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Free markets. Real solutions.

The Perception Paradox: How Misaligned
Public Beliefs About Crime Undermine
the Full Continuum of Public Safety

By Jillian Snider

The current moment offers a rare opportunity—crime rates are
falling, crime data is steadily improving, and public fear is finally
beginning to ease. Together, these conditions make it possible

to institutionalize the strategies that produced the decline and
to bring public belief into line with the evidence before the next
cycle of alarm reopens the gap. That work is within reach.

Executive Summary

National crime data has moved in an encouraging direction for the past several
years. Data from the Federal Bureau of Investigation (FBI) shows that violent
crime fell an estimated 4.5 percent in 2024, bringing the national violent crime
rate to its lowest level since 1969, while murder rates declined 14.9 percent.!
Final 2025 data shows the improvement accelerating, with the largest year-
to-year declines in violent crime and murder rates since the FBI estimations
began in 1936 and a murder rate tied for the lowest ever recorded.?
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While the trend is genuine and worth crediting, many Americans do not yet

feel the difference. In 2023, a record 63 percent of U.S. adults called crime an
extremely or very serious national problem, and those who reported being
afraid to walk alone at night near their home reached a three-decade high.
Perceptions have since moderated: By 2025, the serious-problem figure had
fallen to 49 percent and the fear measure to 31 percent. Even so, the gap
between what the data shows and what the public believes remains substantial.?
More important than the direction of the gap is its persistence. Public perception
of crime has repeatedly deviated from the measured reality of crime statistics.
This discrepancy is not a polling artifact. Because perception drives funding,
enforcement priorities, deployment, and trust, a persistent misalignment

between belief and data skews all four, which is itself a public safety problem. By 2025, the serious-

. . . . . problem figure had fallen
This study argues that crime perception is a core public safety variable. Its to 49 percent and the fear
central claim is that public perception of crime, however loosely tied to the measure to 31 percent. Even

. . . so, the gap between what
data, functions as an operating input to the public safety system—one that the data shows and what
shapes appropriations, drives the deployment of officers and investigators, gﬁﬁspt‘;%[c'fa:)e“eves remains

and conditions the public trust on which the whole effort depends. When that
input is poorly calibrated to actual harm, the costs carry through every stage
of the continuum, from deployment to the back end of the system. An agency
that ignores what its community fears would forfeit legitimacy, so the practical
question is one of calibration—whether the resources that public perception
sets in motion land where harm is concentrated, and what it costs public
safety when they do not.

To show how this works in practice, this study inverts the question that
dominates research on policing and public opinion. Most of that research
asks how police tactics shape what communities believe; this study asks the
reverse—how does community perception shape what police do? Drawing
on a national set of 51 documented enforcement actions from 2021 through
2026, each publicly tied to a community concern, complaint, or publicly
identified community crime problem, it finds a consistent pattern in which
visible, complaint-generating problems reliably draw visible enforcement
responses, sometimes well aligned with evidence and sometimes not.*

Introduction

Reported crime in the United States has been declining for most of the past
three decades, but public belief has rarely reflected that decline.> After a
significant pandemic-era rise in violence that peaked in 2020 and 2021, crime
rates have fallen for multiple consecutive years, with 2025 figures being among
the lowest recorded in decades.® There is reason to view that rebound as more

3. Megan Brenan, “Crime in U.S. Seen as Less Serious for Second Straight Year,” Gallup, Oct. 30, 2025. https://news.gallup.com/poll/697124/crime-seen-less-serious-
second-straight-year.aspx.

4.  Author’s compilation of 51 documented U.S. law enforcement actions, 2021-2026, drawn from agency press releases and local news reports quoting agencies.
Each case was coded for jurisdiction, the community concern that prompted it, the enforcement approach taken, that approach’s alignment with evidence-based
practice, and the measure of success, if any, the cited source reported.

5.  Ernesto Lopez and Amanda Graham, “Perception and Reality: Understanding Crime Concerns in the United States,” Council on Criminal Justice, April 2026. https://
counciloncj.org/perception-and-reality-understanding-crime-concerns-in-the-united-states.

6. Federal Bureau of Investigation, “FBI Releases 2025 Reported Crimes in the Nation Statistics.” https://www.fbi.gov/news/press-releases/fbi-releases-2025-
reported-crimes-in-the-nation-statistics.
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than good luck. A recent macro-criminological analysis modeled five decades
of national crime against 15 gradual structural conditions, from residential
turnover and homeownership to civic engagement and guardianship, and
found that those conditions kept improving through 2020 and 2021 even as
homicide jumped by roughly one-third in a single year; once the disruptions of
the pandemic era receded, homicide settled back onto the trajectory those 15
structural conditions predicted all along.” The spike, in other words, behaved
like a temporary shock to a stable system rather than a reversal of it. Public
belief, however, absorbed the shock immediately and has been far slower to
recover. For much of the same period, most U.S. adults polled believed that
crime was rising and reported feeling less safe.

The distance between measured and perceived realities is not new, but its
recent scale is striking, and the mechanisms sustaining it have grown more
powerful. A fragmented media environment, an always-on stream of viral
incident footage, and the deepening partisanship of crime as a political issue
have combined to keep public fear only loosely tethered to underlying data.

Research on crime and public

Genuine confusion within the data has compounded the gap: For several opinion has overwhelmingly
., . . R . . focused on how policing
years, the nation’s two principal crime measures—the FBI’s Uniform Crime tactics shape what
Reporting (UCR) program and the Bureau of Justice Statistics’ (BJS) National ;:onlwmbuni:ies. be"?l'\llw? antdd
. e . . e - eel about crime. This stu
Crime Victimization Survey (NCVS)—pointed in opposite directions, making it deliberately reverses that y
reasonable for people to wonder which was accurate.® inquiry. It treats community

perception as an input rather
Whatever its sources, the gap raises a question the literature has largely left than an output.
unasked. Research on crime and public opinion has overwhelmingly focused
on how policing tactics shape what communities believe and feel about crime.
This study deliberately reverses that inquiry. It treats community perception
as an input rather than an output and asks how that perception shapes
the behavior of law enforcement and the broader public safety enterprise:
how fear and complaint drive deployment, how political pressure translates
perceived danger into command-level priorities, and how the allocation of

scarce public resources follows belief as much as data.

This study arrives at a significant moment. Public alarm about crime has
eased from its 2023 peak, and crime data itself has become timelier and more
accessible than at any other point in the modern era. The FBI now publishes
national data monthly rather than annually, and in May 2026 issued its first
preliminary annual estimates.® In addition, independent projects such as the
Real-Time Crime Index and the Live Crime Tracker maintained by NORC at

the University of Chicago aggregate hundreds of local open-data feeds into
national trend dashboards. Together, those two shifts create a rare opening
to recalibrate—to lock in the gains, credit the strategies that produced them,

7. Scott M. Mourtgos and lan T. Adams, “Criminogenic Entropy: A Macro-Criminology,” CrimRxiv (preprint), June 8, 2026. https://www.crimrxiv.com/pub/bidrekc9.

8. Janet Lauritsen and Ernesto Lopez, “When Crime Statistics Diverge: Understanding the Two Major Sources of Crime Data in the U.S.,” Council on Criminal Justice,
June 2025. https://counciloncj.org/when-crime-statistics-diverge.

9.  “FBI Releases Monthly Crime and Law Enforcement Data,” Federal Bureau of Investigation, Aug. 20, 2025. https://www.fbi.gov/news/press-releases/fbi-releases-
monthly-crime-and-law-enforcement-data

10. “FBI Releases Historic Early Look at Annual Crime Data,” Federal Bureau of Investigation, May 13, 2026. https://www.fbi.gov/news/press-releases/fbi-releases-

historic-early-look-at-annual-crime-data; “Real-Time Crime Index,” AH Datalytics, last accessed Sept. 14, 2026. https://realtimecrimeindex.com; “Live Crime
Tracker,” NORC at the University of Chicago, last accessed Sept. 14, 2026. https://livecrimetracker.norc.org.

R Street Policy Study: The Perception Paradox www.rstreet.org—3


https://www.crimrxiv.com/pub/bidrekc9
https://counciloncj.org/when-crime-statistics-diverge
https://www.fbi.gov/news/press-releases/fbi-releases-monthly-crime-and-law-enforcement-data
https://www.fbi.gov/news/press-releases/fbi-releases-monthly-crime-and-law-enforcement-data
https://www.fbi.gov/news/press-releases/fbi-releases-historic-early-look-at-annual-crime-data
https://www.fbi.gov/news/press-releases/fbi-releases-historic-early-look-at-annual-crime-data
https://realtimecrimeindex.com
https://livecrimetracker.norc.org

The Perception Paradox: How Misaligned
Public Beliefs About Crime Undermine
resmanies rectonios. £H€@ FUIl Continuum of Public Safety

Street

and align future investment with evidence rather than with the anxieties

of the moment. This window of opportunity is unlikely to remain open
indefinitely. Crime discourse remains deeply politicized, and the mechanisms
that sustained the perception gap over the past two decades—media salience,
partisan framing, and the amplification of isolated incidents—remain fully
intact and capable of reopening it.

The analysis that follows is organized around a single proposition: narrowing
the distance between public perception and measured reality is itself a public
safety strategy, one with direct implications for the efficient allocation of
taxpayer resources, the safety of communities, and the effectiveness of the
officers who serve them. To support that premise, this study first documents
the gap between belief and measured crime, along with the mechanisms
that sustain it. It then presents original evidence on how that gap becomes
consequential: 51 documented enforcement actions in which community
concern translated directly into resource deployment. It continues by tracing
what a poorly calibrated perception costs at each stage of the continuum—
deployment, investigation, the workforce, and even reentry programs. The
analysis extends beyond incarceration because public perception does not
stop at the patrol car; the same public mood that floods a neighborhood
with patrol officers also decides whether a reentry program survives its next
budget cycle.

Why Public Perception of Crime Matters

Crime perception matters because the people who make public safety
policy—elected officials and the agencies accountable to them—face strong
incentives to respond to what constituents believe as well as to what the data
indicates. Constituents’ influence runs through three channels.!

The first channel is legislative. The salience of crime in public debate shapes
appropriations for policing, courts, corrections, and prevention programs,

as well as the substance of criminal law itself. When fear is high, money and
statutory attention flow toward visible, immediate measures, and lawmakers
compete to demonstrate strength. When fear recedes, support for sustained
investment can recede with it, regardless of what the underlying trends
require.'? Because budgets are written annually and fear moves on its

own schedule, the result is a public safety enterprise funded to perception
as much as to need, expanding in moments of alarm and retrenching in
moments of calm.

The second channel is operational. Law enforcement agencies do not
deploy solely against crime rates; they deploy against the concerns
residents bring to them through calls for service, community meetings,
council testimony, and complaints about disorder. Much of that signal
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Legislative

Channel 2:
Operational
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11. Peter K. Enns, “The Public’s Increasing Punitiveness and Its Influence on Mass Incarceration in the United States,” American Journal of Political Science 58:4

(October 2014), pp. 857-872. https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/ajps.12098.

12. Sara Sun Beale, “The News Media’s Influence on Criminal Justice Policy: How Market-Driven News Promotes Punitiveness,” William & Mary Law Review 48:2

(2006), pp. 397-481. https://scholarship.law.wm.edu/wmlr/vol48/iss2/2.
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reflects real crime and real harm. But the number of complaints an issue
generates is an imperfect proxy for the degree of harm it causes. Visible,
irritating problems generate sustained complaint streams, while the

most serious violence is concentrated among a small number of people
and places and tends to generate few calls.!* Responding to community
concerns is an important part of policing; an agency that ignored reported
issues would forfeit community trust. But when responsiveness is
untethered from evidence of where harm actually concentrates, it can
pull scarce investigative and patrol capacity toward whatever is most
complained about rather than whatever is most dangerous.

The third channel is cooperation. Investigations, prosecutions, and crime Channel 3:
prevention all depend on residents’ willingness to come forward, and Cooperation
that willingness is itself a product of perception. Public confidence in law

enforcement depends heavily on whether people believe the system is

working, and that opinion is formed as much by narrative as by outcomes.*

Even amid record declines, most reported crimes are never solved, and

more than half of violent victimizations are never reported to the police.?®

Reporting and cooperation are themselves products of perception. When

people believe crime is rampant and accountability is rare, they are less

likely to report offenses, cooperate as witnesses, or support the agencies

working on their behalf, thus eroding the very capacity needed to sustain

the gains.?®

These forms of influence operate across the full continuum of public

safety. Public perception can grant or withdraw the political will prevention
programs depend on; enforcement priorities follow perceived threat;
prosecutorial and court resources are allocated against public expectations;
and reentry efforts—often vulnerable to fear-driven politics—rise or fall
with the public mood. The perception gap, in other words, reaches every
stage of the system. The distortion accumulates through thousands of
ordinary budgeting and deployment decisions, each small enough to pass
unnoticed.

The Widening Gap: Belief Versus Data

Gallup has tracked public perception of crime since the 1960s, and the

long record reveals a striking, durable pattern. For most years since 2000, a
majority of U.S. adults (69 percent, on average) believed that crime was rising
nationally even when it was falling.'” The divergence widened sharply in the

13. David Weisburd, “The Law of Crime Concentration and the Criminology of Place,” Criminology 53:2 (May 2015), pp. 133-157. https://doi.org/10.1111/1745-
9125.12070; Susannah N. Tapp and Emilie J. Coen, “Criminal Victimization, 2024,” Bureau of Justice Statistics, September 2025. https://bjs.ojp.gov/document/cv24.
pdf.

14. Jeffrey M. Jones, “U.S. Confidence in Institutions Mostly Flat, but Police Up,” Gallup, July 15, 2024. https://news.gallup.com/poll/647303/confidence-institutions-
mostly-flat-police.aspx.

15. Federal Bureau of Investigation, “UCR Summary of Reported Crimes in the Nation, 2025.” https://cde.ucr.cjis.gov/LATEST/resources/reports/UCR_Summary_of
Reported_Crimes_in_the_Nation_2025.pdf; Susannah N. Tapp and Emilie J. Coen, “Criminal Victimization, 2024.” https://bjs.ojp.gov/document/cv24.pdf.

16. Wesley G. Skogan, “Concern About Crime and Confidence in the Police: Reassurance or Accountability?,” Police Quarterly 12:3 (September 2009), pp. 301-318.
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/10.1177/1098611109339893.

17. “Crime,” Gallup, last accessed July 13, 2026. https://news.gallup.com/poll/1603/crime.aspx; Amanda Watford, “Americans’ Views on Crime Often Diverge From
Actual Crime Trends, Report Says,” Stateline, May 4, 2026. https://stateline.org/2026/05/04/americans-views-on-crime-often-diverge-from-actual-crime-trends-
report-says.
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early 2020s as perceptions of rising crime climbed to levels last seen in the
1990s. The share of those surveyed calling national crime “extremely” or “very
serious” hit a record 63 percent in 2023, and the proportion of respondents
afraid to walk alone at night near their homes reached 40 percent—its highest
point since 1993.18

Those perception figures have since improved. In Gallup’s October 2025
survey, the share describing national crime as extremely or very serious fell to
49 percent, the share saying crime had increased over the prior year also fell
to 49 percent, and the fear-of-walking measurement dropped to 31 percent.?
Although this improvement corresponds to a real decline in crime, perception
has adjusted at a slower rate than the crime data. For example, the share of
those surveyed worried about having their home burglarized declined only
modestly between 2000 and 2025, from 48 percent to 34 percent, over a
period in which the reported residential burglary rate fell by roughly three-
quarters.” In other words, almost half the country still believed crime was
worsening in a year when every major measure showed it declining.

This gap becomes even more pronounced when national figures are set against
local ones. In the same 2025 survey, only 12 percent described crime in their
own local area as extremely or very serious; this is a divergence Gallup and
other researchers describe as a persistent “local positivity bias.”?

Part of the explanation for this divergence was, for several years, genuine
confusion regarding the official data. Violent crime did rise in 2020, led

by a nearly 30 percent increase in homicide.?? As that spike receded, the
nation’s two principal crime measures, the FBI’s Uniform Crime Reporting
(UCR) program (which counts offenses reported to police) and the Bureau
of Justice Statistics’ (BJS) NCVS (which surveys the public directly), deviated
sharply. Beginning in 2022, the UCR showed violent crime falling while the
NCVS showed victimization rising—a gap that may partly reflect declining
reporting to police, since the survey captures crimes that never enter police
data.? With experts reading the trend differently, public skepticism of the
encouraging headline figures was reasonable. That ambiguity has since
resolved toward decline, but it illustrates how the perception gap can stem
not only from fear but also from the genuine difficulty of interpreting crime
trends in real time.

The 2025 data extends the pattern. Violent crime fell an estimated 9.3
percent, property crime fell 12.4 percent, and the murder rate dropped to 4.1
offenses per 100,000 inhabitants—tying 1955 and 1956 for the lowest rate
since national estimates began. Burglary, larceny-theft, and motor vehicle
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Although improvement
corresponds to a real decline
in crime, perception has
adjusted at a slower rate

than the crime data. In 2025,
almost half the country still
believed crime was worsening
in a year when every major
measure showed it declining.

18. Brenan. https://news.gallup.com/poll/697124/crime-seen-less-serious-second-straight-year.aspx.
19. Ibid.

20. Ibid.; Jeff Asher, “Perceptions of Crime Are Shifting,” Jeff-alytics, Nov. 17, 2025. https://jasher.substack.com/p/perceptions-of-crime-are-shifting.
21. Frank Newport, “Exploring the Local Positivity Bias in Crime Perceptions,” Gallup, Nov. 21, 2025. https://news.gallup.com/opinion/polling-matters/698624/

exploring-local-positivity-bias-crime-perceptions.aspx.

22. Federal Bureau of Investigation, “FBI Releases 2020 Crime Statistics,” U.S. Department of Justice, Sept. 27, 2021. https://www.fbi.gov/news/press-releases/fbi-

releases-2020-crime-statistics.
23. Lauritsen and Lopez. https://counciloncj.org/when-crime-statistics-diverge.
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theft rates each reached 20-year lows.?* Independent analysts predicted these
results months before the official release. The Real-Time Crime Index, which
aggregates reports from hundreds of agencies, recorded roughly 20 percent
fewer murders in the first 10 months of 2025 than in the same period of
2024, closely anticipating the FBI’s final full-year estimate of an 18.1 percent
decline.” That the independent and official measures, built from different
agency samples over different windows, landed so close together is evidence
of how broad and well documented the improvement is.

Preliminary figures for the first half of 2026 show the decline continuing. The FBI’s
early data shows reported violent crime down another 10.6 percent nationally
from the same period in 2025, and a Major Cities Chiefs Association survey of 66
large law enforcement agencies recorded homicides down 17.2 percent.?®

Crime Is Real

Even amid these measured improvements, the FBI estimated that more than
1.1 million violent crimes, including more than 14,000 murders, occurred in the
United States in 2025.?” These crimes leave behind a vast number of victims, and

Even amid measured
improvements, the FBI

aggregate crime-rate improvements offer little comfort to those who are robbed, estimated that more than
. I 1.1 million violent crimes,

assaulted, or bereaved. Moreover, these improvements are unevenly distributed. including more than
Although murder fell across communities of every size, some cities remain well 14,000 murders, occurred

. _ P ; in the United States in
abO\{e their pre pandernlc V|oler‘1ce levels, and a sr’r.1all number of nelgf'\borhoods 2025. Moreover, these
continue to absorb a disproportionate share of serious harm.?® For residents of improvements are unevenly

distributed.

those areas, reassurance about improvements in national crime rates can ring
hollow, and their elevated fear reflects a real and present danger rather than

a misreading of the statistics. Even victimization data, which generally shows
long-term decline, registers pockets of deterioration. For instance, the rate of
property victimization in urban areas rose between 2022 and 2023, even as the
national picture held steady.? Concern over city crime rates is broadly shared. In
a September 2025 national survey, roughly seven in 10 U.S. adults said the level
of crime and violence in cities was unacceptably high, and nearly half believed
that crime nationally had increased over the prior year.?®

Some categories of crime are also genuinely growing, and public concern has
followed them. Even as perceptions about crime improved overall in 2025,
many respondents remained concerned about financial crimes such as identity

24. Federal Bureau of Investigation, “UCR Summary of Reported Crimes in the Nation, 2025,” U.S. Department of Justice, August 2026. https://cde.ucr.cjis.gov/LATEST/
resources/reports/UCR_Summary_of_Reported_Crimes_in_the_Nation_2025.pdf.

25. Jeff Asher, “2025 Year in Review: A Remarkable Drop In Crime,” Jeff-alytics, Dec. 22, 2025. https://jasher.substack.com/p/2025-year-in-review-a-remarkable; Chuck
Wexler, “A look back on 2025, a look ahead to 2026,” Police Executive Research Forum, Jan. 3, 2026. https://www.policeforum.org/trending3jan26.

26. Federal Bureau of Investigation, “UCR Summary of Reported Crimes in the Nation, 2025,” p. 4. https://cde.ucr.cjis.gov/LATEST/resources/reports/UCR_Summary_
of _Reported_Crimes_in_the_Nation_2025.pdf; Major Cities Chiefs Association, “Violent Crime Survey — National Totals, Midyear Comparison,” Aug. 5, 2026.
https://majorcitieschiefs.com/wp-content/uploads/2026/08/MCCA-Violent-Crime-Report-2026-and-2025-Midyear.pdf.

27. Federal Bureau of Investigation, “UCR Summary of Reported Crimes in the Nation, 2025.” https://cde.ucr.cjis.gov/LATEST/resources/reports/UCR_Summary_of
Reported_Crimes_in_the_Nation_2025.pdf.
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theft and scams, and parents continued to fear for their children’s safety—
concerns that persist precisely because they reflect real and rising exposure.3!
In addition, victims experience property and quality-of-life offenses (e.g.,
retail theft, vehicle break-ins, package theft) directly and frequently, shaping
perceptions of safety in ways that homicide statistics do not.3?

Fear is unevenly distributed as well. Women, residents of lower-income
households, and people living in cities consistently report higher levels of
concern about walking alone at night, but those differences correspond to
real disparities in exposure to violence and disorder.?®* The pattern is one of
the oldest findings in the fear-of-crime literature, which attributes it in part to
differences in perceived vulnerability and in the seriousness of the offenses
people fear.3* It also extends to the young. Among those ages 18 to 29, 38
percent said crime and disorder in the country were getting worse and only
10 percent said they were improving, with young women far more likely than
young men (39 percent versus 22 percent) to report feeling unsafe walking

in their communities at night—and with financial circumstances outweighing
race, gender, and politics as a predictor of feeling safe.® Acknowledging that
these fears are rooted in real exposure is essential to the argument that
follows. The resources, attention, and political will directed at public safety
must be calibrated to where harm is genuinely concentrated and to the people
who bear most of it.

Drivers of the Divergence

Given that crime is falling and most people judge their own neighborhoods

to be relatively safe, it is important to consider why pessimistic beliefs about
national crime have persisted for so long. The answer lies less in the crime rate
itself than in the channels through which the public learns about crime beyond
their own experience. Several mechanisms work together to sustain public fear
independent of the data.

The Media Salience Engine

The most durable finding in this literature is that coverage, not incidence,
drives concern. A longitudinal analysis of network television crime reporting
found that the volume of crime coverage predicted public fear far more
strongly than actual crime rates did, with media salience explaining a large
share of the variance in public concern even as crime trends diverged from it.3¢
This dynamic is an old one: Cultivation research dating to the 1970s found that
heavy television viewers systematically overestimate their own likelihood of
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victimization.?” Later survey research confirmed this relationship in the era of
modern local news: Frequent viewing of local television news predicts fear of
crime independent of local crime rates and personal victimization.*® Analyses
of national survey data reach the same conclusion.*® National outlets, by
design, surface the rare, violent, and geographically scattered incidents that
make a nation of more than 340 million seem perpetually dangerous, even
when such events are statistically uncommon.*® A single shocking case can be
covered everywhere at once, creating the impression of national risk, even

for an isolated tragedy. This phenomenon continues to produce a powerful
pipeline of fear because crime remains among the most consumed local news
stories. A 2024 survey found that Americans are more likely to get news about
crime than about almost any other local topic and that those most attentive to
local crime coverage express the greatest concern about it.*

The Social Media Accelerant

Where broadcast media once set the fear agenda on a daily cycle, networked . .
. . . . . . Viral footage of a single brazen
and algorithmic media now do so continuously. Viral footage of a single brazen theft or assault can reach

theft or assault can reach millions within hours, detached from any sense of how millions within hours, detached
from any sense of how rare

rare such events actually are, and content-recommendation systems reward such events actually are.

precisely the emotionally arousing content that crime imagery supplies. Large-
scale analyses of online platforms confirm the incentive structure, finding that
negative and divisive material reliably draws more clicks and shares than neutral
material.*> What’s more, for a growing share of the public, these platforms

have become the primary point of contact with news material, rather than a
supplement to it. Roughly three-quarters of adults under 30 get news from social
media at least sometimes, and about one-third turn to social media first when
news breaks.*® This means an algorithmically sorted feed is often a young adult’s
first account of any high-profile crime. The result is an information environment
in which the supply of alarming crime content is effectively unlimited and only
loosely tethered to whether crime is rising or falling. A video of one smash-and-
grab, replayed across platforms, can shape the public’s sense of an entire city and,
through it, the political pressure that city’s leaders feel.

The Partisan Lens

When perceptions of crime

Crime perception has also become measurably partisan. Analyses of long-run track partisan trends more

Gallup data show that those surveyed report lower fear and lower perceived closely than the crime rate, they

cease to be areliable guide of

crime when their own party controls the executive branch and higher fear where danger actually lies.
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when it does not—a pattern especially pronounced in recent years.* The
2025 data illustrates the swing: Following the change in administration, the
share of Republicans saying national crime had increased fell 36 percentage
points in a single year, a shift far larger than any change in the underlying
crime rate.® In the same survey, 69 percent of Republicans rated national
crime as extremely or very serious, compared with 37 percent of Democrats,
a gap that reflects political alignment as much as any underlying difference
in exposure.*® When perceptions of crime track partisan trends more closely
than the crime rate, they cease to be a reliable guide of where danger
actually lies.

Personal Experience and Economic Sentiment

Politics is not the whole story, however, and recent research suggests it may
matter less than the partisan pattern implies. A 2026 analysis of decades of
Gallup data found that household victimization (i.e., whether anyone in the
respondent’s home had been a victim of a crime) was among the strongest
predictors of both fear and the belief that crime is rising, and that property
crime and direct personal experience were more closely tied to concern than
actual violent crime rates were.*” Economic sentiment mattered as well.
Respondents who said it was a good time to find a job, or who expected to
maintain their holiday spending, were less likely to say crime was rising and
less likely to report fear of walking alone at night. Strikingly, once economic
conditions and other variables were accounted for, political party affiliation
itself was not a significant predictor, suggesting that some of what registers
as partisan perception may in fact be economic anxiety expressed in partisan
terms.”® For law enforcement agencies, the practical implication is direct:
Because concern is anchored in lived experience with property and quality-of-
life offenses, visible progress against these offenses—not just against headline
violence—is what moves how safe people feel.

Signal Crimes and Visible Disorder

Not all offenses carry equal weight in the public mind. Certain visible
crimes and signs of disorder function as outsized signals of danger, shaping
perceptions of safety far beyond their share of total crime.*® A boarded-up
storefront, an open-air drug market, or a widely shared video of a chaotic
retail theft can define a community’s sense of security regardless of what
the aggregate numbers say. This is the core perceptual claim behind

the “broken windows” account of disorder: Visible signs of lawlessness
communicate vulnerability and invite further offenses.*® Evidence for the
theory’s full causal chain remains contested, but its perceptual half has held
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up in field research. Studies that measure disorder, crime, and residents’
attitudes independently find that visible disorder erodes feelings of safety
and neighborhood attachment even after accounting for the underlying
rate of serious crime.*! At the same time, perceptions of disorder are
themselves imperfect measures of conditions on the ground. For that
reason, this study treats visible disorder—what residents see and report—
as a driver of perception rather than as a measure of it; complaints about
disorder are the main channel through which a neighborhood’s sense of
safety reaches its police department. Systematic observation research finds
that an area’s social composition, along with objectively visible conditions,
shapes residents’ judgments of neighborhood disorder.>? Although debates
over the enforcement tactics associated with the theory remain unsettled
and are beyond the scope of this study, the underlying observation stands
on its own. Disorder and quality-of-life concerns dominate the complaints
residents bring to the agencies, which helps explain why those concerns so
reliably drive public safety agendas.*

The Local Positivity Bias

Finally, Americans systematically judge the nation more harshly than their
local surroundings. Direct experience checks beliefs about the local area but
not beliefs about the country, so the national picture of crime is constructed
largely from mediated impressions, which skew negatively.>* This split is

one of the oldest findings in the risk perception literature. Research four
decades ago demonstrated that media exposure shapes judgments about
danger to society while leaving judgments about personal risk largely
untouched—a pattern termed the “impersonal impact hypothesis.”>*> Recent
survey research continues to find that media consumption, rather than
direct experience, predicts beliefs about national crime.>® Gallup’s analysis
of a quarter century of polling quantifies the bias. Assessments of national
crime have averaged 43 percentage points more negative than assessments
of local crime—a gap present in every survey since the series began in
2000.%” The persistent 40-plus-point gap between national and local crime
assessments is, in effect, the measurable footprint of perception detaching
from experience. Together, these mechanisms explain how public fear can
rise and fall on a schedule of its own, only loosely tied to the measured
crime rate. That detachment matters because perceived danger does not
remain confined to public opinion; it becomes pressure on law enforcement
agency response.
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How Public Perception of Crime
Shapes Enforcement

Most research on policing and public opinion asks how policing shapes

perception. This study assesses the inverse: how public perception shapes
policing. Two related questions structure the analysis:

e How often does community concern, rather than crime data, prompt
enforcement action?

e When concern is the trigger, are the responses agencies choose calibrated to

actual harm and aligned with the evidence on what works?

The answers to these questions matter because law enforcement agencies
are built to respond—to calls for service, to community meetings, to the
complaints residents and elected officials bring to them. But when the public
perception of crime behind those calls and complaints is detached from

the distribution of actual harm, responsiveness can inadvertently become
misallocation.

Methodology and Limitations

To examine how agencies respond in practice, this study compiled a national
set of 51 documented enforcement actions from 2021 through 2026, each
publicly tied to a community concern, complaint, or publicly identified
community crime problem.*® The coding does not assume these concerns
were unfounded, and many reflected real crimes. The unit of analysis is the
documented trigger, meaning the concern or complaint that the agency itself
cited as prompting the action. Whether that concern was well calibrated to
actual harm is not assumed or weighted either way—the evidence-alignment
coding assesses that factor. Cases were drawn from agency press releases
and from local news reports quoting agency officials and were selected to
span a wide range of U.S. policing settings and concerns: municipal police
departments and county sheriffs; large cities, suburbs, and rural counties;
and concerns ranging from open-air drug markets and gun violence to street
racing, dirt bikes, retail theft, agricultural theft, and quality-of-life disorder.
Each case was coded along five dimensions—the jurisdiction and agency type,
the community concern that prompted the action, the primary enforcement
approach the agency took, that approach’s alignment with evidence-based
practice, and the measure of success, if any, that the cited source reported.

Three limitations should be stated. First, the set is illustrative and is not a random
sample. It cannot support claims about national frequencies, and it is not offered
as one. Cases that agencies publicize may skew toward visible, complaint-driven
operations precisely because those are the operations agencies have an incentive
to announce—which is itself part of the dynamic under study. Second, coding

an operation’s

1o U

alignment with evidence” is a matter of informed judgment, not

a precise measurement. Relatedly, many operations combined tactics, such as
directed patrols paired with community engagement. Each case was coded by the
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primary approach as the cited source described it, which necessarily flattens some
mixed strategies into a single category. Third, the reported-success coding captures
the claim made in each case’s cited source, not the operation’s broader public
record; an agency may have measured or publicized results elsewhere without that
evidence appearing in the announcement coded here. With those caveats, the

set offers something the aggregate statistics cannot: a concrete, national picture

of the recurring pattern in which a visible, complaint-generating problem draws a
visible enforcement response.

Coding Definitions
The enforcement approaches fall into six mutually exclusive categories, and

each case was coded by its dominant tactic:
The enforcement approaches

» Targeted investigation/warrant denotes an investigation of specific suspects fall into six mutually exclusive
. A categories, and each case was
or locations culminating in search or arrest warrants. coded by its dominant tactic.
¢ Intelligence/technology-led denotes a response driven by tools such as
ballistics matching, real-time crime centers, license plate readers, or drones.
¢ Hot-spot/focused deterrence denotes resources concentrated at identified
high-harm locations or directed against identified drivers of violence.
¢ Problem-oriented/data-driven denotes conditions analyzed through data
and addressed with a mix of enforcement and non-enforcement tools.
e Saturation/directed patrol denotes a broad, stepped-up enforcement
presence, sweep, or directed patrol across an area.
¢ Community-oriented/reassurance denotes visibility and engagement aimed
primarily at restoring a sense of safety or trust.

An “evidence-aligned response,” as the term is used in this study, is a response
from the first four categories, each of which carries stronger empirical support
in the evaluation literature. Saturation and sweep tactics are coded as broad/
reactive, reflecting weaker evidence of lasting effect, and community-oriented
responses are coded separately as community/reassurance. The alignment
code describes the strategy class, not the wisdom of a particular deployment;
a saturation detail may be a defensible choice in a given moment even though
the approach as a class has weaker evidentiary support.

Reported success metrics were coded to the strongest claim in the cited source
out of the following:

¢ Measured outcomes require a specific, falsifiable change in crime, harm,
victimization, or response times, with a stated magnitude or period.

e Outputs only captures enforcement activity such as arrests, citations,
seizures, and impounds.

e Areassurance or perception claim is an assertion that an operation
restored a feeling of safety, visibility, or trust, without an activity total or
outcome claim attached.

¢ None reported means the source announced the action without claiming
results.

The full coding key, including concern-category definitions and coding
conventions, appears in Appendix B.
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A National Pattern in Documented Cases

Coding each case by its primary enforcement approach reveals the texture

of that response (Figure 1). The single most common reaction to community
concern was saturation or directed patrol (flooding an area with visible officers),
which accounted for 16 of the 51 cases. Focused and investigative approaches
together made up the larger portion of the approaches with the following divide:
targeted investigations and warrants (9 cases), hot-spot or focused-deterrence
operations (9), problem-oriented or data-driven responses (9), and intelligence-
or technology-led operations such as ballistics-network and license-plate-reader
work (5). A smaller set (3) were explicitly community-oriented or reassurance-
focused. The type of concern also shapes the type of response—a pattern
examined below when the same cases are re-sorted by concern.

Figure 1: How Agencies Responded to Community Concern (n=51)

Saturation/directed patro! [ e
Problem-oriented/data driven [ NNR BN ©
Hot-spot/focused deterrence [[NNNEGEGGGEE ©
Targeted investigation/warrant _ 9
Intelligence/technology-led [ NNNRNEGEGEEGEGEGEG 5
Community-oriented/reassurance _ 3

Source: Author's coding of 51 documented cases, 2021-2026. See Appendix A.

When each response was assessed for its alignment with evidence-based
practice, the picture is genuinely mixed. Thirty-two of the 51 responses

were coded as focused or evidence-aligned—the kind of targeted strategy
that criminological research associates with real crime reduction.*® But 16
were broad or reactive, and three were primarily about reassurance. In

other words, a meaningful share of the enforcement effort generated by
community concern was directed less at where harm was concentrated than
at where it was felt and seen. Saturation patrol can deter, and reassurance
has value. This pattern shows that perception and harm are two different
inputs and that agencies are routinely expected to respond to perception. The

=

encouraging finding is that responsiveness and evidence can coexist. Across A meaningful share of the

the four focused categories combined, most of the responses in the sample enforcement effort generated
i i ) by community concern was

met community concern with a targeted, defensible strategy, although no directed less at where harm

single category was as common as saturation patrol. The cautionary finding was concentrated than at

where it was felt and seen.
is how often the broadest, most visible tool was still the first resort. Part of

the explanation is likely related to capacity rather than preference. Most of
the nation’s roughly 18,000 law enforcement agencies employ fewer than 25
sworn officers, with no crime analysts, research partnerships, or evaluation
budgets.®® Any department can field extra patrol with overtime, reassignment,

59. Anthony A. Braga et al., “Hot Spots Policing and Crime Reduction: An Update of an Ongoing Systematic Review and Meta-Analysis,” Journal of Experimental
Criminology 15:3 (September 2019), pp. 289-311. https://doi.org/10.1007/s11292-019-09372-3; National Academies of Sciences, Engineering, and Medicine,
Proactive Policing: Effects on Crime and Communities (The National Academies Press, 2018).

60. Andrea M. Gardner and Kevin M. Scott, “Census of State and Local Law Enforcement Agencies, 2018 — Statistical Tables,” Bureau of Justice Statistics, October 2022,
pp. 4, 8. https://bjs.ojp.gov/media/67846/download.
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or mutual aid, and several of the saturation operations in this set were
multiagency efforts assembled for exactly that purpose. Focused strategies
demand more, including the analytic capacity to identify where harm
concentrates, design a targeted intervention, and evaluate it. Directed patrol
is the one tool that requires no analysis to deploy. This suggests that, without
accessible pathways to existing evidence, much of American policing defaults
to tradition and visibility rather than choosing them.5!

The pattern sharpens when the same cases are sorted by the concern that
prompted them (Figure 2). Five of the six street-racing cases, two of the three
traffic cases, and half of the dirt bike and all-terrain vehicle cases (ATV) were
met with broad or reactive enforcement. These were also the cases in which
the cited sources described the most public pressure, including neighborhood
protests and persistent resident complaints. Theft, drug-market, and gun-
violence concerns drew the most focused work. Every property-theft case
and five of the six cases involving drug markets, gun violence, and retail theft
received a focused, evidence-aligned response. Because the set includes

only concerns that prompted a documented response, it cannot show

which problems generate complaints most often. Within these 51 cases,
however, the problems that generated the most public pressure received

the most visible enforcement, whether or not visibility is what the evidence
recommends.

Figure 2: Evidence Alignment of Responses, by Community Concern (n=51)

Property /agricultural/ package the t [l ® Focused/evidence-aligned
B —————————————————————————— 5 |x—— 1| X Broad/reactive
Gunyviolent crime | R I . Communityreassurance
Drug A tivity /open-air Mmarkets el 1 E e Bl
lllegal dirt bikes/ATVs
Street racing/reckless driving | gl
Quality of life/disorder [ D et T b St |
General/multi-issue patrol [l [ Sk I
Traffic/speeding [l e 1
Burglary [ —1
Threats/community safety
Community trust/engagement

Source: Author's coding of 51 documented cases, 2021-2026. See Appendix A.

A third sorting asks what the agencies themselves counted as success

(Figure 3). This coding does not evaluate whether the operations worked;

a single announcement cannot support that judgment. It instead captures
the strongest success claim each agency made in the cited source, using the
four categories defined previously. The question it answers is what agencies
report back to the public when they respond to community concerns. By that
standard, genuine outcome measurement is nearly absent from the record.

61. lillian Snider, “What Works in American Policing Part 2—Evidence-Based Policing: Letting Data Lead,” R Street Institute, March 30, 2026. https://www.rstreet.org/
commentary/what-works-in-american-policing-part-2-evidence-based-policing-letting-data-lead.
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Figure 3: What Agencies Reported as Results, by Evidence Alignment (n=51)

Community/reassurance (n=3) nn% 1
| N 2

Note: Four of the 13 cases coded "None reported" were announced in 2026, too recent for results to
reasonably be expected.

Source: Author's coding of 51 documented cases, 2021-2026. See Appendix A.

Thirty-three of the 51 sources reported outputs only, and another 13 reported
no result of any kind; however, for four of the 13, the cited announcement was
recent enough that results could not yet reasonably be expected. Only three
claimed a measured outcome, all of which were agency or political claims rather
than independent evaluations: New York City’s assertion that shootings fell on
the pilot blocks of its “Every Block Counts” initiative, Massachusetts officials’
statement that a statewide takeover surge was followed by a weekend with zero
street takeovers, and Greenwich’s report that school-zone speeding violations fell
92 percent once its camera program began issuing citations.®? The remaining two
cases, both community-oriented programs, defined success as reassurance itself.

Figure 3 also shows that arrest counts are how agencies claim success to the
public regardless of the strategy used. Outputs dominate the focused operations
(22 of 32) as thoroughly as the broad ones (11 of 16), and the three largest
single-operation arrest totals in the set (244 arrests, roughly 90, and 83) all
came from broad, reactive sweeps. The practice of equating arrests with success
runs deep enough to blur the language of evaluation itself. Humboldt County’s
announcement claimed “measurable results” and evidenced them entirely

with a list of arrests; a Bureau of Alcohol, Tobacco, Firearms and Explosives

(ATF) announcement titled as an “outcome” reported only outputs; Memphis
defined its operation’s goal in outcome terms and its purpose as reassurance yet
reported neither.®® The contrast between two retail-theft cases is instructive. San
Ramon reported systematic, program-level enforcement data from its grant-
funded suppression team, while Louisville announced an 83-arrest total from

a two-day blitz.%* Of note, where genuine outcome evidence exists for these
operations, it consistently lives outside the announcements coded for this study.
In Milwaukee’s case, an external academic evaluation; in Anne Arundel County’s,
a separately claimed decline in crime attributed to its Real-Time Information
Center; in New York’s, the Quality of Life Division separately publicized
response-time data.®® The outside record can also cut the other way. San
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62. See Appendix A, Case 32, 39, and 45; see also James Heavey, “Greenwich Speed Camera Program — Setting the Record Straight,” Greenwich Free Press, May 26,
2026. https://greenwichfreepress.com/letter-to-the-editor/heavey-greenwich-speed-camera-program-setting-the-record-straight-248396.

63. See Appendix A, Case 21, 8, and 46.
64. See Appendix A, Cases 18 and 48.

65.

Milwaukee Police Department, “MPD launches the 2024 Operation Summer Guardian,” press release via Urban Milwaukee, June 7, 2024. https://urbanmilwaukee.
com/pressrelease/mpd-launches-the-2024-operation-summer-guardian; Anne Arundel County Police Department, “Anne Arundel County Police Department
Reports Major Reduction in Violent Crime for 2025,” Anne Arundel County Government, Jan. 14, 2026. https://www.aacounty.org/police-department/about-us/
news/anne-arundel-county-police-department-reports-major-reduction; New York City Mayor’s Office, “Mayor Adams, NYPD Commissioner Tisch Expand Quality
of Life Division to Continue Enhancing Public Safety, Community Trust,” NYC, June 16, 2025. https://www.nyc.gov/mayors-office/news/2025/06/mayor-adams-
nypd-commissioner-tisch-expand-quality-life-division-continue-enhancing-public.
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Francisco announced nearly 90 arrests from its Jefferson Square Park operation,
but follow-up reporting found that most of those arrested faced a single
misdemeanor loitering charge, that no felony drug-dealing charges resulted, and
that the lone felony prosecution to emerge from the raid ended in acquittal.®®
Agencies can measure results; the announcements through which they answer
community concerns are simply not built to carry them. What residents hear
back, when they hear anything at all, is a count of enforcement activity, which
proves effort rather than effect.

From Complaint to Deployment

No single initiative captures the conversion of complaint into deployment
more clearly than the New York City Police Department’s (NYPD) Quality of Life
Division, launched in April 2025. The division consolidates community-oriented
officers into teams that respond specifically to non-emergency 311 complaints
(e.g., noise, illegal parking, outdoor drug use, aggressive panhandling),
precisely the visible disorder that drives people’s perceptions of safety.®” Its
most telling feature is Q-Stat, a data system modeled directly on CompStat,
the department’s crime-tracking apparatus, but trained on 311 quality-of-life
data rather than crime data. In its first 60 days, the pilot teams answered more
than 7,500 such calls, issued over 6,100 summonses, and cut average non-
emergency response times by more than 16 minutes.®® The complaints the
division answers describe real conditions, which is precisely why the initiative
belongs in a study of perception. Research on fear of crime has long found that
visible disorder of exactly this kind can generate as much fear as crime itself by

A systematic review of

shaping residents’ sense of how risky their surroundings are.®® A department disorder policing finds that
that manages disorder with CompStat-style accountability is therefore :g{cm‘;jggggﬁﬁ;gblem-
managing the conditions under which residents form their sense of safety. to disorder produce

However, what Q-Stat measures is the complaint stream and the department’s meaningful crime reductions,

) ) ) while aggressive order-
response to it. Whether the effort makes residents feel safer is a separate, maintenance enforcement

testable question, and the reported figures—calls answered, summonses does not.
issued, response times—do not yet answer.

The division’s design is not without controversy; critics note its lineage in

the broken-windows theory of disorder and its enforcement of low-level
violations.” The evaluation literature offers a useful guide: A systematic review
of disorder policing finds that community and problem-solving approaches

to disorder produce meaningful crime reductions, while aggressive order-
maintenance enforcement does not.” But whatever one concludes about

66. David Sjostedt, “Massive drug market raid nabs almost no dealers,” The San Francisco Standard, March 6, 2025. https://sfstandard.com/2025/03/06/drug-dealing-
arrests-police-park-raid; Joe Kukura, “SFPD Raid Yielded 86 Arrests But Only One Drug-Dealing Charge, and That Person Was Just Found Not Guilty,” SFist, Nov. 10,
2025. https://sfist.com/2025/11/10/sfpds-jefferson-park-raid-yielded-85-arrests-but-only-one-drug-dealing-charge-that-person-was-just-found-not-guilty.

67. New York City Mayor’s Office, “Mayor Adams, NYPD Commissioner Tisch Launch New Quality of Life Division to Enhance Public Safety and Community Trust,” NYC,
April 10, 2025. https://www.nyc.gov/mayors-office/news/2025/04/mayor-adams-nypd-commissioner-tisch-launch-new-quality-life-division-enhance-public-safety.

68. New York City Mayor’s Office, “Mayor Adams, NYPD Commissioner Tisch Expand Quality of Life Division to Continue Enhancing Public Safety, Community Trust.”
https://www.nyc.gov/mayors-office/news/2025/06/mayor-adams-nypd-commissioner-tisch-expand-quality-life-division-continue-enhancing-public.

69. Randy L. LaGrange et al., “Perceived Risk and Fear of Crime: Role of Social and Physical Incivilities,” Journal of Research in Crime and Delinquency 29:3 (August
1992), pp. 311-334. https://doi.org/10.1177/0022427892029003004; Rachael E. Collins, “Addressing the inconsistencies in fear of crime research: A meta-analytic
review,” Journal of Criminal Justice 47 (2016), pp. 21-31. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jcrimjus.2016.06.004.

70. Wilson and Kelling. https://petermoskos.com/files/BW/Broken_Windows_1982.pdf.

71. Anthony A. Braga et al., “Can Policing Disorder Reduce Crime? A Systematic Review and Meta-analysis,” Journal of Research in Crime and Delinquency 52:4 (July
2015), pp. 567-588. https://doi.org/10.1177/0022427815576576.
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the tactics, the institutional logic is striking. A major agency has taken the
conditions most closely tied to how safe residents feel and made them a
tracked, managed, command-accountable priority, governed with the same
data discipline long applied to crime.

The documented cases show the same logic operating at every scale. In San
Francisco, repeated resident complaints about open-air drug activity led to

an overnight operation that arrested nearly 90 people at a park. In Baltimore
and Philadelphia, departments created dedicated enforcement details to seize
illegal dirt bikes and all-terrain vehicles, which account for a fraction of serious
harm but generate an outsized share of quality-of-life complaints and viral
video. In rural Nebraska, in response to a run of copper-wire and equipment
thefts, a county sheriff publicly concentrated patrols on the overnight and early-
morning hours, framing the move as a direct answer to residents who felt their
property was unprotected. The places and problems differ, but the sequence is
the same: community concern prompts an enforcement response.”?

The response side of that sequence is as varied as the concerns that trigger

it. When residents of Meriden, Connecticut, complained repeatedly about
narcotics sales from a single home, the department answered with a targeted
investigation, not a neighborhood sweep, ending in a search warrant at that
address. In Winston-Salem, North Carolina, police and the ATF answered
concerns about gun violence with a 90-day ballistics-intelligence initiative,
using cartridge-casing matches to concentrate enforcement on a small set of
shooters connected to multiple crimes. Suburban San Ramon, California, met
a post-pandemic rise in organized retail theft with a grant-funded, data-driven
suppression team paired with community education, and published its results.
Some responses aim squarely at reassurance: the Maricopa County Sheriff’s
Office increased patrols around places of worship after similar threats were
reported elsewhere in the country, and Raleigh’s Cops on the Block program
assigns officers to specific blocks for sustained engagement. Each is a different
instrument—warrant, ballistics network, data-driven detail, visible presence.
In the first three cases, the concern named a real, documented crime problem;
in the last two, the concern was closer to fear itself. All five entered the system
the same way, as a resident-reported concern the agency chose to answer in
the way it thought best.” The individual cases appear in Appendix A.

How Misalignment Distorts Public
Safety Priorities

If public perception reliably drives how agencies deploy and enforce, then

the gap between what people believe and what the data shows does not

stay contained to public opinion. It reaches every stage of the public safety
system: deployment, investigation, the workforce, the categories of crime that
command attention, and the politics of what happens after a sentence. Each
stage absorbs the distortion differently, and each compounds the others.
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72. See Appendix A, Cases 1, 12, 13, 15, and 19.
73. See Appendix A, Cases 5, 8, 18, 22, and 33.
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Deployment and Strategy

Misalignment between public concern and measured crime affects deployment
in three ways: it diverts officer time from places where harm concentrates, it
pushes agencies toward their broadest and least effective tools, and it corrupts
the data that newer deployment technologies depend on.”*

Officer time is finite, and complaint volume is an imperfect guide to where
serious harm occurs.”” When the two diverge, an hour of saturation patrol
where complaints are heaviest is an hour not spent on the small number of
people and places that drive the most serious violence. Decades of research
point toward targeted strategies, with hot-spot policing, focused deterrence,
and problem-oriented approaches showing consistent association with crime
reduction.’”® The strength of that evidence varies by the type of crime each
strategy targets—focused deterrence has been tested mainly against gang
and group violence, while researchers have evaluated hot-spot and problem-
oriented approaches across a wider range of crimes and disorder problems.””
The research therefore suggests agencies should match the strategy to the
problem it seeks to address.

However, doing so requires diagnosing the problem first, but diagnosis is more
difficult than it appears. Even among agencies that embrace problem-oriented
policing, researchers describe practitioners conducting cursory analysis and
then reverting to familiar enforcement tactics, and surveys find that only about
one-third of U.S. departments actively encourage problem-solving projects.
The strongest practice pairs a diagnostic lens with intelligence-led work; one
asks why a problem persists, the other asks who drives it.”®

The second misalignment is a drift toward visibility over effectiveness. The
cases documented in this study show how easily that drift occurs: saturation

or directed patrol—the broadest and most visible tools—formed the single
most common response to community concern. Yet enforcement volume alone
does not produce results. The NYPD cut civilian stops by more than an order of
magnitude after 2013 while crime continued to fall, a pattern that challenges
the assumption that simple police-contact volume drives crime reductions;
instead, research points toward the efficacy of targeted enforcement and
place-based strategies, while suggesting indiscriminate stops undermine those
strategies.” The finding is an old one. More than 50 years ago, the landmark
Kansas City Preventive Patrol Experiment found that varying the level of routine
motorized preventive patrol had no significant effect on crime, fear, or citizen
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Systematic Review and Meta-Analysis of the Empirical Evidence,” Journal of Research in Crime and Delinquency 49:3 (August 2012), pp. 323-358. https://doi.
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satisfaction—a finding that helped launch the modern search for more targeted
strategies.®’ Subsequent studies of the “standard model” of policing, which
spreads resources thinly and reactively across a jurisdiction, reached the same
conclusion: What police do, and where they do it, matters more than how
visible a presence they generate.®! Deterrence research reinforces the point:
Increasing the certainty of apprehension by concentrating law enforcement
resources on the right people and the right places more reliably interrupts
offender behavior than relying on general visibility or increasing the severity of
anticipated punishment.?? Police executives increasingly say the same, crediting
agency leadership that concentrates limited resources on the small number

of individuals responsible for a disproportionate share of offenses.®® Officer
visibility can reassure community members, and reassurance is a legitimate goal.
But political pressure can also drive the demand for visible action. Leaders under
intense public scrutiny may feel pressure to demonstrate immediate action—a
new task force, a crackdown, a press conference—and a department can adopt
the vocabulary of evidence-based policing while continuing to deploy resources
according to tradition, political pressure, or crisis response.?*

Finally, even the newest deployment tools can absorb the same distortions.
The most effective predictive policing approaches tend to combine
transparent, theory-driven risk terrain modeling for location data with focused
deterrence for individual-level information; nontransparent commercial
forecasting products and enforcement-only watchlists have repeatedly failed
rigorous evaluation.® Importantly, predictive systems learn from records that
reflect where police have looked and where people have reported crime, not
where harm objectively occurs. A perception-driven data stream can therefore
become tomorrow’s deployment map, creating the appearance of objective
analysis while reproducing the biases and gaps in the underlying data. For this
reason, the quality of the perception-based information that feeds the system
becomes a public safety variable in its own right.

Clearances and Investigative Capacity

Misperception of public safety can also erode the investigative function on
which accountability depends, as investigations run on public cooperation,
and that cooperation depends on what people believe about crime and

the police. Even in a year of record crime declines, agencies cleared only
about 47 percent of violent crimes and 17 percent of property crimes in
2025.8¢ Clearance is the visible end of a longer attrition; only about 48
percent of violent victimizations were reported to police in 2024, meaning a
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Street

large majority of crime never enters the system at all.?” Both reporting and
clearance depend heavily on community cooperation—victims who come
forward, witnesses who speak, residents who trust police enough to share
what they know. The research is explicit on the mechanism: People cooperate
with legal authorities they regard as legitimate, and legitimacy is built largely

through the perceived fairness of police behavior.2® When the public believes
crime is rampant and the system is ineffective, cooperation with police [lg

fragile for other reasons, too. A January 2026 preview of the year ahead
relayed chiefs’ and sheriffs’ concerns that stepped-up federal immigration
enforcement was making some residents afraid to report crime at all, a

contracts, and investigative capacity contracts with it. That cooperation is ;ﬂ R

When the public believes

. ) . ) ! crime is rampant and the

reminder that reporting behavior responds to perceptions of the entire system is ineffective,

system, not only of crime itself.® cooperation with police
contracts, and investigative

capacity contracts with it.
The link runs in both directions. In recent surveys of high-homicide Chicago pactty

neighborhoods, residents were more willing to cooperate in homicide
investigations where police solved more murders and where residents
believed they did.*® Community-oriented policing is the strategy that treats
cooperation as its central aim. Systematic evaluations find its direct effects on
crime modest and mixed, but its effects on residents’ satisfaction with police
and perceptions of legitimacy are consistent and significant.®* Procedural-
justice research ties those perceptions to the behaviors that close cases:
reporting crimes, serving as witnesses, and sharing information.®? Recent
research also suggests that recorded crime may understate community
policing’s benefits: stronger police-community relationships make people
more willing to report offenses they once kept quiet, so recorded crime can
rise in engaged areas even as victimization falls.*

Investment in investigative practice itself also pays measurable returns.
When the Boston Police Department applied a problem-oriented

approach to its homicide investigation practices, clearance rates improved
significantly relative to comparison trends.** Cooperation and capacity thus
reinforce each other, and closing the gap between public perception of
crime and actual crime is critical to both: it encourages reporting, which
feeds investigations, which produces the clearance rates that sustain public
confidence.®®

87. Tapp and Coen, “Criminal Victimization, 2024.” https://bjs.ojp.gov/document/cv24.pdf.

88. Tom R. Tyler, “Enhancing Police Legitimacy,” The Annals of the American Academy of Political and Social Science 593:1 (May 2004), pp. 84-99. https://doi.
org/10.1177/0002716203262627.

89. Wexler. https://www.policeforum.org/trending3jan26.

90. Kathryn Bocanegra and Aaron Gottlieb, “A Community-Based Examination of the Association between Perceived and Actual Homicide Clearance Rates and
Cooperation with Homicide Investigations,” American Journal of Criminal Justice 51:2 (April 2026), pp. 455-477. https://doi.org/10.1007/s12103-025-09840-9.

91. Charlotte Gill et al., “Community-Oriented Policing to Reduce Crime, Disorder and Fear and Increase Satisfaction and Legitimacy Among Citizens: A Systematic
Review,” Journal of Experimental Criminology 10:4 (December 2014), pp. 399-428. https://doi.org/10.1007/s11292-014-9210-y.

92. lillian Snider, “What Works in American Policing Part 5—Community-Oriented Policing: Building the Trust That Effective Policing Depends On,” R Street Institute,
June 18, 2026. https://www.rstreet.org/commentary/what-works-in-american-policing-part-5-community-oriented-policing-building-the-trust-that-effective-
policing-depends-on.

93. Ibid.

94. Anthony A. Braga and Desiree Dusseault, “Can Homicide Detectives Improve Homicide Clearance Rates?,” Crime & Delinquency 64:3 (March 2018), pp. 283-315.
https://doi.org/10.1177/0011128716679164.

95. Jillian Snider, “Solving Crime, Protecting Communities: A Blueprint for Safer Streets,” R Street Policy Study No. 327, June 2025. https://www.rstreet.org/research/
solving-crime-protecting-communities-a-blueprint-for-safer-streets.

R Street Policy Study: The Perception Paradox www.rstreet.org—21


https://bjs.ojp.gov/document/cv24.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1177/0002716203262627
https://doi.org/10.1177/0002716203262627
https://www.policeforum.org/trending3jan26
https://doi.org/10.1007/s12103-025-09840-9
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11292-014-9210-y
https://www.rstreet.org/commentary/what-works-in-american-policing-part-5-community-oriented-policing-building-the-trust-that-effective-policing-depends-on
https://www.rstreet.org/commentary/what-works-in-american-policing-part-5-community-oriented-policing-building-the-trust-that-effective-policing-depends-on
https://doi.org/10.1177/0011128716679164
https://www.rstreet.org/research/solving-crime-protecting-communities-a-blueprint-for-safer-streets
https://www.rstreet.org/research/solving-crime-protecting-communities-a-blueprint-for-safer-streets

The Perception Paradox: How Misaligned R Street Policy Study
Public Beliefs About Crime Undermine No. 344
rreemaners reasowios. £NE€ FUIl Continuum of Public Safety October 2026

Street

Workforce, Recruitment, and Training

A distorted crime narrative does not just affect where police deploy and the

degree to which crimes can be solved; it also affects whether agencies can

recruit and retain the workforce needed to respond to crime effectively.

Prospective law enforcement candidates and serving officers respond to how

dangerous the job appears and to how they believe the public regards them.®®

A public narrative of unrelenting danger and hostility toward police slows

recruitment, accelerates attrition, and erodes the morale of officers. The result

is a staffing emergency that itself degrades service quality and response times.*’ @

National survey data confirms this. Agencies reported staffing losses of roughly \ .

5 percent between January 2020 and January 2023, and although hiring has ﬁ)v&z;k’:%l;:g:g;tgglg}qa
since recovered slightly, staffing in 2024 remained below pre-pandemic levels.®® distorted public narrative
The costs of suboptimal staffing are not merely administrative; they have real f:;‘l:‘lg;‘ tel?:tllzvgtrj?ddgg?rter::?c it.
effects on serious crime, which means perception-driven staffing declines carry

a measurable public safety price.*® The issue compounds itself. Agencies that

are short-staffed due to perception-driven declines are less able to deliver

the focused, well-trained enforcement that reduces crime; and short-staffed

agencies are forced to triage and lean harder on broad, visible patrol over

patient, investigative work, which deepens exactly the misallocation described

above. A workforce struggling to keep up because of a distorted public narrative

cannot easily produce the results that would correct it.

Retail, Targeted, and Signature Threats

Some offenses carry symbolic weight far beyond their statistical footprint,

and organized retail crime is a recent example of public concern and policy
response outpacing the available evidence. In 2022, the National Retail
Federation estimated that organized retail crime accounted for nearly half

of the roughly $94.5 billion in annual retail “shrink” —the industry’s term for
inventory losses from theft, fraud, damage, and error.!® That estimate helped
drive a wave of national alarm and legislation, as well as corporate action to
better protect store merchandise or close stores. In late 2023, the organization
retracted the claim, acknowledging that it had been mistakenly inferred from
older Senate testimony that referred to total shrink, not organized theft.*
This example illustrates this study’s thesis directly: A dramatic and memorable
number shaped the agenda long after the data no longer supported it.

The retraction did not settle the question, however. An independent analysis
found that shoplifting rose significantly in 2024 even as nearly every other
category of crime fell, making it one of the few offenses moving against
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broader downward crime trends.'®? That combination makes retail crime
difficult to calibrate; it is a genuine, visible, locally felt problem, but it can also
become a vehicle for inflated claims and disproportionate policy attention and
resource allocation.

Downstream Effects

The same distorted crime narrative that shapes deployment also reaches the end
of the continuum, where its effects are least visible and most difficult to reverse.

The back end of the justice system—everything that governs what happens after
an individual is sentenced—is perennially vulnerable to fear-driven shifts.

Surges in public concern about crime have fueled backlash against policies

The back end of the justice
system—everything that

perceived as lenient for decades.'®® In 1987, after a Massachusetts man on governs what happens after
furlough committed a brutal home invasion, the state abolished its furlough an individual is sentenced—

is perennially vulnerable to

program. A presidential campaign ad the next year turned his case into a fear-driven shifts.
national symbol, and the politics of release hardened for a generation.'® This

dynamic persists today. In the past several years, New York amended its bail

law three times amid sustained coverage of individual release failures, yet

when researchers examined data on the reform, they found that the original

iteration had reduced overall recidivism in New York City.1%

The research consensus is that stable reentry support reduces reoffending
and that incarceration beyond a certain point yields diminishing public
safety returns.'% Sanctions-focused research similarly shows that custodial
sentences do not reduce reoffending relative to community-based
alternatives.’®” The public perception gap—and its corresponding call for
harsh sentences—thus threatens precisely the evidence-based, cost-effective
programs that help formerly incarcerated individuals succeed and keep
communities safe over the long run.

Fortunately, there are signs that the public is open to a better balance. In
Gallup’s 2025 crime survey, respondents as a whole leaned toward directing
government funds and effort at the societal problems that lead to crime rather
than solely toward expanding enforcement.’®® Protecting that work holds the
back end of the system to the same standards as the front. It also prioritizes
evidence over the news cycle.
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Treating Perception of Crime as a Core
Public Safety Domain

If public perception of crime drives law enforcement resources, deployment,
cooperation, staffing, and downstream policy, then it deserves to be measured
and managed with the same rigor as crime itself. For most of the modern era,
agencies have tracked offenses, arrests, and clearances in granular detail but
have not tracked public perception of crime in the same way.

The most promising management approaches close that gap. New York’s
Q-Stat is one example. It brings the visible-disorder conditions that research
links to residents’ sense of safety—in this case 311 quality-of-life complaints—
into the same command-accountable management cycle long used for crime,
complete with regular review meetings and named accountability for results.1®
That structure has already produced one measurable service outcome: the
16-minute improvement in non-emergency response times noted earlier.!°
Whether faster response also reduces fear is precisely the question that
tracking perception metrics would let the department answer.

National research on CompStat (i.e., the NYPD’s crime-tracking system)
documents how a data-driven accountability cycle tracking crime metrics
spread rapidly through American policing because it gave commanders

a clear way to manage toward measurable outcomes.''! The same could
happen with perception-related metrics, as the underlying principle of
managing toward measurable outcomes is versatile. It could be applied to
small or large departments, it can track a small or large set of metrics, and it
can track metrics related to public perception of crime alongside crime and
clearance data. By measuring perception-related metrics like fear, perceived
safety, confidence in police, and the volume and location of quality-of-life
complaints with other more standard metrics, departments could prioritize
the neighborhood’s sense of safety as a managed outcome rather than as an
afterthought. Importantly, fear of crime and perceived risk are related but
different concepts. Fear is an emotional reaction; perceived risk is a person’s
estimate of how likely they are to be victimized, and the two can move
independently.!’? A resident can judge their own odds of victimization to be
low and still feel unsafe walking at night. Survey questions that blend crime
and fear together produce results that are difficult to interpret and even more
difficult to act on.3 For this reason, survey questions related to fear and
perception must be crafted carefully and with intended outcomes in mind.
Validated questions on these topics already exist, and agencies that want to
begin tracking such metrics can look to those.!*
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Perception is movable with action and information. Routine car patrol, as the
Kansas City experiment showed, does not change how people feel; visible

and sustained reassurance—in the form of foot patrol and direct community
contact—does, reducing residents’ fear even when it does not change the
underlying crime rate, a finding that dates back to the foot-patrol experiments
of the early 1980s.'**> The reassurance benefit does not come at the expense of
crime control. A controlled trial in Philadelphia found that concentrated foot
patrol reduced violent crime in the hot spots where it was deployed.!® Giving
the public accurate, local, and timely crime data can narrow the gap between
what people believe about their own communities and what is accurate.'?’ It
can also help them better resist the pull of the national fear cycle. The overall
aim of moving public perception with these types of efforts is to ensure that
opinions, and the policies they drive, rest on an accurate picture of where
people are safe and where they are not.

From Evidence to Practice

Five decades of research on policing strategies point to a consistent
conclusion: Focused, well-diagnosed, community-engaged strategies
reduce crime, while broad and undifferentiated enforcement rarely does.*®
Because the strategies that address community concern are often the same

An agency has to identify

strategies that reduce harm, a department does not have to choose between where local harm
responsiveness and effectiveness. Those approaches are well documented concentrates, design a

and, in many cases, no more expensive than the tactics they would replace.

targeted response, and be
prepared to evaluate the
effectiveness of its response.

Focused strategies, however, demand analytic work that directed patrol does
not require. An agency has to identify where local harm concentrates, design
a targeted response, and be prepared to evaluate the effectiveness of its
response. As a result, small, capacity-constrained agencies can drift toward
traditional, visible strategies—not because they reject evidence but because
most lack the analysts, partnerships, and evaluation budgets needed to gather
and apply it.'** When agencies have that capacity, they are better positioned
to match resources to actual harm. Place-based policing succeeded in New
York because it was precise, concentrating resources on the small number of
locations generating a disproportionate share of harm.'? Problem-oriented
and intelligence-led strategies add the diagnostic discipline needed to preserve
the precision of a planned response; the former asks why a problem persists,
the latter who is driving it.'?* Community-oriented policing helps build the
legitimacy that makes focused enforcement acceptable to the neighborhoods
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that receive it.!?2 Newer predictive tools bring the same calibration problem
into the data layer. If those systems are trained on records of where police
have been dispatched and where complaints have clustered, they can embed
public alarm into future enforcement priorities.'?®* Taken together, the evidence
suggests that strategies that reduce crime are also the best strategies to close
the gap between what communities fear and what actually threatens them.

Even when agencies have evidence to support a strategy, public perception of
crime can influence whether they have the political support to move forward
with them. Focused strategies are often less visible than saturation patrol, and
when the public measures police effectiveness by visibility alone, agencies
feel pressured to use visible tactics the research rates as less effective. Thus,
managing public perception as its own domain is not separate from evidence-
based policing; it is part of what makes evidence-based policing politically
sustainable.

Key Recommendations

The following recommendations identify practical steps stakeholders can take to
close the perception gap. They share a common premise: Government is more
effective when it aligns attention and resources with evidence rather than with
alarm.

For Legislators and Legislative Staff

Public fear reaches lawmaking through two channels: budgets and the substance

of criminal law. Both channels require the same discipline.

e Anchor lawmaking in harm. Anchor both appropriations and statutes in

evidence of harm, victimization, and results—not in the salience of crime in a

given news cycle. Treat public perception as a legitimate policy concern (i.e.,

something to measure, report on, and respond to) without letting it substitute

for harm data in deciding where money goes or where statutory attention is
focused.

e Build budgetary patience in both directions. Fund the less-visible building
blocks of long-term safety: investigative resources, crime-data systems, and

workforce stability efforts.’?* Keep them funded when fear recedes, and treat
sustained low crime as a result that warrants continued support to ensure that
successful, proactive agencies are not penalized. Extend the same patience to

the reentry and prevention programs most exposed to cycles of public alarm
and fading attention.

* Legislate deliberately. Before legislating in response to a viral incident, ask

whether the underlying problem is truly emerging from the data or rising only
from heightened public attention, and require independent confirmation of any

specific claims of loss or harm before allowing them to influence statute.’®
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122. Snider, “What Works in American Policing Part 5.” https://www.rstreet.org/commentary/what-works-in-american-policing-part-5-community-oriented-policing-

building-the-trust-that-effective-policing-depends-on.

123. Snider, “What Works in American Policing Part 6.” https://www.rstreet.org/commentary/what-works-in-american-policing-part-6-predictive-policing-promise-

pitfalls-and-the-limits-of-algorithmic-forecasting.

124. Braga and Dusseault. https://doi.org/10.1177/0011128716679164; Chalfin and McCrary. https://doi.org/10.1162/REST_a_00694.

125. Fonrouge. https://www.cnbc.com/2023/12/07/us-retail-lobbyists-retract-key-claim-on-organized-retail-crime-accounting-for-inventory-losses.html.

R Street Policy Study: The Perception Paradox

www.rstreet.org—26


https://www.rstreet.org/commentary/what-works-in-american-policing-part-5-community-oriented-policing-building-the-trust-that-effective-policing-depends-on
https://www.rstreet.org/commentary/what-works-in-american-policing-part-5-community-oriented-policing-building-the-trust-that-effective-policing-depends-on
https://www.rstreet.org/commentary/what-works-in-american-policing-part-6-predictive-policing-promise-pitfalls-and-the-limits-of-algorithmic-forecasting
https://www.rstreet.org/commentary/what-works-in-american-policing-part-6-predictive-policing-promise-pitfalls-and-the-limits-of-algorithmic-forecasting
https://doi.org/10.1177/0011128716679164
https://doi.org/10.1162/REST_a_00694
https://www.cnbc.com/2023/12/07/us-retail-lobbyists-retract-key-claim-on-organized-retail-crime-accounting-for-inventory-losses.html

The Perception Paradox: How Misaligned

Street Public Beliefs About Crime Undermine

resmanies rectonios. £H€@ FUIl Continuum of Public Safety

For Law Enforcement Executives and Associations

Adopt perception as a tracked domain. Build or borrow a Q-Stat-
style review cycle that examines fear, confidence, and quality-of-life
complaints alongside crime and clearance data, and weigh saturation
and reassurance tactics against what they may divert from focused,
evidence-based work. Treat procedural fairness in everyday encounters
as a perception strategy. Systematic reviews find that interactions led by
procedural fairness improve residents’ views of police legitimacy, and
survey research shows that negative encounters damage confidence far
more than positive encounters build it.1%®

Report outcomes rather than activity. Pair every high-visibility
response to community concern with an investment in investigative
capacity, and communicate local results—and outcomes—plainly so that
residents sense progress. In the enforcement actions documented in
this study, agencies rarely told the public whether the problem actually
improved: 33 of the 51 cited sources reported only arrest, citation, or
seizure totals, and only three claimed a measured outcome (Figure 3).
Building even simple before-and-after data reporting into operational
announcements (e.g., calls for service, repeat complaints, crashes, or
shootings on the affected blocks) would convert the same press release
from proof of effort into evidence of effectiveness.

For Business and Retail Stakeholders

Partner with agencies on targeted data-sharing responses to organized

retail and property crime and be precise in public communication. The
retail sector’s own experience with inflated loss figures is instructive.

Distinguishing genuine, measured threats from isolated incidents protects

both the credibility of legitimate concern and the efficient direction of

public resources. Several of the cases discussed in this paper show what a
partnership model looks like in practice, pairing shared data and dedicated
analytic capacity with enforcement aimed at repeat offenders rather than
blanket sweeps. Accurate data is the foundation of a response that works.

For Public Safety Philanthropic Funders

Fund measurement infrastructure and multiyear public safety work.

Government funding for public safety tends to track the public mood, and
the organizations that work alongside law enforcement agencies, courts, and
reentry systems are often the first to lose support when attention moves
elsewhere. Where government funding is absent or unreliable, sustained

philanthropic investment can help ensure that public safety continues to

be guided by real crime data rather than by perception alone.'? Priorities
should include measurement infrastructure, such as local crime dashboards,
perception surveys, and rigorous evaluation, as well as the multiyear support

that allows effective programs to survive shifts in the news cycle.
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For Federal Crime-Data Agencies

¢ Produce more timely, complete, and comparable national crime data, and
present it in forms the public and the press can readily use. The years in
which the nation’s two principal crime measures appeared to differ undermined
public confidence, and researchers have documented how difficult those
divergent signals were for even attentive observers to interpret.?® Reconciling
and speeding that data would help close perception gaps. The faster and clearer
the official signal, the less room there is for fear to drift from reality.

For Media Professionals

¢ Pairindividual crime coverage with base rates and trends, label local versus
national context explicitly, and treat the persistent gap between perceived
and actual crime as a story worth telling accurately. The stakes of coverage
choices are well documented. Crime is among the most consumed forms of local
news, and the people most attentive to it express the greatest concern about
it.22° Coverage that situates a shocking incident within the larger trend informs
without distorting, and over time, helps rebuild the shared factual ground on
which sound public safety policy depends.

Conclusion

The United States has recorded a meaningful, sustained decline in crime,
achieved in part through the focused, evidence-based work of the law
enforcement agencies examined in this study. Yet for most of the past two
decades, the public did not believe it. That crime perception gap shapes
every stage of the system. It misallocates resources, erodes the cooperation
that solves crimes, depresses the workforce, and endangers the downstream
programs that keep gains durable. Closing the gap between perception and
reality is therefore a critical public safety strategy, and the work cannot fall to
police alone. It calls for a cross-sector effort by legislators, law enforcement,
businesses, philanthropies, federal data agencies, and the media to measure
public perception and manage its effects on public safety.

The current moment offers a rare opportunity—crime rates are falling,

crime data is steadily improving, and public fear is finally beginning to ease.
Together, these conditions make it possible to institutionalize the strategies
that produced the decline and to bring public belief into line with the evidence
before the next cycle of alarm reopens the gap. That work is within reach.

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, focusing her subject matter expertise on policing, evidence-based
practices to enhance community safety, and data-driven solutions to reduce crime and recidivism.

128. Lauritsen and Lopez. https://counciloncj.org/when-crime-statistics-diverge.
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Appendix A: Documented Enforcement Cases

The following 51 cases were assembled from agency press releases and local news reports quoting agencies, each documenting
an enforcement action publicly tied to a community concern, complaint, or publicly identified community crime problem
between 2021 and 2026. Each is coded by the community concern that prompted it, the primary enforcement approach taken,
that approach’s alignment with evidence-based practice, and the measure of success, if any, the cited source reported.

Case/Year Community Enforcement Evidence Reported
Agency/State Concern Response Alignment Success

Case 1'3° — 2025

San Francisco Drug activity/ Saturation/directed Broad/reactive Outputs only
Police Department open-air markets patrol
California

Case 2% — 2024

Danbury Police Drug activity/ Targeted investigation/ Focused/evidence- Outputs only
Department open-air markets warrant aligned
Connecticut

Case 3'32 — 2025

Poughkeepsie Drug activity / Targeted investigation/ Focused/evidence- Outputs only
Police Department open-air markets warrant aligned
New York

Case 4'*® — 2025

Peabody Police Drug activity / Targeted investigation/ Focused/evidence- Outputs only
Department open-air markets warrant aligned
Massachusetts

Case 5'** — 2026

Meriden Police Drug activity / Targeted investigation/ Focused/evidence- Outputs only
Department open-air markets warrant aligned
Connecticut

Case 6' — 2026

Milwaukee Police Gun/violent crime Hot-spot/focused Focused/evidence- None reported***
Department deterrence aligned
Wisconsin

130. “Drug Market Agency Coordination Center: Operation Jefferson,” San Francisco Police Department, February 2025. https://www.sanfranciscopolice.org/news/drug-
market-agency-coordination-center-operation-jefferson.

131. Rich Kirby, “Police Nab Danbury Man Accused of Dealing Drugs Throughout City,” Patch, June 7, 2024. https://patch.com/connecticut/danbury/police-nab-danbury-
man-accused-dealing-drugs-throughout-city.

132. Jeff Edwards, “Massive Drug Bust After SWAT Team Executes Search Warrant: Police,” Patch, March 17, 2025. https://patch.com/new-york/midhudsonvalley/
massive-drug-bust-after-swat-team-executes-search-warrant-police.

133. Scott Souza, “Bags of Pills, Drugs, Cash Seized in Peabody Bust,” Patch, May 19, 2025. https://patch.com/massachusetts/peabody/bags-pills-drugs-cash-seized-
peabody-bust.

134. Vincent Salzo, “Convicted Felon Accused Of Selling Drugs Out Of Home In Meriden: Police,” Patch, May 28, 2026. https://patch.com/connecticut/meriden/
convicted-felon-accused-selling-drugs-out-home-meriden-police.

135. Milwaukee Police Department, “Milwaukee Police Launch Summer Guardian 5.0 to Combat Gun Violence with Community Engagement,” press release via Urban
Milwaukee, May 2026. https://urbanmilwaukee.com/pressrelease/milwaukee-police-launch-summer-guardian-5-0-to-combat-gun-violence-with-community-
engagement.
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Case/Year{ Community Enforcement Evidence Reported
Agency/State Concern Response Alignment Success

Case 736 — 2022

Detroit Police

Gun/violent crime

Hot-spot/focused

Focused/evidence-

None reported

Department deterrence aligned

(+ U.S. Attorney)

Michigan

Case 837 — 2022-2023

Winston-Salem Police Gun/violent crime Intelligence-/ Focused/evidence- Outputs only

Department, Forsyth
County Sheriff’s
Office (+ ATF)

North Carolina

technology-led

aligned

Case 9'3% — 2026

Indianapolis Street racing/ Saturation/directed Broad/reactive Outputs only
Metropolitan Police reckless driving patrol

Department

Indiana

Case 10 — 2021

Fresno Police Street racing/ Saturation/directed Broad/reactive Outputs only
Department reckless driving patrol

California

Case 1140 — 2022

Los Angeles Street racing/ Saturation/directed Broad/reactive Outputs only
Police Department reckless driving patrol

California

Case 12 — 2023

Baltimore Police Illegal dirt bikes/ATVs Saturation/directed Broad/reactive Outputs only

Department
Maryland

patrol

136. “Officials Announce Initiative To Reduce Gun Violence In High Crime Areas Of Detroit,” CBS News Detroit, June 7, 2022. https://www.cbsnews.com/detroit/news/
officials-announce-initiative-to-reduce-gun-violence-in-high-crime-areas-of-detroit.
137. Bureau of Alcohol, Tobacco, Firearms and Explosives, “Law Enforcement Agencies Announce Outcome of 90-Day Initiative Aimed at Decreasing Violent Crime,” U.S.
Department of Justice, April 5, 2023. https://www.atf.gov/news/press-releases/law-enforcement-agencies-announce-outcome-90-day-initiative-aimed-decreasing-

violent-crime.

138. “Indiana police announce crackdown on stunt driving, bust large group of trucks in lot,” WKRC, June 10, 2026. https://local12.com/news/nation-world/
indianapolis-police-street-racing-crackdown-10-arrests-8-vehicles-towed-reckless-driving-illegal-stunts-speed-contests-over-100-mph-impd-citywide-enforcement-

operation-cincinnati.

139. Jessica Harrington, “‘Get it the hell out of our town’: Fresno officials, law enforcement crack down on illegal street racing,” ABC30 Fresno, Feb. 24, 2021.
https://abc30.com/fresno-street-racing-police-department-illegal/10364397.
140. Stephanie Pagones, “Los Angeles reeling from weekend of ‘dangerous’ street takeovers, racing as police crack down,” Fox News, Aug. 30, 2022. https://www.
foxnews.com/us/los-angeles-reeling-weekend-dangerous-street-takeovers-racing-police-crack-down.
141. “Baltimore Police announce crack down on illegal dirt bike riding,” CBS News Baltimore, May 23, 2023. https://www.cbsnews.com/baltimore/news/baltimore-
police-announce-crack-down-on-illegal-dirt-bike-riding.
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Case/Year{ Community Enforcement Evidence Reported
Agency/State Concern Response Alignment Success

Case 132 — 2026

Street

Baltimore Police Illegal dirt bikes/ATVs Hot-spot/focused Focused/evidence- Outputs only
Department deterrence aligned
Maryland

Case 14'4* — 2025

San Francisco Police Illegal dirt bikes/ATVs Intelligence-/ Focused/evidence- QOutputs only
Department technology-led aligned
California

Case 154 — 2024

Philadelphia Police Illegal dirt bikes/ATVs Saturation/ Broad/reactive Outputs only
Department directed patrol

Pennsylvania

Case 16> — 2026

Oakland Police Illegal dirt bikes/ATVs Targeted investigation/ Focused/evidence- Outputs only
Department warrant aligned
California

Case 174 — 2026

Topeka Police Illegal dirt bikes/ATVs Saturation/ Broad/reactive None reported***
Department directed patrol
Kansas

Case 18" — 2023-2024

San Ramon Police Retail theft Problem-oriented/ Focused/evidence- Outputs only
Department data-driven aligned
California

Case 198 — 2026

York County Property/agricultural/ Hot-spot/focused Focused/evidence- None reported***
Sheriff’s Office package theft deterrence aligned
Nebraska

142. Alexa Dikos, “Baltimore Police seize 11 illegal dirt bikes, ATVs during weekend enforcement operation,” Fox45 Baltimore, June 1, 2026. https://foxbaltimore.com/
news/local/baltimore-police-seize-11-illegal-dirt-bikes-atvs-weekend-enforcement-operation.

143. “SFPD Seizes Dirt Bikes, ATV and Arrests 4 Suspects During Enforcement Operation,” San Francisco Police Department, September 2025. https://www.
sanfranciscopolice.org/news/sfpd-seizes-dirt-bikes-atv-and-arrests-4-suspects-during.

144. Steve Keeley, “ATVs in Philadelphia: Police ramping up enforcement, confiscations of ATVs, dirtbikes,” FOX 29 Philadelphia, Feb. 28, 2024. https://www.fox29.com/
news/philadelphia-atv-dirtbike-enforcement-crackdown.

145. Oakland Police Department, “lllegal ATV and Dirt Bike Activity Leads to Arrests, Weapons Seized,” City of Oakland, March 26, 2026. https://www.oaklandca.gov/
News-Releases/Police/lllegal-ATV-and-Dirt-Bike-Activity-Leads-to-Arrests-Weapons-Seized.

146. Matthew Self, “New signs pop up in Topeka’s Oakland area targeting ATV users,” KSNT, April 13, 2026. https://www.ksnt.com/news/local-news/new-signs-pop-up-
in-topekas-oakland-area-targeting-atv-users; Matthew Self, “/Serious safety risks’: Police warn of fines for people who use dirt bikes, ATVs on Topeka streets,” KSNT,
March 30, 2026. https://www.ksnt.com/news/local-news/police-warn-of-fines-for-people-who-use-dirt-bikes-atvs-on-topeka-streets.

147. “San Ramon Police Release 2024 Organized Retail Theft Data,” Contra Costa News, Jan. 17, 2025. https://contracosta.news/2025/01/17/san-ramon-police-release-
2024-organized-retail-theft-data.

148. Abigail Carrera, “‘We Take These Crimes Personally’: Sheriff’s Office Cracks Down on Rural Thefts in York County,” 10/11 NOW, March 31, 2026. https://
www.1011now.com/2026/03/31/we-take-these-crimes-personally-sheriffs-office-cracks-down-rural-thefts-york-county.
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Case/Year Community Enforcement Evidence Reported
Agency/State Concern Response Alignment Success

Case 20 — 2026

Tehama County General/multi-issue Problem-oriented/ Focused/evidence- Outputs only
Sheriff’s Office patrol data-driven aligned
California

Case 21'3° — 2026

Humboldt County General/multi-issue patrol ~ Saturation/directed Broad/reactive Outputs only
Sheriff’s Office patrol
California

Case 22" — 2026

Maricopa County Threats/community Community-oriented/ Community/reassurance  Reassurance/perception
Sheriff’'s Office safety reassurance claim
Arizona

Case 232 — 2025

Atherton Police Burglary Hot-spot/focused Focused/evidence- None reported
Department deterrence aligned
California

Case 24'53 — 2021

Wrentham Police Traffic/speeding Saturation/directed Broad/reactive None reported
Department patrol
Massachusetts

Case 25™* — 2025

Whiteside County General/multi-issue Hot-spot/focused Focused/evidence- None reported
Sheriff’s Office patrol deterrence aligned
Illinois

Case 26'° — 2023

Cuyahoga County Gun/violent crime Saturation/directed Broad/reactive None reported
Sheriff’s Office patrol
(+ Cleveland Division
of Police)
Ohio
149. Christina Mendez, “Tehama County sheriff adds rural deputy, expands patrols after early success,” KRCR, April 8, 2026. https://krcrtv.com/news/local/tehama-

150.

151.

152.

153.

154.

155.

county-sheriff-adds-rural-deputy-expands-patrols-after-early-success.

“Sheriff’s Office Announces Saturation Patrols in Hoopa,” Lost Coast Outpost, April 16, 2026. https://lostcoastoutpost.com/2026/apr/16/sheriffs-office-announces-
saturation-patrols-hoopa.

Tiani Jadulang, “Maricopa County boosts patrols near places of worship amid national concerns, sheriff says,” 12News, March 12, 2026. https://www.12news.com/
article/news/local/valley/maricopa-county-boosts-patrols-near-places-worship-amid-national-concerns-sheriff-says/75-0a445fbb-fcd0-4dal-b9ab-b303ab416047.
Arden Margulis, “Atherton Police Urge Stronger Home Security Steps After 3 Thanksgiving Burglaries,” The Almanac, Dec. 3, 2025. https://www.almanacnews.com/
atherton/2025/12/03/atherton-police-urge-stronger-home-security-steps-after-3-thanksgiving-burglaries.

David Linton, “Wrentham police create traffic enforcement unit to crack down on scofflaws,” The Sun Chronicle, Aug. 16, 2021. https://www.thesunchronicle.com/
news/local_news/wrentham-police-create-traffic-enforcement-unit-to-crack-down-on-scofflaws/article_8c046f9c-f494-5ecd-8514-8fb6291425a3.html.

Bailey Boesen, “Whiteside County Sheriff’s Office says residents can expect to see an increase in patrol units this summer,” WREX, June 12, 2025. https://www.
wrex.com/news/whiteside-county-sheriffs-office-says-residents-can-expect-to-see-an-increase-in-patrol-units/article_cadf10ad-6359-47af-834b-d9d7ef563b57.
html.

Cuyahoga County Sheriff’s Department, “Cuyahoga County Sheriff’s Department to Partner with Cleveland Division of Police to Enhance Downtown Safety Efforts,”
Cuyahoga County, July 31, 2023. https://cuyahogacounty.gov/executive/news/press-releases-archive/2023-press-releases/2023/07/31/cuyahoga-county-sheriff's-
department-to-partner-with-cleveland-division-of-police-to-enhance-downtown-safety-efforts.
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Case/Year{ Community Enforcement Evidence Reported
Agency/State Concern Response Alignment Success

Case 27'¢ — 2025

Jefferson County
Sheriff’s Office

Kentucky

Quality of life/disorder

Community-oriented/

reassurance

Community/reassurance

None reported

Case 28" — 2025

Washoe County Property/agricultural/ Problem-oriented/ Focused/evidence- None reported
Sheriff’s Office package theft data-driven aligned

Nevada

Case 29" — 2025

Portland Police Retail theft Problem-oriented/ Focused/evidence- Outputs only
Bureau data-driven aligned

Oregon

Case 30'%° — 2025

Anne Arundel County Retail theft Intelligence-/ Focused/evidence- Outputs only

Police Department

(+ Fairfax County,
Prince William County,
Fairfax City, and
Montgomery County
Police Departments)

Maryland

technology-led

aligned

Case 3160 — 2025

New York City Police
Department (Quality
of Life Division/
Q-Teams)

New York

Quality of life/disorder

Problem-oriented/
data-driven

Focused/evidence-
aligned

None reported

Case 32'¢' — 2024-2025

New York City Police
Department (Every
Block Counts)

New York

Gun/violent crime

Hot-spot/focused
deterrence

Focused/evidence-
aligned

Measured outcomes

156. Roberto Roldan, “Jefferson County Sheriff’s Office Provides New Details on Shift to Enforcement,” Louisville Public Media, Nov. 3, 2025. https://www.lpm.org/

news/2025-11-03/jefferson-county-sheriffs-office-provides-new-details-on-shift-to-enforcement.

157. Washoe County Sheriff’s Office, “Washoe County Sheriff’s Office Seeks Volunteers to Assist in Holiday Package Theft Prevention Operation,” Washoe County, Nov.
19, 2025. https://washoelife.washoecounty.gov/sheriff/washoe-county-sheriffs-office-seeks-volunteers-to-assist-in-holiday-package-theft-prevention-operation.

158. Portland Police Bureau, “Retail Theft Mission Results in Arrests, Recovery of Stolen Merchandise,” City of Portland, June 2, 2025. https://www.portland.gov/police/
news/2025/6/2/retail-theft-mission-results-arrests-recovery-stolen-merchandise.

159. Anne Arundel County Police Department, “Police Press Release: March 28, 2025,” Anne Arundel County, March 28, 2025. https://www.aacounty.org/police-
department/about-us/news/police-press-release-march-28-2025.

160. New York City Mayor’s Office, “Mayor Adams, NYPD Commissioner Tisch Launch New Quality of Life Division to Enhance Public Safety and Community Trust.”
https://www.nyc.gov/mayors-office/news/2025/04/mayor-adams-nypd-commissioner-tisch-launch-new-quality-life-division-enhance-public safety.

161. New York City Mayor’s Office, “Mayor Adams Announces Citywide Expansion of Program to Improve Quality of Life in Persistently High-Crime Areas, Root Out
Causes of Systemic Violence and Disorder,” July 18, 2025. https://nyc.gov/office-of-the-mayor/news/531-25/mayor-adams-citywide-expansion-program-improve-

quality-life-persistently.
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Case/Year{ Community Enforcement Evidence Reported
Agency/State Concern Response Alignment Success

Case 332 — 2025

Raleigh Police
Department
(Cops on the Block)

North Carolina

Community trust/
engagement

Community-oriented/
reassurance

Community/
reassurance

Reassurance/
perception claim

Case 3452 — 2025

San Francisco
Police Department
(Organized Retail
Crime Task Force)

California

Retail theft

:n:cjelligence-/tech nology-
e

Focused/evidence-
aligned

Outputs only

Case 35'%4 — 2025

Portland Police
Bureau, Multnomah
County District
Attorney’s Office,
Multnomah County
Sheriff’s Office,
Gresham Police
Department, Port

of Portland Police
Department, and
Transit Police Division
(Burglary Task Force)

Oregon

Burglary

Targeted investigation/
warrant

Focused/evidence-
aligned

Outputs only

Case 36'¢> — 2024

Hollywood Police
Department

Florida

Property/agricultural/
package theft

Targeted investigation/
warrant

Focused/evidence-
aligned

Outputs only

Case 37'¢¢ — 2026

Irvine Police
Department

California

Property/agricultural/
package theft

Intelligence-/
technology-led

Focused/evidence-
aligned

Outputs only

Case 38'¢7 — 2026

San Joaquin County
Sheriff’s Office

California

Street racing/reckless
driving

Saturation/directed
patrol

Broad/reactive

Outputs only

162. “Community Policing Initiative Strengthens Neighborhood Bonds,” City of Raleigh, April 11, 2025. https://raleighnc.gov/safety/news/community-policing-initiative-
strengthens-neighborhood-bonds.

163. “SFPD Organized Retail Crime Task Force Arrests Prolific Theft Crew 25-156,” San Francisco Police Department, Dec. 18, 2025. https://www.sanfranciscopolice.org/

news/sfpd-organized-retail-crime-task-force-arrests-prolific.

164. Portland Police Bureau, “Burglary Task Force Seeks Information on Case,” City of Portland, Dec. 1, 2025. https://www.portland.gov/police/news/2025/12/1/
burglary-task-force-seeks-information-case.

165. “Cops Cuff 4 Accused in Broward-Based Catalytic Converter Theft Ring,” WPLG Local 10, March 19, 2024. https://www.local10.com/news/local/2024/03/19/cops-

cuff-4-accused-in-broward-based-catalytic-converter-theft-ring.

166. Jeff Nguyen et al., “California officials use license plate readers, drones to crack down on porch pirates,” CBS News, June 25, 2026. https://www.cbsnews.com/
news/irvine-police-porch-pirates-thefts-drones-license-plate-readers-amazon-prime-days.
167. Gabriel Porras, ““We're going to arrest you’: Stockton crackdown targets sideshows this weekend,” ABC10, May 2, 2026. https://www.abc10.com/article/news/
local/stockton/crackdown-sideshow-task-force-operation-charter-mlk/103-39c8b4e3-28c0-4a34-b299-ebfbe3977435.
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Case/Year{ Community Enforcement Evidence Reported
Agency/State Concern Response Alignment Success

Case 39'¢¢ — 2025

Boston Police Street racing/reckless
Department driving

(+ Massachusetts

State Police support)

Massachusetts

Saturation/directed
patrol

Broad/reactive

Measured outcomes

Case 40'¢° — 2025

Suffolk County Street racing/reckless
Police Department driving

New York

Hot-spot/focused
deterrence

Focused/evidence-
aligned

Outputs only

Case 41'° — 2026

Seattle Police
Department

Washington

Gun/violent crime

Hot-spot/focused
deterrence

Focused/evidence-
aligned

None reported***

Case 42'" — 2023-2024

San Diego Police Drug activity/open-air
Department markets

California

Targeted investigation/
warrant

Focused/evidence-
aligned

Outputs only

Case 432 — 2025

Columbus Police
Department

Georgia

Property/agricultural/
package theft

Problem-oriented/
data-driven

Focused/evidence-
aligned

Outputs only

Case 44'* — 2024

Metropolitan
Police Department
(Washington, D.C.)

District of Columbia

Property/agricultural/
package theft

Problem-oriented/
data-driven

Focused/evidence-
aligned

Outputs only

Case 45" — 2025-2026

Greenwich Police
Department

Traffic/speeding

Connecticut

Problem-oriented/
data-driven

Focused/evidence-
aligned

Measured outcomes

168. Adam Sabes, “Blue state governor vows ‘zero tolerance’ approach to street takeovers after violent attack on law enforcement,” Fox News, Oct. 16, 2025.

https://www.foxnews.com/us/blue-state-governor-vows-zero-tolerance-approach-street-takeovers-after-violent-attack-law-enforcement.

169. Kepherd Daniel, “129 Summonses, 3 Cars Impounded in Holiday Crackdown: Police,” Patch, Dec. 2, 2025. https://patch.com/new-york/huntington/129-

170.

171.

172.

173.

174.

summonses-3-cars-impounded-holiday-crackdown-police.

Tyler Cunnington, “Aurora Avenue residents fed up with shootings, bullets hitting homes; call on city to act,” KOMO News, May 24, 2026. https://komonews.com/
news/local/aurora-avenue-residents-fed-up-with-shootings-bullets-hitting-homes-call-on-city-to-act-shooting-seattle-gun-violence-property-safety-children-baby-
crime-theft-video-investigation.

“51 arrested after investigation of ‘open-air drug market’ in San Diego’s East Village: DA,” NBC 7 San Diego, April 26, 2024. https://www.nbcsandiego.com/news/
local/51-arrested-after-investigation-of-open-air-drug-market-in-san-diegos-east-village-da/3498978.

“Columbus Police Arrest 17 in Porch Pirate Operations,” WTVM, Dec. 19, 2025. https://www.wtvm.com/2025/12/19/columbus-police-arrest-17-porch-pirate-
operations.

Gabriel Hays, “DC police cracking down on recent wave of porch pirates with sting operations: ‘Sending a message,” Fox News, April 19, 2024. https://www.
foxnews.com/media/dc-police-cracking-down-recent-wave-porch-pirates-sting-operations-sending-message.

Richard Kaufman, “Greenwich RTM Votes on School Zone Speed Camera Program After Marathon Meeting,” Patch, June 16, 2026. https://patch.com/connecticut/
greenwich/greenwich-rtm-votes-school-zone-speed-camera-program-after-marathon-meeting.
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Case/Year{ Community Enforcement Evidence Reported
Agency/State Concern Response Alignment Success

Case 46'> — 2025

Memphis Police Traffic/speeding Saturation/directed Broad/reactive None reported
Department patrol
Tennessee

Case 47""¢ — 2025

Roseville Police Retail theft Problem-oriented/ Focused/evidence- Outputs only
Department data-driven aligned
Minnesota

Case 48" — 2025

Louisville Metro Retail theft Saturation/directed Broad/reactive Outputs only
Police Department patrol
Kentucky

Case 49" — 2025

Phoenix Police Quality of life/ Saturation/directed Broad/reactive Outputs only
Department (+ Grand disorder patrol

Canyon University

Police Department,

Maricopa County

Sheriff’s Office, and

Arizona Department

of Public Safety)

Arizona

Case 50" — 2025

Las Vegas Quality of life/ Targeted investigation/ Focused/evidence- Outputs only
Metropolitan disorder warrant aligned

Police Department

Nevada

Case 518 — 2025

Polk County Quality of life/ Saturation/directed Focused/evidence- Outputs only
Sheriff’s Office disorder patrol aligned
Florida

175. Michaela Redmond, “Local Law Enforcement Agencies Announce Round-the-Clock Initiative to Crack Down on Reckless Driving,” Action News 5, April 25, 2025.
https://www.actionnews5.com/2025/04/25/local-law-enforcement-agencies-announce-round-the-clock-initiative-crack-down-reckless-driving.

176. Kristi Miller, “Roseville Police Arrest 29 in Retail Theft Operation,” Yahoo News, March 21, 2025. https://www.yahoo.com/news/roseville-police-arrest-29-
retail-224900459.html.

177. “‘Shoplifting Blitz’ | Louisville police arrest 83 suspects in 2-day nationwide crackdown,” WDRB, June 5, 2025. https://www.wdrb.com/news/crime-reports/
shoplifting-blitz-louisville-police-arrest-83-suspects-in-2-day-nationwide-crackdown/article_885aebad-575c-4432-9458-be4227fb13bd.html.

178. Zach Prelutsky, “Phoenix prostitution roundup sparks debate over response to human trafficking,” Arizona's Family, Nov. 10, 2025. https://www.azfamily.
com/2025/11/11/phoenix-prostitution-roundup-sparks-debate-over-response-human-trafficking; Amy Cutler and Cody Lillich, “Police, advocates question sweeps
targeting prostitution on Phoenix’s ‘Blade,’” Arizona’s Family, Nov. 11, 2025. https://www.azfamily.com/2025/11/12/police-advocates-question-sweeps-targeting-
prostitution-phoenixs-blade.

179. “Multiple Arrested and Cited During Sex Trafficking Operations,” Las Vegas Metropolitan Police Department, Dec. 3, 2025. https://www.lvmpd.com/Home/
Components/News/News/2409/263.

180. “Polk County Sheriff’s Office Arrests 244 Suspects During Nine-Day Human Trafficking Enforcement Operation ‘Fool Around and Find Out,”” Polk County Sheriff’s

Office, May 16, 2025. https://www.polksheriff.org/news-investigations/2025/05/16/polk-county-sheriff-s-office-arrests-244-suspects-during-nine-day-human-
trafficking-enforcement-operation-fool-around-and-find-out.
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https://www.polksheriff.org/news-investigations/2025/05/16/polk-county-sheriff-s-office-arrests-244-suspects-during-nine-day-human-trafficking-enforcement-operation-fool-around-and-find-out
https://www.polksheriff.org/news-investigations/2025/05/16/polk-county-sheriff-s-office-arrests-244-suspects-during-nine-day-human-trafficking-enforcement-operation-fool-around-and-find-out
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Appendix B: Coding Key

Each of the 51 cases in Appendix A was coded along the dimensions defined below. Categories within each dimension are
mutually exclusive, and each clase receives one code per dimension.

Agency Type Concern Category

The organizational form of the lead agency that carried
out the documented action. For multiagency operations,
the code follows the lead agency named first in the
cited source; federal, state, or partner agencies noted

parenthetically do not change the code. Police Department

denotes a municipal or county police force headed by an

appointed chief or commissioner (41 cases). Sheriff’s Office

denotes a county agency headed by an elected sheriff (10
cases).

Jurisdiction (Detailed)

A descriptive characterization of the community

where the documented action occurred, meaning the
operating environment rather than the agency’s nominal
boundaries. Each code combines a settlement type
with a size or character qualifier, as established by the
cited source. Compound codes (e.g., Suburban/county)
capture county agencies operating in metropolitan
territory. Municipal denotes cities, qualified as major
city, mid-size city, or small city; size tiers are informed
judgments based on department scale and population
rather than fixed population cutoffs. Suburban denotes
suburban communities, qualified as county, small town,
affluent town, or large city; a large-population city may
be coded Suburban where it is a planned suburb within
a metropolitan area, regardless of its census count.
Rural denotes predominantly rural counties or areas, as
characterized by the cited source.

Jurisdiction Class

Jurisdiction (detailed) collapsed into three mutually
exclusive classes for the summary tallies: Municipal (34

cases), Suburban (13 cases), and Rural (4 cases). The leading

term of the detailed descriptor determines the class.
County sheriff’s offices are classed by the character of the
area where the documented action took place rather than
by their status as county agencies; a sheriff’s office is not
automatically coded Rural. Where an operation spanned
multiple settings, the code reflects the dominant setting
described in the cited source.
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The community concern that prompted the documented
action, coded as the cited source characterized it. The
category reflects the problem the community raised (i.e.,
the driver of the action), rather than the offenses ultimately
charged. Drug activity/open-air markets covers complaints
about drug sales, drug trafficking, or open-air drug markets,
whether concentrated at a single address or spread across
an area; cases are coded here even where the source adds a
quality-of-life framing, because the named drug problem is
the dominant concern. Gun/violent crime covers shootings,
gun violence, and violent-crime concentrations, including
mixed violence-and-disorder concerns where violence
dominates the source’s framing. Street racing/reckless
driving covers organized vehicle events (e.g., street racing,
takeovers, and sideshows), including the reckless driving
associated with them. lllegal dirt bikes/ATVs covers off-road
vehicles ridden illegally on public streets, kept separate from
Street racing/reckless driving because the dominant concern
is noise and nuisance rather than organized racing events.
Retail theft covers theft from retailers, particularly organized
retail crime affecting business communities. Property/
agricultural/package theft covers property theft other than
retail theft or burglary: package theft, catalytic-converter
and metal theft, and theft of agricultural equipment, fuel,
and copper wire. Burglary covers break-ins targeting homes
or businesses, comprising one residential case and one
small-business case. Quality of life/disorder covers disorder
complexes without one dominant named crime, including
downtown and entertainment-district safety, 311 quality-of-
life complaints, and visible vice corridors; prostitution and
human-trafficking corridor concerns are coded here because
residents raised them as neighborhood disorder problems.
Traffic/speeding covers ordinary speeding and reckless-
driving complaints not tied to organized racing events.
Threats/community safety covers a protective enforcement
posture adopted in response to threats reported elsewhere,
without a documented local crime increase. Community
trust/engagement covers relationship- and trust-building
itself as the stated concern, without a triggering offense.
General/multi-issue patrol covers broad, multi-issue
concerns with no single named offense, including general
crime trends, rural response times, seasonal crime, and
combined crime-and-traffic concerns.

Three conventions govern this dimension. Where a source
names multiple concerns, the code follows the concern the
source presents as the driver of the action (e.g., Case 32’s
concentrated gun violence and disorder is coded to Gun/
violent crime). Vehicle-related complaints split three ways:
organized events code to Street racing/reckless driving,
off-road vehicles on streets code to Illegal dirt bikes/

ATVs, and ordinary speeding codes to Traffic/speeding.
Theft complaints likewise split three ways: theft from
retailers codes to Retail theft, break-ins targeting homes or
businesses code to Burglary, and other property theft codes
to Property/agricultural/package theft.

www.rstreet.org—37



The Perception Paradox: How Misaligned R Street Policy Study

Street Public Beliefs About Crime Undermine No. 344
rree maners resowios. £NE€ FUIl Continuum of Public Safety October 2026
Response Approach Enforcement Year(s) and Report Year.

The primary enforcement approach taken in response

to the concern, coded from the tactics described in the
cited source, with each case coded by its dominant tactic.
Targeted investigation/warrant denotes an investigation
of specific suspects or locations culminating in search

or arrest warrants. Intelligence/technology-led denotes

a response driven by intelligence or technology, such

The enforcement year is the calendar year or years in
which the documented action occurred, as established
by the cited source, with multiyear operations carrying a
year range. The report year is the calendar year in which
the cited announcement or report was published; the
recency convention below anchors to this field.

as ballistics matching (NIBIN), real-time crime centers,

automated license plate readers or drones, or task-force Reported Success Metric

intelligence. Hot-spot/focused deterrence denotes
resources concentrated at identified high-harm locations,
focused on the places and hours where an identified
crime pattern clusters, or directed against identified
drivers of violence. Problem-oriented/data-driven
denotes conditions analyzed through data and addressed
with a mix of enforcement and non-enforcement tools.
Saturation/directed patrol denotes a broad, stepped-up
enforcement presence, sweep, or directed patrol across
an area. Community-oriented/reassurance denotes
visibility, engagement, or relationship-building aimed
primarily at restoring a sense of safety or trust. Three
conventions govern operations that look similar on

the surface. Mass-arrest sweep operations, in which
those arrested are identified during the operation

itself, are coded Saturation/directed patrol regardless

of the investigative techniques employed, while the
coordinated execution of arrest warrants against
suspects identified or charged before the operation

is coded Targeted investigation/warrant, even when
carried out as a single large-scale action. Undercover vice
operations are coded by structure. Operations built as
investigative stings that develop cases against a defined
offender class, such as traffickers who recruit undercover
officers, are coded Targeted investigation/warrant, while
high-volume solicitation sweeps that arrest participants
encountered during the operation are coded Saturation/
directed patrol. Short-duration retail operations are
coded by targeting method. Operations deployed against
identified locations or suspects, using retailer intelligence
and prosecution follow-through, are coded Problem-
oriented/data-driven, while zero-tolerance blitzes that
arrest all offenders encountered are coded Saturation/
directed patrol.

Evidence-Based Alignment

Whether the coded Response Approach aligns with the
focused, evaluated strategies favored in the evidence-
based policing literature. The code follows directly from

The strongest measure of success claimed in the cited
source for the enforcement action. Where multiple
metric types appear in a source, the case is coded to
the strongest under the hierarchy Measured outcomes,
then Outputs only, then Reassurance/perception claim,
then None reported. Measured outcomes requires a
specific, falsifiable claim of a change in crime, harm,
victimization, or response times attributed to the
action, with a stated magnitude, count, or period;
vague directional assertions without a magnitude or
period do not qualify, and such cases are coded at the
next-strongest metric present. Outputs only covers
enforcement activity results reported in the cited
source, such as arrests, citations, summonses, seizures,
impounds, recovered property, or cases referred for
prosecution, including anecdotal results and year-
over-year comparisons of activity totals; where a
source claims success and supports that claim with an
enforcement result, even a single arrest or recovery,
the case is coded here. Reassurance/perception claim
covers success framed as a restored feeling of safety,
visibility, trust, or reassurance, without an activity total
or outcome claim. None reported covers sources that
describe or announce the action without making any
results claim, including pre-operational announcements
and forward-looking program launches.

In Appendix A, *** is appended to None reported when
the cited announcement carries a 2026 report year,
which was too recent, as of the July 2026 coding date,
for reported results to be expected. The absence of
results in older cases is not explained by recency. The
marker is an annotation rather than a fifth category,
and tallies count marked and unmarked None reported
cases together. Coding reflects the claim made in each
case’s cited Appendix A source only, not the operation’s
broader public record; outcome evidence that exists
outside the cited announcement is treated as a textual
finding in the study and is not coded here.

the Response Approach. Focused/evidence-aligned
comprises Targeted investigation/warrant, Intelligence/
technology-led, Hot-spot/focused deterrence, and
Problem-oriented/data-driven responses, which carry
stronger empirical support in evaluation research.
Broad/reactive comprises Saturation/directed patrol
responses (i.e., high-visibility saturation or sweep tactics
with weaker evidence of lasting effect). Community/
reassurance comprises Community-oriented/
reassurance responses aimed at perceived safety rather
than at a measured crime increase.
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Source Type

The origin of the source cited for the case in Appendix A.
Official agency release denotes a statement published by
the agency itself or by the relevant government entity.
News report quoting agency denotes a news report
quoting or summarizing the agency’s announcement.
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