency coordination, particularly in rural regions®?

Figure 3: Violent Crime Case Clearance Rates in Select States, 2023

Source: “50-State Crime Data, Trends in Violent Crime and Accountability, Solved violent crime, 2023,” Council
of State Governments, last accessed May 20, 2025. https://projects.csgjusticecenter.org/tools-for-states-to-
address-crime/50-state-crime-data.

Over the last decade, the number of officers per 1,000 crimes committed in
Delaware has increased by approximately 16 percent, and these additional
resources may have allowed for a more appropriate allocation to solve

R Street Policy Study
No. 327

June 2025

\Y%

(!

Some states have implemented
proactive strategies to bolster
investigative capacity and
community engagement,
whereas others continue to
struggle with clearance rates
well below the national average.

87. Ponomarenko. https://www.law.georgetown.edu/american-criminal-law-review/in-print/volume-59-number-4-fall-2022/our-fragmented-approach-to-public-safety.
88. “50-State Crime Data: Trends in Violent Crime and Accountability,” Council of State Governments Justice Center, last accessed April 24, 2025. https://projects.

csgjusticecenter.org/tools-for-states-to-address-crime/50-state-crime-data.

89. “Evidence-Based Crime Reduction Strategies for Small, Rural, and Tribal Agencies,” International Association of Chiefs of Police, 2021. https://www.

ruraljusticecollaborative.org/ __data/assets/pdf_file/0028/71785/EB-Crime-Reduction-Tribal-Agencies.pdf.

90. “National Case Closed Project: Summarizing the State of the Evidence on Effective Shooting Investigations,” U.S. Department of Justice, May 18, 2023. https://

nationalcaseclosed.org/toolkit/docs/14876_NCCP_Translational_Brief_State_of Evidence_5-17-23.pdf.

91. National Institute of Justice, “Comprehensive Needs Assessment of Forensic Laboratories and Medical Examiner/Coroner Offices Points to Solutions for a System
Under Stress,” U.S. Department of Justice, May 27, 2020. https://nij.ojp.gov/topics/articles/comprehensive-needs-assessment-forensic-laboratories-and-medical-

examinercoroner.

92. International Association of Chiefs of Police. https://www.ruraljusticecollaborative.org/ _data/assets/pdf_file/0028/71785/EB-Crime-Reduction-Tribal-Agencies.pdf.

R Street Policy Study—Solving Crime, Protecting Communities: A Blueprint for Safer Streets

www.rstreet.org—13


http://www.rstreet.org
https://projects.csgjusticecenter.org/tools-for-states-to-address-crime/50-state-crime-data
https://projects.csgjusticecenter.org/tools-for-states-to-address-crime/50-state-crime-data
https://www.law.georgetown.edu/american-criminal-law-review/in-print/volume-59-number-4-fall-2022/our-fragmented-approach-to-public-safety
https://projects.csgjusticecenter.org/tools-for-states-to-address-crime/50-state-crime-data/
https://projects.csgjusticecenter.org/tools-for-states-to-address-crime/50-state-crime-data/
https://www.ruraljusticecollaborative.org/__data/assets/pdf_file/0028/71785/EB-Crime-Reduction-Tribal-Agencies.pdf
https://www.ruraljusticecollaborative.org/__data/assets/pdf_file/0028/71785/EB-Crime-Reduction-Tribal-Agencies.pdf
https://nationalcaseclosed.org/toolkit/docs/14876_NCCP_Translational_Brief_State_of_Evidence_5-17-23.pdf
https://nationalcaseclosed.org/toolkit/docs/14876_NCCP_Translational_Brief_State_of_Evidence_5-17-23.pdf
https://nij.ojp.gov/topics/articles/comprehensive-needs-assessment-forensic-laboratories-and-medical-examinercoroner
https://nij.ojp.gov/topics/articles/comprehensive-needs-assessment-forensic-laboratories-and-medical-examinercoroner
https://www.ruraljusticecollaborative.org/__data/assets/pdf_file/0028/71785/EB-Crime-Reduction-Tribal-Agencies.pdf

R Street Policy Study

Street  Solving Crime, Protecting Communities: No. 327

oo, A BlU@pPrint for Safer Streets June 2025

crime.®® Vermont has leveraged a centralized intelligence center that is

overseen by its state police to collect, analyze, and disseminate information

by working in partnership with local, state, and federal entities.®* South

Dakota’s centralized crime lab and consistent investment in detective

training have also played a role in maintaining high clearance rates despite ®®®
limited staffing.%®

In contrast, Georgia, Ohio, Michigan, New Mexico, and Texas illustrate the

solvability challenges facing larger and more decentralized law enforcement Larger and more decentralized
% law enforcement systems are
systems.’® These states have clearance rates of 31, 30, 45, 29, and 33 increasingly facing solvability

percent, respectively (Figure 3).% challenges.

Georgia has continued to see a steady worsening of overall clearance
rates, and even with violent crime rates slowly restabilizing since 2021,
Atlanta, specifically, has seen an approximately 20-point decline in violent
crime case clearance rates since 2010.%8 Similarly, Ohio was ranked as one
of the worst states when it comes to solving violent crime, with certain
law enforcement agencies in Cleveland, Columbus, and Delaware County
having uncleared case rates exceeding 80 percent.”

Michigan has also experienced solvability challenges, especially in Ann
Arbor, where clearance rates for violent crimes have fallen approximately
20 percentage points since 2015.2° However, the Michigan House recently
passed bipartisan legislation to implement a Public Safety and Violence
Prevention Fund to better support local law enforcement agencies and
community violence intervention groups around the state.'*

Even with increased state government funding for law enforcement, New
Mexico continues to have low case clearance rates for violent crimes.'%?
Lawmakers have pointed to issues with drug cartels and vandalism in

cities like Albuquerque and Santa Fe and have suggested that solutions
beyond additional funding are needed.'® Chief among such solutions is
increased data sharing between law enforcement agencies to improve case
resolutions.’®
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Texas has its own set of unique challenges as well. Although cities like
Houston and El Paso have made notable gains, clearance rates across the
state continue to sit well below the national average.'® Contributing factors
include large geographic coverage areas, wide disparities in agency size

and resourcing, and a persistent shortage of investigators. Although the
state has introduced bills to strengthen law enforcement’s ability to solve
violent and sexual crimes, many agencies continue to report unsustainable
workloads and limited analytic support.1®

Strategies for Clearing Cases

Although clearance rates have considerably worsened on a national level,
several jurisdictions—both large and small—have demonstrated that
meaningful improvements in case solvability are possible with targeted
investment, operational innovation, and policy alignment. These best
practices offer evidence-based models for agencies seeking to strengthen
investigative outcomes.*”’

Cold-Case and Shooting Squads

One of the most effective strategies employed by high-performing agencies
is the creation of specialized units focused exclusively on unsolved
homicides and shootings.'% These units are staffed by experienced
detectives, forensic analysts, and sometimes prosecutors, and they are
designed to follow up on leads long after a case goes cold.

After years of worsening shooting clearance rates in Philadelphia, the
creation of a dedicated nonfatal shooting unit has contributed to a modest
but sustained increase in clearance rates.’® Similarly, in Milwaukee, the police
department’s Homicide Review Commission tracks unsolved homicides in real
time to allocate investigative resources and assess procedural gaps. As this
approach expanded to more agencies across the state, homicide clearance
rates in Wisconsin increased more than 20 percentage points.*'°

These initiatives are most effective when adequately supported by grant
funding, cross-agency task forces, and legislative mandates that encourage
multiyear tracking and follow-through.

Gun Traces that Get Results

Linking firearms to suspects through shell casings and ballistics imaging
has become a core strategy in solving both fatal and nonfatal shootings.
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Agencies that have adopted the Crime Gun Intelligence Center (CGIC)
model and deployed National Integrated Ballistic Information Network
(NIBIN) technology—and paired them with timely forensic analysis—have
significantly improved clearance outcomes for gun crimes.

Departments in Denver, Milwaukee, and Chicago have implemented these
types of strategies to enhance their investigative processes by focusing

on immediate collection, management, and analysis of gun evidence to
identify shooters, disrupt criminal activity, and prevent future violence.!*?
While specific metrics vary, evaluations have shown that the CGIC
operations in Milwaukee and Denver have led to improved coordination,
faster lead generation, and increased arrests related to gun crimes.*?

In Chicago, focused gun training and intelligence-sharing efforts have
contributed to strengthened investigative capabilities, although clearance
rate gains have been uneven across districts.''*

Recent case study evidence confirms that agencies prioritizing forensic Recent case study evidence
dinati includi id traci d shell . Ivsi confirms that agencies
coordination, including rapid gun tracing and shell casing analysis, are more prioritizing forensic coordination,
likely to achieve higher long-term clearance rates.!*® Study results showed including rapid gun tracing and
. . . . . . . shell casing analysis, are more
that high-performing agencies systematically integrated forensic, ballistic, likely to achieve higher long-
and intelligence resources into their investigative workflows, improving term clearance rates.

lead generation and case progression.!®

Smarter Analysts, Faster Leads

Departments that embed civilian criminal and forensic analysts within
investigative units experience improvements in case resolution rates
through better suspect identification, pattern recognition, and resource
triage.'” Crime analysts are adept at connecting otherwise unrelated
incidents, prioritizing leads based on solvability factors, and flagging
offender patterns.?®

Agencies in Davenport, lowa, Amarillo, Texas, and Salisbury, North
Carolina, have adopted data analytics platforms that allow investigators to
monitor clearance performance, manage caseloads, identify investigative
hurdles, and track solvability metrics over time.!*® These systems have
enabled departments to identify gaps earlier in investigations, allocate
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resources more efficiently, and implement data-driven supervisory reviews
to sustain case momentum.?® By making investigative progress visible
across command staff and operational teams, these systems reinforce
accountability while improving both the speed and quality of investigative
responses.!?!

A recent eight-agency clearance study found that departments that
embedded crime analysts and forensic intelligence specialists within their
investigative teams showed stronger case follow-up, faster investigative
cycle times, and greater lead development compared to agencies that
lacked dedicated analytic support.’?? Injecting this support into investigative
divisions also alleviates some workload pressure from detectives, allowing
sworn personnel to focus on fieldwork while civilian analysts handle
complex data tasks.*?

Keeping Victims and Witnesses Close

Investing in victim services, whether through dedicated internal units or
partnerships with advocacy organizations, has been shown to enhance
witness cooperation and reduce victim attrition rates.!* Such investments
foster trust between law enforcement and the community, leading to more
effective investigations and improved public safety outcomes.®

The Trumbull Police Department in Connecticut has expanded its victim-

assistance efforts by embedding social work services directly within the
The Trumbull Police Department

department, which enables immediate support for individuals facing in Connecticut reports that
domestic violence.'?® The department reports that integrating social integrating social services
. . . .. . L . into its policing model has
services into its policing model has improved victim engagement, increased improved victim engagement,
service referrals, and strengthened case outcomes in incidents involving increased service referrals, and
. 17 strengthened case outcomes in
vulnerable populations. incidents involving vulnerable

populations.
Similarly, the Grand Rapids Police Department as well as the Mecosta and
Osceola County Sheriff’s Offices in Michigan have established a Victim
Services Unit (VSU) to support families coping with the loss of loved ones,
violent crime victimization, and traumatic events.*?® The VSU bridges
the gap between law enforcement and prosecutorial victim advocates,
providing short-term crisis intervention, emotional support, and resource
navigation. Volunteers, trained by the Michigan Sheriff’s Association, serve
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121. Ibid.; Police Executive Research Forum. https://www.policeforum.org/assets/homicideinvestigations.pdf.

122. Lum et al., Differences Between High and Low Performing Police Agencies in Clearing Robberies, Aggravated Assaults, and Burglaries: Findings From an Eight-Agency
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125. Emily Wright and Bree Boppre, “Enhancing and Professionalizing the Victim Services Field Should Be a National Priority,” Urban Institute, March 2024. https://www.
urban.org/sites/default/files/2024-03/Enhancing_and_Professionalizing_the_Victim_Services_Field_Should_Be_a_National_Priority.pdf.

126. Shaniece Holmes-Brown, “Trumbull police department’s new social worker offers support in wake of domestic violence uptick,” CT Post, Feb. 15, 2025. https://www.
ctpost.com/news/article/trumbull-police-department-domestic-violence-20051434.php.

127. Ibid.

128. Cathie Crew, “Mecosta Osceola Victim Services Unit goes live,” Big Rapid News, May 10, 2022. https://www.bigrapidsnews.com/news/article/Mecosta-Osceola-
Victim-Services-Unit-goes-live-17159247.php; Adriana Doria, “GRPD’s Victim Services Unit ‘helps people navigate the system,” WoodTV.com, April 4, 2025. https://
www.woodtv.com/news/grand-rapids/grpds-victim-services-unit-helps-people-navigate-the-system.
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multiple 12-hour shifts monthly and have contributed to improved follow-
up engagement and increased witness participation during investigations.?

A multi-agency study showed that these types of structured, proactive
victim and witness engagement strategies that included consistent
follow-up communications and dedicated liaisons helped departments
achieve higher clearance rates, particularly in cases requiring community
cooperation.*® Maintaining ongoing contact with victims, regardless of
whether a case is active, demonstrates a department’s commitment

to community concerns.®! Consistent and sustained communication
significantly enhances victim trust and cooperation, both of which are
critical for successful investigations and prosecutions.**? By prioritizing
victim engagement from first response through case resolution, law
enforcement agencies improve case solvability, reinforce procedural justice,
and strengthen broader community relations.**?

Teaming Up to Solve More

Smaller agencies, in particular, benefit from forming regional investigative
In Massachusetts, state

partnerships. In Massachusetts, state police detective units are embedded police detective units are
within each of the 11 district attorney offices across the state’s 14 embedded within each of the
. o o L . 11 district attorney offices
counties, providing specialized homicide investigation support to smaller across the state’s 14 counties,
departments that lack dedicated units.’** Although this model is not the providing specialized homicide
o ; . investigation support to smaller
standard, the state’s homicide clearance rate over the last five years is departments that lack dedicated

significantly higher than the national average—over 90 percent compared units.

to the national norm of around 50 percent.**®

Connecticut’s Hamden Police Department also exemplifies effective
collaboration by working closely with neighboring agencies and federal
partners to solve cold cases.*® By combining resources and sharing
information, these relationships have led to breakthroughs in long-
unsolved cases.™’

Such models enable resource scaling that would otherwise be unattainable
at the local level, preserving investigative quality and improving
timeliness.’*® Interagency partnerships facilitate broader intelligence-
sharing, expedite suspect tracking across jurisdictions, and reduce the
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136. Lianna Nela, “How Hamden police works with other agencies to crack cold cases and solve crime,” HQNN, Nov. 30, 2021. https://hgnn.org/2021/11/30/how-hamden-
police-works-with-other-agencies-to-crack-cold-cases-and-solve-crime.

137. Ibid.

138. Jill Paccione-Frometa, “Strengthening public safety: How cross-agency data sharing helps identify regional crime trends,” Police1, Nov. 29, 2023. https://www.policel.
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duplication of investigative efforts.®*® Furthermore, cross-agency data
sharing has proven instrumental in identifying regional crime trends, which
enables law enforcement agencies to proactively address emerging threats
and allocate resources more effectively.'*°

Rebuilding the Ranks

To address investigative burnout and skill gaps, law enforcement agencies
are implementing training initiatives and expanding their workforces. The
Houston police department has been actively recruiting qualified officer
candidates to bolster its personnel needs, aiming to enhance its capacity to
address violent crime concerns.'*! Over the past few years, the department
has sought funding to hire new detectives specifically for violent crime
units, citing a direct link between staffing levels and clearance rates.'*> They
are also moving additional personnel to other investigative divisions that
focus on crimes against persons to address staffing shortages.'*

In New York, Governor Kathy Hochul announced nearly $39 million in state
funding for law enforcement agencies and community-based organizations
in Monroe County.'* This investment includes deploying up to 25 additional
state police personnel to assist the City of Rochester Police Department,
aiming to further reduce gun violence and crime in the area.'®

California has also taken significant steps to enhance its law enforcement
capabilities.'*® Recently, Governor Gavin Newsome announced the
deployment of more than 100 new California Highway Patrol officers
across the state, marking the successful completion of an intense, 26-week
training program.'*” This initiative is part of the state’s broader efforts to
bolster public safety, combat organized retail crime, and improve case
clearance rates.'*®

Research shows that agencies with appropriately staffed investigative
units, particularly those that conduct staffing analyses based on case
volume, achieve better clearance rates and have lower investigator
burnout compared to departments that under-resource their investigative
divisions.* This underscores the importance of investing in law
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enforcement training and personnel expansion to improve investigative
outcomes and public safety.

While the strategies described above showcase promising practices,

not all agencies operate under the same conditions. Table 1 shows a
recent comparative analysis of high- and low-performing departments,
which revealed key organizational, leadership, and resource differences
that influence solvability. These contrasts underscore the structural
modifications and support systems necessary to improve clearance rates
across diverse agency types.

Table 1: Comparisons of Case Clearances: High-Performing vs.
Low-Performing Agencies

High-Performing Low-Performing

Organizational Specialized investigative units ~ Generalist model
Structure
Leadership Active support from leaders Limited engagement of leaders
Resources Experienced and well-trained High caseload for detectives

personnel
Investigative Systematic approaches to Ad hoc methods
Practices investigations
Crime Analysts In-house analytical capacity No crime analysts
Forgnsic Forensics and digital evidence  Limited forensic support
Assistance support and partnerships

Source: Cynthia Lum et al., “Differences Between High and Low Performing Police Agencies in Clearing
Robberies, Aggravated Assaults, and Burglaries: Findings from an Eight-Agency Case Study,” Police Quarterly
27:2(2024), pp. 135-157. https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/full/10.1177/10986111231182728.

Key Recommendations

To reverse the nationwide decline in clearance rates and restore
investigative solvability as a core measure of public safety performance,
law enforcement agencies should focus on the following five core strategies
informed by evidence-based best practices.

Expand dedicated investigative units by funding cold-case teams, fatal/
nonfatal shooting teams, gun crime intelligence units, and embedded
civilian crime and forensic analysts. Agencies should also adopt solvability
benchmarks, standardize follow-up protocols, and report clearance rates as
part of competitive grant eligibility.

Support forensic turnaround-time improvements and technology upgrades

by making investments to reduce DNA, digital evidence, and ballistic ?\
backlogs; expanding regional forensic lab capacity (especially for under- | (’p\?
resourced jurisdictions); and enhancing lab-to-detective communication |||Ii'||||

(e.g., real-time access to forensic results).
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Institutionalize regional task forces and data-sharing to support cross-
jurisdictional investigation and real-time coordination. This should include
the development of shared solvability dashboards and case-tracking
platforms to improve transparency and reduce investigative fragmentation.

o[l

Strengthen victim and witness support services by improving trauma-
informed interview practices, expanding relocation or intimidation-
mitigation resources, and maintaining optimal victim contact throughout
investigations.

Fund workforce expansion and specialized training to address burnout
and resource shortfalls. Agencies should hire more detectives (especially
for violent crime units), deploy supplemental investigative personnel

to overwhelmed departments, and integrate investigative training into
academy training and patrol cross-training.

Q@ ®

Conclusion

Clearance rates are more than numbers—they are a measure of whether
justice is real or merely promised. When crimes go unsolved, it sends a
dangerous message that accountability is optional, that victims are forgotten,
and that violence is tolerated; but that should not be our reality. Across the
country, some agencies are bucking the trend through smart staffing, better
technology, victim-centered practices, and regional collaborations. At both
the federal and state levels, policymakers are recognizing that clearance rates
deserve legislative attention, not just in response to media scrutiny but also
as part of a long-term strategy to rebuild law enforcement effectiveness and
strengthen communities.

The evidence is clear: Low clearance rates embolden offenders, traumatize
victims, and erode public confidence. The evidence is also promising and
shows that sweeping overhauls or ideological crusades are not necessary to
improve clearance rates. Doing so requires steady investment in the people,
tools, and systems that help law enforcement solve cases. It means giving
detectives time to investigate, victims reason to believe, and communities

faith that justice will follow a crime—not simply vanish in its aftermath. The We must invest in policing
. . . . . . fundamentals, hold the line of
path to restoring solvability is not complicated. We must invest in policing public safety, and prove that
fundamentals, hold the line of public safety, and prove that when crimes are when crimes are committed,
) T ) justice will answer—not someday,
committed, justice will answer—not someday, but now. but now.

About the Author
Jillian Snider is a resident senior fellow on the R Street Institute’s Criminal Justice and Civil Liberties

team and a retired New York City police officer. She produces research and commentary on public policy
related to all stages of the criminal justice system with a focus on policing.

R Street Policy Study—Solving Crime, Protecting Communities: A Blueprint for Safer Streets www.rstreet.org—21


http://www.rstreet.org

R Street Policy Study
Solving Crime, Protecting Communities: No. 327

e, A BlUEpPrint for Safer Streets June 2025

Street

Appendix A: Notable Federal Legislation Aimed at Increasing Case Clearance Rates, 2021 to 2025

In addition to departmental changes, federal legislation plays an important role in strengthening law enforcement’s capacity to

solve violent crime. Over the past several years, Congress has introduced and advanced several bills aimed at increasing clearance
rates through funding, training, forensic modernization, and cold case resolution. This table provides a summary of notable federal
efforts introduced or enacted from 2021 to 2025 that seek to improve solvability through targeted investments and policy change.

Year Companion/
Title Introduced Summary Status Related Bills
H.R. 5768 VICTIM Act of 2022 2021 Authorizes $100 million annually through  Passed H.R. 1377
2032 to fund grants for law enforcement ~ House S. 4402

agencies to improve clearance rates for
homicides, shootings, and other violent
crimes through enhanced staffing,
investigative training, forensic technology,
and victim services

H.R. 3359 Homicide Victims' 2021 Allows cold case murder reviews upon Became law S. 4549
Families' Rights Act request; aims to reduce backlog and
of 2021 improve clearance

H.R. 6688 Cold Case 2023 Expands eligibility for federal forensic Introduced  N/A
Modernization Act grants to allow the identification of

unidentified human remains regardless
of homicide determination, supporting
modern cold-case resolution

H.R. 5721 Rape Kit Backlog 2023 Requires states to inventory, track, and Introduced  N/A
Progress Act of report the status of sexual assault kits
2023 to qualify for DOJ funding, increasing

transparency and supporting timely
investigative and prosecutorial action

H.R. 7308 VICTIM Act of 2024 2024 Updated version of VICTIM Act of 2022 Introduced S. 3763
with expanded eligibility and oversight
mechanisms; provides funding for
detective hiring, cold-case units, digital
tools, and victim support

S. 1079 Restoring Law and 2025 Establishes a $500 million DOJ- Introduced  N/A
Order Act of 2025 administered grant program to support
law enforcement hiring, violent crime
deterrence, forensic backlog reduction,
and anti-trafficking initiatives through
redirected federal funds

H.R. 1353 Justice for Murder 2025 Removes any time limitation between Introduced  S. 960
Victims Act a criminal act and the victim’s eventual
death in federal homicide prosecutions,
supporting cold-case viability and long-
term justice outcomes

H.R. 1010 BADGES for Native 2025 Requires reporting on missing/murdered  Introduced S. 390
Communities Act Indigenous persons; aims to improve data
and coordination
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