Introduction

Over the last half century, criminologists have pioneered a new way of
thinking about the crime problem. In contrast to traditional criminology
which focused on “why people commit crime,” these criminologists looked
to understand why crime occurs in specific places. In colloquial terms, the
new emphasis looked to identify and understand “wheredunit,” in contrast
to an approach that emphasized “whodunit” (Sherman, 1995). The focus
primarily on offenders was not just a predominant theme for criminology,
but offenders have formed the primary focus of everyday media attention to
crime, and indeed of efforts to do something about the crime problem. When
we think of crime, we naturally think of offenders. But as the science writer,
Malcolm Gladwell (2019), has noted, “crime is tied to specific places and
contexts” (p. 285).

Behind the emergence of this new perspective in criminology was a group
of empirical findings about the distribution of crime in cities. In the first sec-
tion of this chapter, we will detail this body of research because of its impor-
tance to the enterprise of studying crime hot spots. But suffice to say here
that there is strong evidence that crime is strongly clustered at very micro
geographic units of analysis. Half of crime in cities is generally produced by
about 5 percent of streets from intersection to intersection, what we call a
street segment in this book. The evidence of such strong concentrations of
crime at street segments led Weisburd (2015) to argue that there is a law of
crime concentration operating within cities."

This new perspective focused not on the large geographies that intrigued
early European criminologists (e.g., see Ducpétiaux, 1827; Guerry, 1832) or

T At the same time, it is important to note that criminologists have known for almost two centuries
that crime concentrates in large geographic or administrative areas (Weisburd, Bruinsma, and
Bernasco, 2009).
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2 1 Introduction

sociologists at the University of Chicago in the first half of the twentieth cen-
tury (Shaw and McKay, 1942 [1969]; Shaw, 1929) but rather on small geog-
raphies, such as addresses, street segments, or small clusters of these units.
The law of crime concentration has influenced crime prevention, especially
in the area of policing (Weisburd, 2018; Weisburd and Majmundar, 2018).
Simply stated, if crime is concentrated at a relatively small number of streets
in the city, should our efforts to do something about crime not also be focused
on those “crime hot spots?” This is the logic that led to the development of
hot spots policing programs. The first such program was evaluated in a large,
randomized trial in Minneapolis, MN (Sherman and Weisburd, 1995). The
results of that study provided not just evidence for the potential of focusing
police resources on crime hot spots but also overturned a long-term assump-
tion among scholars that the police more generally could not prevent crime
(e.g., see Bayley, 1994; Gottfredson and Hirschi, 19905 Skolnick and Bayley,
1986). Since then, there have been scores of strongly designed studies that
show that hot spots policing is an effective crime control approach (Braga
and Weisburd, 2022; Braga et al., 2019). Indeed, two National Academy of
Sciences reports have concluded that there is strong evidence that hot spots
policing is effective and more likely to lead to a “diffusion of crime control
benefits” (Clarke and Weisburd, 1994) to areas nearby, than displacement of
crime (Frydl and Skogan, 2004; Weisburd and Majmundar, 2018).

The importance of the law of crime concentration for crime prevention
is now well-established. But surprisingly, our knowledge of “why” crime is
concentrated at places is not extensive to date. There are increasingly more
studies that show crime is concentrated in crime hot spots (see Weisburd,
Zastrow, et al., 2024 for a recent review) but only a handful of studies that
try to understand the characteristics of crime hot spots and why they emerge
or develop (e.g. see Weisburd et al., 2012, 2014; Connealy, 2020; O’brien
et al., 2022; see also Haberman et al., 2016; Koper et al., 2022; Weisburd and
Green, 1994). This can be compared to perhaps thousands of studies that try
to understand why people commit crime, and a smaller though still large num-
ber of studies that try to explain why some large geographies such as regions,
cities, or neighborhoods have more crime than others.

A key reason for this failure to focus research on micro geographic crime
places can be found in the fact that governmental data are not generally
available at such small geographic units.> The US census, for example, does
not release detailed information about specific streets or indeed its smallest
unit of analysis, the census block. At this juncture only information on land
use — such as public parks and businesses — and several crime opportunity

* For an important exception to this rule, see Weisburd et al. (2017) using data from the Israeli
Central Bureau of Statistics. However, since the 1995 Census, Israel has used an approach of
sampling within statistical areas, making it impossible to gain reliable samples of micro geo-
graphic units such as street segments.
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1 Introduction 3

measures — such as bus stops and closed-circuit television (CCTV) — are avail-
able at the street segment level (see Groff and McCord, 2012; Piza et al.,
2014; Zahnow and Corcoran, 2021). The first level at which detailed census
data can be accessed is the census block group. Census block groups include
on average thirty-nine census blocks, which encompass four block faces,
making them unusable for examining micro geographic hot spots of crime.?
The census, and other government agencies, do not release information at
units such as street segments because they are concerned with the privacy and
confidentiality of people who live on such streets. At small units of analysis,
publicly available data are seen to lead to the identification of characteristics
of specific people or households.

While there are good explanations for why governmental data are not avail-
able at the micro geographic level, this fact means that we are constrained in
what we know about hot spots of crime. A decade ago, Weisburd, Groff
and Yang (2012) collected what is now sometimes referred to as “big data”
on crime, school outcomes, housing sales, business activity, voting behavior,
and more in Seattle, Washington, from a variety of agencies, including the
police, schools, and city government, as well as information from private ven-
dors. More recently, O’Brien (2024) employed a big data approach through
urban informatics, using administrative records, sensor networks, and
internet-generated data to analyze urban conditions, including crime, envi-
ronmental conditions, and social behaviors, at a granular level. Additionally,
Hipp and colleagues, using machine learning techniques, analyzed images
from Google Street View taken every 20 meters along street segments in
Santa Ana, CA, to capture diverse built environments and physical features to
understand crime patterns at the street-segment level (see Hipp et al., 2022a,
2022b; Lee et al., 2024). However, such data collection efforts, while provid-
ing important knowledge about crime at place, are not able to provide much
detail about the people who live on these streets and their experiences, views
of their circumstances, and their attitudes.

This book seeks to fill this important gap in our understanding of crime hot
spots. We conducted a study that provides unique data on who lives at crime
hot spots (in comparison to other types of places) and allows us to examine
the largely ignored social structure and social context of hot spots of crime.
Studies of crime hot spots to date have generally not been able to describe
the social conditions of crime hot spots, such as levels of concentrated disad-
vantage, home ownership, or residential tenure, factors that are often seen as
reflecting the social structure of communities, or in our case specific streets.
Nor have they been able to provide much detail concerning the broader social

3 The census block group is not only a very large unit and inconsistent in size across units; it also
splits the street segments on its edges into two block faces breaking up the natural relationship
between both block faces on a street segment. See our discussion later of the choice of a street
segment as a unit of analysis.
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4 1 Introduction

context of hot spot streets, which include factors such as the strength of social
ties and social networks of neighbors, and levels of informal social controls as
indicated by trust in neighbors and willingness to intervene to solve problems
on the street. Our book provides a comprehensive portrait of social structure
and social context at crime hot spots (as compared with non-hot spot streets)
that goes much beyond prior work.

The data were collected in the context of a large research program sup-
ported by the National Institutes of Health in Baltimore City, Maryland,
between 2013 and 2018. In this chapter, we want to set the stage for what
we learned from our study detailed in Chapters 2—8. We begin in the first
section of this chapter with a discussion of the law of crime concentration. In
some sense, it is the first law of study of crime and place, because it provides
a logic for why it is important to examine hot spots of crime. We then turn to
a brief history and description of the research site for our study — Baltimore,
Maryland. It is important to put Baltimore in historical context to be able to
understand the specific research environment from which we draw our data.
Following this, we detail our data collection.* It is important to describe here
the main features of our research program, which employed rigorous meth-
ods to identify places for study and collecting data for analyses. Finally, we
provide an overview of the directions we take in the book, introducing the
chapters that follow.

I.I THE LAW OF CRIME CONCENTRATION AND
THE CRIMINOLOGY OF PLACE

Perhaps the first and most important empirical observation in the criminology
of place is that crime concentrates at very small units of geography (Weisburd
et al., 2012; Weisburd 2015). A number of studies beginning in the late
1980s found that there is significant clustering of crime at micro geographic
units of analysis (see Andresen and Malleson, 2011; Brantingham and
Brantingham, 1999; Curmen et al., 201 5; Pierce et al., 1988; Roncek, 2000;
Sherman et al., 1989; Weisburd and Amram, 2014; Weisburd et al., 2004;
Weisburd and Green, 1994; Weisburd et al., 2012). For example, two early
studies examining street addresses and general measures of crime calls to
the police found strikingly similar outcomes. Sherman et al. (1989; see also
Sherman, 1987) in an analysis of emergency calls to street addresses found
that only 3.5 percent of the addresses in Minneapolis produced 50 percent
of all crime calls to the police in a single year. Similarly, Pierce et al. (1988)

4 A full explanation of the technical methodologies and a series of appendices describing how we
carried out our research, including data collection instruments, are available at the Center for
Evidence Based Crime Policy’s (CEBCP) website on Crime and Place projects: https://cebcp.org/
crime-and-place/current-projects/. Direct link to methodology: https://cebcp.org/wp-content/
uploads/2020/07/NIDA-Methodology.pdf.
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1.1 The Law of Crime Concentration 5

found that 3.6 percent of street addresses in Boston included 50 percent of
emergency calls to the police. Eck et al. (2000) also examined crime calls at
addresses and found that the most active 1o percent of places (in terms of
crime) in the Bronx and Baltimore accounted for approximately 32 percent
of a combination of robberies, assaults, burglaries, grand larcenies, and auto
thefts. Looking at public places, such as high schools, public housing proj-
ects, subway stations, and parks, Spelman (1995) found that the worst 10
percent of locations produced 5o percent of crime calls.

Other scholars have looked at crime incidents at street segments or clusters
of street segments. Street segments have generally been defined as including
both block faces between two intersections (sometimes including both inter-
sections). A study conducted by Weisburd et al. (2004) not only confirmed
the concentration of crime at place but also the stability of such concentration
across a long-time span. They examined street segments in the city of Seattle,
Washington, from 1989 through 2002. They found that 50 percent of crime
incidents over a fourteen-year period occurred at only 4.5 percent of the street
segments. Curman et al. (20135) also examined crime incidents in Vancouver,
Canada, at the street segment using incident data. They found that 7.8 percent
of street segments produced 6o percent of crime and that crime patterns at
high-rate places are relatively stable over time. Weisburd and Mazerolle (2000)
studied drug markets, which often included clusters of street segments. They
found that approximately 20 percent of all disorder crimes and 14 percent
of crimes against persons were concentrated in just fifty-six drug hot spots
in Jersey City, New Jersey, an area that comprised only 4.4 percent of street
segments and intersections in the city (see also Weisburd and Green, 1995).

Some studies report crime concentration for specific types of crime. In
Sherman et al.’s (1989) original work, they also documented crime concen-
trations by specific crime types. All robbery calls came from only 2.2% of
addresses in the city, all motor vehicle theft calls came from 2.7% of addresses,
and all rape calls came from 1.2% of addresses. All burglary calls came from
11% of addresses, all assault calls from 7% of addresses, and all domestic
disturbance calls came from 9% of addresses. While the study of crime concen-
tration for specific crimes has often been hindered because of low base rates in
micro geographic areas, more recent study of specific crime types also shows
strong evidence of high levels of concentration (Braga et al., 2010; Dong et al.,
2024; Townsley et al., 2003). For example, in Boston, Braga and colleagues
(2010) examined incidents of gun violence between 1980 and 2008. They
found that incidents of gun violence were stable and concentrated at less than
5 percent of street segments and intersections. Braga et al. (201 1) also reported
that between 1% and 8% of street segments and intersections were responsible
for nearly 50% of all commercial robberies and 66% of all street robberies. In
studying juvenile crime hot spots, Weisburd, Morris, and Groff (2009) found
that only 86 street segments out of about 25,000 in Seattle accounted for one-
third of all official juvenile crime over a fourteen-year period.
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6 1 Introduction

These studies established that crime is concentrated at micro geographic
units. But it is difficult to draw strong conclusions regarding the extent to
which there are similarities in crime concentration across cities because of the
varied nature of the units of analysis employed, types of data, and types of
crime that have been studied. To further assess a law of crime concentration,
Weisburd (2015) tried to develop more consistent analyses of crime concen-
tration by using similar metrics in eight cities with differing characteristics.
Examining general crime incidents at street segments, he identified a remark-
able consistency in crime concentrations, with 50% of crime in the cities stud-
ied found on between 2.1% and 6.0% of street segments. Weisburd (2015)
reported as well that 25% of crime was found at between 0.4 % and 1.6% for
the eight-city study. These findings regarding a general law of crime concen-
tration were further reinforced in a recent review that found scores of studies
have been conducted on crime incidents at the street-segment level (Weisburd,
Zastrow, et al., 2024). Based on forty-nine estimates of crime concentrations,
50% of crime was found on between 1.7% and 11% of streets in the cities
studied; and based on twenty-two estimates, 25% of crime was found on
between 0.4% and 3.4% of streets in the cities examined. The median pro-
portion of streets that included 50 percent of crime is about 4.5 percent both
for Weisburd’s original study and this recent review of crime concentrations,
and the median proportion of streets producing 25% of crime was 0.9% in
the former study and 1.4% in the recent review (see also Hipp and Kim, 2017;
Lee et al., 2017 for similar average concentrations across cities and studies).

It is important to note that studies not only show that crime is concentrated
at specific places, but there is also strong evidence of a high degree of stability
of crime at places over time. The first study to show this was Weisburd et al.’s
(2004) study in Seattle that examined street segments over a fourteen-year
period. Using group-based trajectory approaches (see Nagin, 1999), they found
that about 1 percent of the street segments in Seattle produced over 20 per-
cent of crime incidents consistently over the study period. These findings have
been replicated in later studies conducted in various cities (e.g., Andresen and
Malleson, 2o011; Harinam et al., 2022; Schnell and McManus, 2022; Wheeler
et al., 2016). While there is some debate regarding the degree to which streets
have stable crime trajectories over time, it is clear that most high-crime streets
retain a very high degree of stability in crime rates.

The law of crime concentration (Weisburd, 2015; see also Weisburd et al.,
2012) is now well established by empirical data. Malcolm Gladwell (2019)
argues that this idea captures “something close to a fundamental truth about
human behavior” (p. 285). This law of crime concentration naturally leads
us to ask what these hot spots of crime are like and how they differ from
places with little crime. As we noted earlier, studies to date have not been
able to describe the social structure and social context of crime at place
because detailed data on micro-units of geography are not available from tra-
ditional government sources. Our study sought to overcome these barriers to
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1.2 Baltimore, Maryland 7

understanding crime hot spots by collecting primary data at the street-segment
level. Our goal is to fill in the gaps in our understanding of crime hot spots by
describing the people who live there and their circumstances, by asking them
about how they view crime, disorder, policing, and other realities on their
streets. We also have observed these streets allowing us to compare their per-
ceptions to what observers see when they come to hot spot streets. We sought
to bring to light the types of people who live on crime hot spots and how
they view the world they live in, as well as compare them and the hot spots
themselves to non—hot spot streets. Before turning directly to our study and
findings, we need to put our study in context by first describing our research
site, Baltimore, Maryland, and the research methods we used to gain insights
about hot spots of crime.

I.2 BALTIMORE, MARYLAND

Given our interest in crime hot spots, we looked to focus upon a city that
evidenced high levels of crime. We were particularly interested in identifying a
city for study that evidenced very high levels of violent crime and drug crime —
we hypothesized that violent and drug crime would have particularly strong
impacts on people who lived on such streets. There is a long history of research
demonstrating the negative effects of such crimes on residents’ perceptions,
attitudes, behaviors, and physical and mental health status (Brunton-Smith
and Sturgis, 2011; Margolin and Gordis, 2000; Sampson, 20125 Sampson and
Raudenbush, 1999; Wilson-Genderson and Pruchno, 2013).

In turn, because our study was the first to be able to collect comprehensive
data on the social structure and social context of crime hot spots, we wanted
to be certain that the crime hot spots we studied were particularly “hot” in
terms of crime. Such intensity was likely to ensure that the contrasts between
hot and non-hot spot streets would be more easily observed in our study. At
the same time, we assumed that there would be many streets with very low
levels of crime irrespective of high levels of crime for the city more generally.
A recent study showed that in larger cities about half of streets experience
no crime incidents in a single year (Zastrow, 2021). This suggests that we
would not have trouble identifying streets with little crime, even if we chose
a high-crime city.

We also wanted to have a research site that was close to George Mason
University (GMU) in Fairfax, Virginia, where our research was housed, and
that was sufficiently large in terms of population so that we could draw
a large sample of crime hot spots. We thought 500,000 was a reasonable
criterion re population size. The importance of the research site being close
to GMU was primarily related to managing a large amount of data collec-
tion in the field. During data collection periods, we would have as many
as sixty researchers collecting data at the same time. Additionally, collect-
ing data on crime hot spots can be dangerous for field researchers, so we
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8 1 Introduction

needed to develop protocols for data collection that protected data collec-
tors. Managing such protocols with senior project staff required that the
study site not be too far from GMU.

We considered Washington, DC and Baltimore, as both cities were over
500,000 population and within commuting distance by car, and we had
informal contacts with both police departments. In 2012, at the initiation
of our study, Baltimore had a population of approximately 623,000, and
Washington, DC had roughly 636,000 residents. Both had very high violent
crime and drug crime rates at that time. In 2011, Baltimore was listed as the
oth highest violent crime city, with 1,417 violent crimes per 100,000 popu-
lation. Washington, DC, was listed as the twenty-first most violent crime city
with 1,130 violent crimes per 100,000 residents. We piloted data collection
instruments in Washington, DC, but ultimately chose Baltimore as the study
site, in good part because of the cooperation of the police department in the
provision of up-to-date crime information. Baltimore fit our initial criteria for
a research city quite well. The violent crime rate in Baltimore at the initiation
of the study was nearly four times the national average (City Data, 2012).
Drug crime in the city was also a serious problem. Based on the call data
received from the Baltimore PD, there were more than 55,000 emergency calls
for service (CFS) for drug crime in Baltimore in 2012.

In a study of crime and disorder in Baltimore, the criminologist, Ralph
Taylor, noted that crime rates had increased in the second half of the twenti-
eth century, as it had in other large industrial cities in the Eastern US “rust-
belt” (Taylor, 2001). Where Baltimore differed from other cities was often
in the timing of crime spikes. Unlike other East Coast cities such as New
York, Washington, DC, and Philadelphia, where crime rates did not start
to spike until the 1980s, crime in Baltimore dramatically worsened in the
1970s, slightly improving in the mid-1980s, to then increase again in 1989
and the early-1990s (Taylor, 2001). Taylor (2001) summarized robbery rates
in the city — in 1970, the city’s robbery rate was 1,200 per 100,000, peaking
in 1981 at 1,400/100,000 and then dropping below 1,000/100,000 by the
mid-1980s. Associated with the onset of crack cocaine, crime rates started
increasing again and the robbery rate reached about 1,700/100,000 in 1992
(Taylor, 2001). Collected from the FBI’s UCR crime statistics, Figure 1.1
shows robbery rates for Baltimore from 2000 through 2017,5 and points
to the extent of variability of crime rates in the city. In 2000 the robbery
rate was at about 1,000 per 100,000 population, much lower than the rate
in 1992, but still well above the national robbery rate of 145 per 100,000.
By 2010 the robbery rate dropped by nearly half (521 per 100,000) but had
again reached above 950 per 100,000 in 2017 compared to the national rob-
bery rate of 98 per 100,000.

5 Our data collection ended in March 2018, but 2017 was the last full year in which we collected
primary data in our study.
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FIGURE 1.1 Robbery rate for Baltimore compared to national rate, 2000-2017

Overall, violent crime rates show a similar trend (see Figure 1.2). For total
violent crime, Baltimore’s violent crime rate in the year 2000 was nearly
five times the national rate at roughly 2,500 violent crimes per 100,000
compared to a national rate of 500 violent crimes per 100,000. The violent
crime rate in Baltimore steadily declined to below 1,400 violent crimes until
2015, when rates started to increase again. In terms of property crime (see
Figure 1.3), between 2000 and 2017, the property crime rate was also high-
est in 2000 (7,662 crimes per 100,000), more than doubling the national
average. The property crime rate also started to decline and became fairly
stable in 2009, fluctuating between 4,500 and 5,000 property crimes per
100,000, still well above the national property crime rate, decreasing from
just over 3,000 property crimes in 2009 to below 2,400 property crimes in
2017. Unlike violent crime rates, Baltimore did not see increases in property
crimes between 2015 and 2017.

As we describe in more detail below, our study included three waves of
data collection conducted between 2013 and 2018. During the second wave in
2015, Freddie Gray Jr. died in police custody and police officers were charged
with causing his death. On April 12, Freddie Gray Jr. had been arrested for
carrying a switchblade knife and was transported unsecured to a police sta-
tion. During the transportation in the van, he sustained serious injuries. Video
of the arrest showed Gray being “dragged” to a police van “seeming limp and
screaming in pain” (Stolberg and Babcock, 2015). After Gray underwent sur-
gery and went into a coma on April 14th, residents began protesting on April
18th, and Freddie Gray died on April 19th because of a spinal injury that
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FIGURE 1.2 Violent crime rate for Baltimore compared to national rate, 2000-2017
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FIGURE 1.3 Property crime rate for Baltimore compared to national rate, 20002017

occurred while in custody. In the following days, protests escalated to rioting
and violence in many parts of the city. We had started collecting surveys and
observations only weeks prior to Freddie Gray’s death, and we postponed
data collection until May to avoid risk to field researchers and possible hesi-
tancy among residents to participate in the survey. Once the protests subsided
and the city curfew was lifted, we started data collection again.
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1.2 Baltimore, Maryland 11

The events did not disrupt the project for a long period of time, but we
think it important to note that this was a tumultuous time in Baltimore, and
murder rates spiked in 2015, with more than 40 homicides during the month
of May alone (Rector, 2015). In the summer of 2015, there was a record 45
homicides in July, and a total of 344 homicides for the year, after falling
below 200 homicides in 2011 (Rector, 2015, 2016). Figure 1.4 shows the
high homicide rate continued through 2017, the last full year of our data
collection. In 2017, Baltimore had the highest homicide rate of any city in
the country. We highlight the death of Freddie Gray Jr. and the subsequent
riots because we think it important to keep in mind that attitudes of citi-
zens toward the police and crime may have been affected during this period,
though as we will see later in the book, there remain strong consistencies in
perspectives on crime and policing across our waves of data collection.

In studying Baltimore, we also think it important to recognize the degree
of abandoned housing and urban blight in the city. In particular, there is
evidence of widespread physical disorder in the city, for example, in the num-
ber of vacant houses or amount of graffiti (Gunts, 2021; McHugh, 2012;
Meehan, 2019; Scott, 2022). The number of vacancies dramatically increased
during the g9os, from roughly 6,000 vacant homes in 1990 to 8,500 by the
mid-1990s (Taylor, 2001). The percentage of streets with at least one vacant
dwelling unit increased from 32% in 1981 to 50% in 1994 (Taylor, 2001).
Under a new mayor, the city was going to work with community leaders to
demolish boarded-up and dilapidated buildings, including entire blocks, for
urban renewal, but plans never made it to fruition, and by 2000 there were
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nearly 14,000 vacant dwelling units (Taylor, 2001). Scandals in public hous-
ing and the misappropriation of federal funds meant to provide affordable
housing were contributing factors to the deterioration of city housing and
living conditions (Pietila, 2010). By 2006, it is estimated that there were
over 16,000 vacant buildings. It was only in 2016 that funds would be allo-
cated for demolition efforts (Baltimore City Planning Commission, 2006b;
City of Baltimore, 2021; Maryland Department of Housing and Community
Development, 2016).

More generally, physical disorder is very high on streets in the city as depicted
in the hit television series, “The Wire” on HBO in the early 2000s, with video
footage of boarded-up and abandoned row houses accompanied by drug use
and poverty. Taylor (2001) argued that perceptions of dangerousness and inci-
vilities stemmed from the differences between the city, characterized by vacant
housing, dilapidated buildings, and graffiti, compared to the surrounding county
area, where it was much safer and physical disorder was not present. The widely
held view of Baltimore as a disordered city was noted by Donald Trump, who
described Baltimore as “the worst city in the U.S.” and a “disgusting, rat and
rodent infested mess” where “no one would want to live” (Holcombe, 2019).
At the same time, as we will describe in Chapter 2, our data suggest there is a
good deal of variability in physical disorder on the streets we studied, with some
streets (especially crime hot spots) with exceedingly high levels of abandoned
buildings, graffiti, broken windows, litter or broken glass, and other streets
(generally with little crime) evidencing relatively lower levels of such disorder.
Abandoned housing and urban blight are more persistent in Baltimore than in
many other larger cities in the United States, and that should be kept in mind
in considering our findings. But there is also a great deal of variability across
streets in the city, and even on higher crime streets. As we illustrate throughout
our book, Trump’s description poorly fits what we observed and the way many
Baltimore residents feel about their streets and their city.

1.2.1 Understanding Baltimore Crime in Historical Perspective

Of course, to understand why Baltimore ends up among the highest crime
cities in the United States, it is important to look a bit closer at its history.
Our description in this regard is not meant to be a comprehensive assess-
ment of social and economic trends in Baltimore, for that we refer the reader
to a series of other insightful studies (e.g., see Creson, 2017; Kelly, 1982;
McDougall, 1993; Olson, 1997; Taylor, 2001). Nonetheless, the historical
context of Baltimore helps us understand how it became a city with high
levels of crime and disorder.

Baltimore is located on the East Coast of the United States, and its geogra-
phy is centered at the Inner Harbor as the downtown district and spreads in
all directions away from the harbor, including a small area located across the
harbor (see Figure 1.5).
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Baltimore, once a 60-acre township grew to 92 square-miles and is located
40 miles northeast of Washington, DC and 1oo miles southeast of Philadelphia,
PA. With a population of approximately 623,000, the city was the 26th larg-
est city in the United States in 2012 when the study began. The city is home to
the N.F.L. team, the Baltimore Ravens, a new franchise started in 1996, and
the Baltimore Orioles, a major league baseball team. Oriole Park at Camden
Yards, located near the Inner Harbor, was built in 1992 to emulate old base-
ball parks built in the early 1900s, and has become a major tourist attraction
in Baltimore. There are several universities throughout the city of Baltimore,
notably Johns Hopkins University founded in 1876, along with University of
Maryland, Baltimore (1807), Morgan State University (1867), Coppin State
University (1900), and University of Baltimore (1925), among others.

Settled in 1729, Baltimore Town was established in 1730 as a port
located at the head of the Patapsco River about 15 miles above Chesapeake
Bay. Baltimore was not a major colonial settlement such as New York,
Philadelphia, and Boston, and had to make significant efforts to be included
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in trade and growth. As an early settlement, the town’s main industries con-
sisted of tobacco and grain. The establishment of roads to other cities and
shipping routes led to significant growth throughout the late eighteenth cen-
tury and Baltimore became well-known during the American Revolution for
building ships that were exceptional in maneuverability and speed (Olson,
1997). Baltimore grew from 564 houses in 1774 to 3,000 in the mid-1790s,
and was officially incorporated as a city in 1798 (Olson, 1997). Baltimore
was also a vital player in the War of 1812 when Britain unsuccessfully tried
to capture Fort McHenry, located at the mouth of Baltimore’s Inner Harbor,
which was the inspiration for “The Star-Spangled Banner” written in 1814,
later to become the U.S. national anthem in 193 1.

For the next century, Baltimore continued to grow as waves of immigration,
primarily from Germany and Ireland, settled in Baltimore contributing to the
city’s diversity and its thriving mercantile economy, eventually transitioning
to flour milling, which put Baltimore on the map for trade and commerce
around the world. Baltimore made a name for itself in multiple industries
including textiles, ship building, copper and steel, and cast-iron, as well as
farming and fishery. Alongside growing industries and manufacturing, the
arts and sciences also flourished with the growth of the city, and theaters
and museums started to emerge. Baltimore also was a leader in the railroad
expansion on the East Coast through the establishment of the Baltimore &
Ohio Railway Company.

With increasing population, the city struggled to keep up with housing
and infrastructure. Roads and housing were built in a tight hierarchical, grid
system with housing for different classes in very close quarters, from large
homes on main roads, to small homes on the side streets, to alleys that housed
laborers and immigrants in tiny houses (Baltimore City Planning Commission,
2006a). As the population grew, so did the city and innovations such as the
horsecar railways, steam power, and a city water supply connected neighbor-
hoods and new areas. In 1883, Baltimore was the first U.S. city to establish a
commercial electric street railway, further connecting city and suburban areas
(Olson, 1997). Many suburban areas were incorporated into the city, and
between 1850 and 1900, the city grew from 169,000 to 508,957 residents
(Baltimore City Planning Commission, 2006a).

Baltimore experienced a devastating fire in 1904 that destroyed much of the
city and wiped out the business district. The city was able to quickly rebuild
and took advantage of the opportunity to make substantial improvements to
the city center, such as the water and sewer systems and underground utili-
ties. Soon after, the city annexed more land in 1918, growing from 30 square
miles to almost 9o square miles, roughly the size it is today. Development in
these areas looked very different from the inner-city, doing away with alleys,
row houses, and the grid layout of streets, for more curved road patterns and
single-family homes. This expansion largely excluded Black residents, the
population of which grew significantly between 1910 and 1920 as more rural

Downloaded from https://www.cambridge.org/core. UNIVERSIDAD AUTONOMA METROPOLITANA, on 12 Nov 2026 at 09:03:49, subject to the
Cambridge Core terms of use, available at https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms. https://doi.org/10.1017/9781009352864.001


https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms
https://doi.org/10.1017/9781009352864.001
https://www.cambridge.org/core

1.2 Baltimore, Maryland 15

southerners moved to Baltimore. Property taxes were substantially lower in
the early suburban developments, while poorer residents in the inner-city
continued to pay higher taxes.

The African American community in early Baltimore is notable. In the late
17008, immigrants from the Caribbean contributed to the growing Black-
minority population. In 1820, Baltimore held the largest Black population
in the country, with over 26,000 free Black people and roughly 2,000 slaves
before the Civil War began. In fact, Baltimore had the largest free Black pop-
ulation of any city in the US at that time (Pietila, 2010). However, even with
growing industries, large immigrant populations created competition for jobs,
contributing to significantly lower wages and poor living conditions for Black
people. While new housing was being developed around the city, this was not
the case for Black people, who continued to be crowded into the existing inner-
city neighborhoods and small alley houses.

Segregation grew in the early 19o00s following the Supreme Court’s Plessy
v. Ferguson decision in 1896, and many cities, including Baltimore, developed
strategies to exclude Black residents from White neighborhoods and establish-
ments. In 1910, Baltimore was the first city in the country to pass zoning legis-
lation that prohibited Black residents from living in the same neighborhood as
White residents, which was enforced down to the street level. This segregation
also applied to Jewish immigrants who were excluded from living in White
neighborhoods. Major roadways also demarked boundaries to separate neigh-
borhoods and intolerance toward Black residents grew, as more stores, schools,
theaters, hotels, hospitals, and cemeteries were separate for White and Black
people. In 1917, a Supreme Court decision, Buchanan v. Warley, prohibited
residential segregation laws, nullifying Baltimore’s segregation law and sup-
porting property owners to sell real estate to whomever they chose. However,
restrictive racial covenants became the tool for continuing segregation.

Baltimore served as a major navy center during World War I, and steelwork,
oil refineries, and other war-related industries provided employment opportu-
nities, particularly for unemployed Black migrants moving from the rural south
to urban areas for work during the war. Housing availability continued to be
a major problem for Baltimore as new homes were not being built fast enough,
particularly for the population that was restricted from moving to new homes
built in the suburbs. As more housing was being built in the suburban areas,
many White residents moved from the inner areas of the city, allowing for the
growth of Black and immigrant communities.

Again, the population of Baltimore grew from roughly 558,000 in 1910
to nearly 735,000 in 1920. Throughout the early 1900s, Baltimore’s cultural
entities, such as museums and universities, movie theatres and performing arts
venues were established. The Baltimore Museum of Art was founded in 1914,
the Baltimore Orchestra in 1916, and the Lyric Opera House in 1929.

While the shortage of housing persisted, the Depression exacerbated the
problem with the stopping of building of new homes that would persist through
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World War II as another wave of rural southerners moved to Baltimore to
work in the multiple factories that supported the war efforts. Among vari-
ous industries that supported the war, Baltimore had one of the largest steel
mills in the world that provided employment opportunities. Large houses were
divided into smaller apartment units and multiple beds were put in row houses
for the workers, while White residents continued to move to the suburbs and
surrounding counties (Olson, 1997).

Baltimore’s population peaked at around one million people in 1950 and
then started to steadily decrease as suburban living became more popular, and
as people moved away, industries and employment opportunities followed.
During the first half of the century, Black residents comprised around 16-19
percent of the city’s population, which began to steadily increase over the next
several decades. This was also during the time when practices such as redlin-
ing and blockbusting were becoming increasingly more popular as ways to
maintain racial segregation.® Blockbusting went hand in hand with a practice
called “land-installment contracts.” Since banks would not provide mortgage
loans to Black residents or loans for building houses for Black people more
generally, landlords used land installment contracts that provided a way for
residents to rent homes with an option to buy, but it also took advantage of
tenants. The practice was targeted toward Black residents who aspired to own
homes, but was highly abusive as slumlords charged higher than market-value
rent, included multiple fees, and charged tenants costs for repairs, and rarely
would the tenant end up actually owning the home (Olson, 1997; Pietila,
2010). At the same time, White residents, fearing integration, would sell their
homes for less than market-value. Multiple studies have confirmed that Black
families paid more than White families for the same housing in Baltimore
while earning significantly less income (Olson, 1997). While blockbusting
and land-installment contracts had a negative financial impact on Black (and
Jewish) residents, it provided an opening for residents to move into histor-
ically White neighborhoods. Though once a Black or Jewish family moved
onto the block, White residents often moved out — the “White flight” was
markedly apparent (Orser, 1991).

Another significant point in Baltimore’s history was the Riots of 1968
following the assassination of Martin Luther King, Jr. With Baltimore being
more than 4o percent Black at that time, the Civil Rights Movement was

¢ Redlining came out of programs that were developed under the New Deal meant to assist home-
owners with refinancing and loans following the Great Depression. The Home Owners Loan
Corporation (HOLC) and the Federal Housing Administration (FHA) went through a process
of defining neighborhoods with color codes based on desirability from “Best” to “Hazardous,”
which subsequently impacted the accessibility of mortgage loans. Blockbusting was a popu-
lar way to earn profits in real estate by convincing homeowners to sell their properties below
market-value with scare tactics regarding minorities moving into neighborhoods. Real estate
agents would then sell the homes at higher cost to Black residents who had aspirations of
homeownership.
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1.2 Baltimore, Maryland 17

strong in Baltimore, with many prominent leaders, and when Martin Luther
King, Jr. was killed, there was widespread rioting, burning of buildings, loot-
ing, and violence. Over the course of three days over 5,000 people were
arrested, thousands of houses and businesses were destroyed, 700 people
were injured and 6 people died (Pietila, 2010, p. 196). Like many cities
throughout the U.S., the National Guard and army troops were called in to
patrol the city. The Civil Rights Act of 1968 was passed within eight days
of Martin Luther King, Jr.’s assassination, outlawing redlining and including
a provision for fair housing which “outlawed discrimination based on race,
religion, national origin, and gender in the sale, rental, and financing of hous-
ing” (Pietila, 2010, p. 197). While this legislation ended legal segregation and
diminished much of the discrimination in housing, it did not stop banks from
moving out of the inner-city and favoring home loans in the suburban areas
of Baltimore (Gomez, 2013).

While Baltimore was experiencing rapid racial changes in neighborhoods,
the city was also adapting to modern urbanism with significant improvements
and urban renewal. The renowned Charles Center was built between 1958
and 1962 that consisted of office buildings, residential towers, a hotel, movie
theater, and new retail outlets across several city blocks. This was followed
by redeveloping the Inner Harbor in the 1970s to provide multiuse purposes
and several attractions for tourism in the city. The B&O Railroad Museum,
highlighting Baltimore’s significant role in railway development opened in the
early 1950s with significant innovations and restorations made in the 1970s.
The National Aquarium broke ground in 1978, gaining “national” recogni-
tion by Congress in 1979 and opened to the public in 1981. Today it is the
only National Aquarium in the U.S., as the Washington DC aquarium closed
in 2013. The Inner Harbor is also home to a Civil War-era ship, the USS
Constellation built in 1854, where it is docked as a museum ship and classi-
fied as a National Historical Landmark. Under Baltimore’s first Black mayor,
William Donald Shaefer (1971-1986), these renovations and growth in urban
development earned Baltimore the nickname of “Renaissance City” in Time
(Olson, 1997); however, school budgets were being cut and there was signifi-
cant population loss in the city during this time. The city population dropped
below 700,000 and the region lost over 90,000 factory jobs between 1970
and 1995 (Olson, 1997).

During this period, the city transitioned from a majority White residents
to majority Black residents, and by 1980, the city was roughly 55 percent
Black residents. The growing income gap and isolation of inner-city com-
munities greatly impacted the safety of Baltimore neighborhoods, not only
in terms of crime, but also in the unsanitary living conditions of homes and
neighborhoods. Neighborhoods that once experienced severe housing short-
ages in the 4o0s and 50s, were becoming increasingly more vacant. Many
neighborhoods, often dominated by Black residents, were now hot beds for
drug addiction, HIV/AIDS, and violence (Olson, 1997). In the 1960s, the
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illegal drug industry was growing among younger people, and homicide and
suicide rates began to increase, with a combined rate of a thousand deaths
per year in the late 6os (Olson, 1997). With some of the highest AIDS/HIV
rates in the country, since the epidemic started in the early 1980s, Baltimore
recorded 4,000 deaths due to AIDs in 1996, 2,900 people had symptoms
of AIDS and another 12,000 were living with HIV infection; in some Black
neighborhoods, the rates were as high as 1 in 10 persons infected with HIV
(Olson, 1997, p. 399). The spread of this disease can be attributed to injec-
tion of drugs, which were also a contributing factor to juvenile crime and
violence that was also increasing in the early 1990s.

The first decade of the twenty-first century was a period of optimism
and development in Baltimore. In a brochure published by the city in 2005,
Baltimore government could claim that it led the “big cities in reducing
crime,” and noted that violent crime was at its “lowest level since the 1960s”
(Baltimore City Department of Planning, 2006a). The brochure noted that
“(o)ur first and second graders are scoring above the national average in read-
ing and math for the first time in 30 years ... and three of our high schools are
ranked among the State’s top ten and each year more students are graduating
from our high schools.” The brochure acknowledged that “stubborn urban
ills still plague Baltimore,” and noted that the city had “been scorched by dev-
astating fires, real and figurative,” but stated optimistically that from “these
ashes, Baltimore, once again, is rising.” Indeed, as we illustrated earlier, at
least in terms of crime, in the first decade and a half of the twenty-first century
crime rates had improved substantially. But many of those gains appear to
have been lost after 2015 with the death of Freddie Gray in police custody and
subsequent rioting in the city.

1.3 THE STUDY

As we noted earlier, until our study, there was almost no systematic knowl-
edge about the people who live in crime hot spots. Adding complication to
providing such descriptions, there has not been consensus among researchers
about the geographic unit that should define a micro geographic crime hot
spot. Some authors have looked at specific addresses with high numbers of
crimes (Pierce et al., 1988; Sherman et al., 1989), others have focused sim-
ilarly on facilities such as stores or factories (Eck et al., 2000). Still others
have focused on clusters of streets, which are characterized by similar crime
problems (Bernasco and Block, 2o11; Haberman et al., 2017). Often the
definition of a hot spot is driven by a particular crime prevention program,
or the focus of police or other prevention agents.

We define the geographic unit of our study as the street segment, which
includes both sides of the street between two intersections (see Figure 1.6).
We chose the street segment for a variety of theoretical and operational rea-
sons. In geographic terms, it is a very small building block from which to
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examine hot spots of crime. At the same time, it is a social unit that has
been recognized as important in the rhythms of everyday living in cities.
It is important to note that street segments are different from street blocks
defined by the US census. Street blocks include all four block faces extending
around a “block” which means that block faces that face each other on the
street are not part of the same micro geographic unit (see Figure 1.6, 15th
St. between 4th and 3rd Ave.). A key criterion for defining hot spots in our
study is that they form social as well as geographic units, so a census block,
which separates two block faces immediately across from each other, was not
an appropriate geographic unit for our study.

Theoretically, scholars have long recognized the relevance of street
segments in organizing life in the city (Appleyard, 1981; Brower, 1980;
Jacobs, 1961; Taylor et al., 1984; Unger and Wandersman, 1983). Ecological
psychology, in particular, has attempted to understand how places func-
tion as social units (Barker, 1968; Wicker, 1987). From his observations of
places, Barker developed “behavior settings theory.” Wicker (1987) defines
behavior settings as “small-scale social systems whose components include
people and inanimate objects.” He goes on to say that “within the temporal
and spatial boundaries of the system, the various components interact in an
orderly, established fashion to carry out the setting’s essential functions”
(Wicker, 1987, p. 614).

Weisburd et al. (2z012) following Taylor (1997, 1998), made the case
for why street segments function as behavior settings.” First, people who
frequent a street segment get to know one another and become familiar
with each other’s routines. Second, residents develop certain roles they play

7 We note that Taylor (1997, 1998) termed street segments “street blocks.”
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in the life of the street segment (e.g., the busybody, the organizer, the dog-
walker). Consistency of roles increases the stability of activities at places.
On many streets, for example, there is often at least one neighbor who will
accept packages for other residents when they are not at home. Third, norms
about acceptable behavior develop and are generally shared. Shared norms
develop from interactions with other residents and observations of behav-
iors that take place on the street without being challenged. Fourth, streets
have standing patterns of behavior that are temporally specific. The mail
carrier delivers at a certain time of day, the corner resident is always home
by 5 pm, another neighbor always mows the lawn on Saturday. Fifth, a
street segment has boundaries that contain its setting. It is bounded by the
cross streets on each end. Interaction is focused inward toward the street.
Finally, street segments, like other behavior settings, are dynamic. Residents
move out, and new ones move in. Land use could shift as residential units
become stores at the street-level and remain residential on the upper floors.
These types of changes to the social and physical environment of the street
segment can alter the standing patterns of behavior.

Beyond the theoretical justification for using street segments to under-
standing crime and place, there are other advantages. Unlike neighborhood
boundaries, street segments are easily recognized by residents and have
well-defined boundaries (Taylor, 1998). Moreover, the small size of street
segments minimizes spatial heterogeneity and makes it easier to link char-
acteristics of street segments to outcomes such as crime (Rice and Smith,
2002; Smith et al., 2000). In turn, scholars have argued that informal social
control and territoriality (Taylor et al., 1984) are more effective in smaller
settings such as street segments. Operationally, the choice of street segments
over even smaller units, such as addresses (see Sherman et al., 1989), also
minimizes the error likely to develop from miscoding of addresses in official
data (see Klinger and Bridges, 1997; Weisburd and Green, 1994). We rec-
ognize however, that crime events may be linked across street segments. For
example, a drug market may operate across a series of blocks (Weisburd and
Green, 1995; Worden et al., 1994), and a large housing project and prob-
lems associated with it may transverse street segments in multiple directions
(see Skogan and Annan, 1994). Nonetheless, we thought the street segment
offers a useful compromise because it allows a unit of analysis large enough
to avoid unnecessary crime coding errors, but small enough to avoid aggre-
gation that might hide specific trends.

Our use of the street segment as a unit of analysis follows numerous studies
that examine crime concentrations and crime hot spots at the micro geographic
level. Weisburd et al. (2012) used street segments in their longitudinal study
of crime at place in Seattle (also see Weisburd et al., 2004). Additionally, stud-
ies conducted not only in North American cities but also in countries across
Europe, Latin America, and Africa have frequently used street segments as the
unit of analysis for examining crime concentrations (e.g., see Andresen and
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Linning, 2012; Bernasco and Steenbeek, 2017; Chainey et al., 2019; Chalfin
et al., 2021; Gill et al., 2017; Steenbeek and Weisburd, 2016; Theron et al.,
2023). Indeed, a recent review of crime concentration research finds street
segments to be the most common geographic unit in research defining crime
concentrations in cities (Weisburd, Zastrow, et al., 2024).

1.3.1 Sampling Hot Spot and Non-Hot Spot Streets

The sampling for the study began with the full population of 25,045 street
segments in Baltimore, and CFS data from the Baltimore Police Department
(BCPD) for 2012 were geocoded (match rate = 98.8 percent) to create aggre-
gate counts of violent crime (rape, robbery, bank hold up, aggravated assaul,
common assault, carjacking, abduction, and sniper) calls and drug crime
(narcotics, narcotics outside, and narcotics on-view) calls (see Chapter 1
Appendix for an exhaustive list of included call types). We used “crime calls
to the police” because we wanted to include a broad measure of crime that
was less filtered by police decision-making. Crime incidents, which are more
often used for estimating crime levels in studies of police interventions, involve
police “founding” or identifying a reported crime as reflecting an actual crime
event.® Most crime calls are generated by citizens calling the police.® But crime
calls are also created when the police observe suspicious activity that they
believe might be a crime and call in to the dispatcher that they are responding.

Our goal was to identify a sample of 450 street segments in which there
would be a larger sample of crime hot spots (about 2/3"%) and a comparison
sample of streets that were not hot spots. We conducted statistical power
analyses to ensure that this sample size of streets would allow for statistically
powerful tests of our main hypotheses. We wanted to be confident that we
had a large enough sample to examine differences between hot spot and non—
hot spot streets.

8 As discussed in more detail in Chapter 4, a number of scholars have pointed to the fact that
calls to the police often do not lead to recorded crime incidents (e.g., see Sherman et al., 1989;
Weisburd, Wilson, et al., 2024). Taylor et al. (2011) note that crime calls to the police contain
higher counts of events to the police “mostly because these data represent an unfiltered account
that might include behavior that is not criminal but is initially reported as criminal or incidents
that cannot be verified” (p. 174). Klinger and Bridges (1997) also identified the phenomenon of
community members reporting ‘crimes’ where no evidence of a crime is subsequently found. Of
course, a lack of evidence may indicate that the police did not get to the scene in time, rather than
indicating that no crime occurred.

The BCPD could not distinguish between citizen- and police-initiated calls when they originally
provided us with data for our study in 2011. In 20716, their crime analysis department was able
to provide updated crime call information that distinguished the two types of calls. According
to this update, about 17% of all crime calls were police-initiated. Almost 3 out of 10 (32%) of
drug crime calls in 2012 were police-initiated, while this was true for only 5% of violent crime
calls. In Chapter 4 we examine only citizen initiated calls to focus on how people who live on
these streets view crime.

)
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A key criterion for our study was that the streets we examined were resi-
dential streets. We wanted to be able to talk about how people on high-crime
streets experienced those streets, and because of this, we excluded exclusively
commercial streets from our study.'® We also restricted our sample streets to
residential streets with a minimum of twenty occupied addresses. This thresh-
old was created because we wanted a large enough sample of people on each
street that we could gain reliable portraits of characteristics of streets in the
study, for example, whether streets were characterized by high levels of peo-
ple willing to intervene on problems on the street or trust their neighbors, or
by high levels of mental or physical health problems, or whether streets had
more residents with high school educations, or who were employed.

Because there is a finite population of households on each street segment, we
had to consider the likely response rate of a survey in relation to this finite pop-
ulation, to identify whether it would be possible to include enough responses
on each street. Assuming a response rate of 35 percent, a minimum population
of 20 or more occupied households on the street was likely to yield about
seven surveys."" We believe that this sample goal represented a useful compro-
mise between the loss of sampling frame, or street segments available to study,
and the sample size needed to describe street-level characteristics. We used a
database from the Baltimore Mayor’s Office for 2010 to determine occupied
housing on Baltimore streets, though as we note below, we also corrected these
totals based on observations by our research team. This criterion reduced the
sampling frame from over 25,000 streets to 4,630 street segments for study.

Crime hot spots were defined as streets that were in the top 3 percent for
violent- or drug-related calls for service in order to assure a sample of very
high-crime streets."> Three categories of crime hot spots were created — drug
crime hot spots, violent crime hot spots, and combined violent drug hot spots
(those streets that met a minimum threshold for both drug and violent crime
calls). Hot spot street segments were then sampled from the three categories
of crime hot spots through a random sampling procedure developed in Model
Builder (in ArcGIS) that prevented any two sampled streets from being within

' There were still mixed-use street segments selected for our sample, as long as they had at least
20 residential units.

Adjusting for the finite population correction, this size sample has a standard error of 82.7 per-
cent of what it would be compared to the same size sample from a large or infinite population.
The initial threshold for violent and drug crime was 18 drug-related calls and 19 violence-related
calls, respectively — approximately the top 2.5% of segments in the city for each category. We
selected this threshold because it was roughly midway between the 1% and 5% thresholds
that have often been used to define crime hot spots (e.g., Weisburd, 201 5; Weisburd, Zastrow,
et al., 2024). Although this was the final threshold for the combined violent and drug crime
hot spots, to meet sampling goals for streets that were hot spots of violence or drug crime, the
threshold was reduced to 17 violent calls and 16 drug-related calls, respectively (approximately
the top 3% of all city street segments in each category). Additionally, we required that streets
show evidence of drug or violent crime throughout the year by setting a criterion that calls be
distributed over at least six months.
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a one-block buffer area. Once the sample of residential street segments was
selected, field researchers conducted a physical census of each street segment
to identify any unusual barriers that would alter the street segment setting
(e.g., bridges, alleys), and to confirm the street met the criterion for occu-
pied dwelling units."? If a street segment did not meet the sampling criteria
after the census, streets were replaced as needed to reach the sample goals. A
comparison group of “non-hot spot” street segments was sampled following
the same procedures carried out for the hot spot street segments. Based on a
review of the distribution of crime calls on these “non-hot spot” streets, the
non-hot spot streets were further divided into “cold” spots (three or fewer
crime calls for service for drug or violent crime) and “cool spots” (four or
more calls for service for drug or violent crime, but less than the threshold
for a hot spot). The final sample of street segments in the study consisted of
46 cold spots, 100 cool spots, 120 drug hot spots, 126 violent hot spots, and
55 combined drug and violent crime hot spots.™

Looking at the average number of violent and drug crime calls for service
and crime incidents (see Chapter 1 Appendix for crime categories included)
for each street type presented in Table 1.1, we can see both the very high
rates of crime calls and incidents that hot spot streets exhibited, as well as
the large differences between hot spots and non-hot spots, and especially
between hot spots and cold spots. While cold spots evidenced on average
only 2 drug and violent crime calls and cool spots about 1o drug and violent
calls, drug hot spots averaged 44 drug and violent calls, violent crime hot
spots 33 drug and violent calls, and the combined hot spots about 110 calls
for violent or drug crime during the selection year. Reinforcing their identifi-
cation as crime hot spots, drug hot spots, and violent crime hot spots had on
average 112 and 126 total calls for crime in the selection year, and combined
hot spots averaged over 260 calls. Total crime incidents averaged about five
for cold spots and nine for cool spots. In crime hot spots, the average number
of crime incidents is nineteen for drug hot spots, twenty-seven for violent hot
spots, and thirty-three for combined drug and violence crime hot spots.

We recognize that the over-sampling of crime hot spots leads to a sample of
places that includes a much larger number of hot spots than would be included

'3 Occupancy of dwelling units was assessed using a number of vacancy indicators, including
boarded-up doors and windows, eviction notices, neighbors telling us the unit was vacant, over-
flowing mailboxes, heavy construction or demolition work, no furniture or personal belongings
seen through windows, and realtor locks. To be conservative in identifying vacant dwelling
units, four vacancy indicators were required to consider the dwelling unit vacant.

™4 The study sought to identify 125 streets for the violent and drug crime hot spots; and 50 com-
bined drug and violent crime hot spots. It also sought to include 150 non-hot spot streets in
the sample. The final sample numbers depart slightly from these because of one street dropped
from the study during data collection, cases where street segments were reclassified when street
boundaries were corrected, and two streets that had to be dropped in wave 2 because of safety
and data collection problems.
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TABLE 1.1 Crime calls for service and crime incidents (2012) in sampled street
segments

Type of street segment

Cold Cool Drug Violent Combined

. (N=46) (N=100) (N=120) (N=126) (N=355)
Crime

measures Mean (SD) Mean (SD) Mean (SD) Mean (SD) Mean (SD)  F-score

Calls for service

Violent 1.8 (1.6) 6.7(3.8) 10.8(4.7) 2.6 7 (10.8) 33.1 (13.3) 200.7%**
Drug o.2 (0.5) 2.8(3.3) 33.0(22.3) 5(4.8)  75.9(165.3) 18.9
Other 17.2 (10.0) 34.8 (16.8) 67.8(29.8) 93.1 (48.3) 152.4 (122.1) 61.8%*%
Total 19.2 (I1.1) 44.3 (20.0) I11.6 (43.6) 126.2 (55.5) 261.4 (215.1) 73.7%%*
Crime incidents

Violent  o.5 (0.7) 1.5 (1.6) 2.7 (2.1) 6.1 (4.7) 6.0 (3.7) §3.3%%%
Drug c.0(0.2) 0.8(1.7) 6.1 (5.8) 1.9 (2.1) 6.7 (6.7) 45.3%"
Other  4.1(2.9) 7.2(42) 7103(5.6) 185 (11.4) 200(8.0)  62.5%%*
Total  4.6(3.2) 9.4(5.4) 19.1(10.0) 26.5(15.2) 327 (14.5) 71.9%**

Note: ***p < 0.00I.

had the study randomly sampled streets from the full population of street
segments. At the same time, it is important to recognize that many residential
streets in the city do not have serious crime problems. Fully 86.4 percent of the
population of residential streets sampled in the study did not meet the criteria
for a hot spot, meaning that if the streets had been sampled randomly, only a
small number of crime hot spots as we define them would have been included
in the sample. Given our desire to describe the social structure and social con-
text of hot spots of crime, this overrepresentation is planned and allows us to
study hot spots in a way that would not be possible had we randomly sampled
streets in the city.

As shown in our map of Baltimore (Figure 1.7), the five street segment types
appear to be spatially heterogeneous, though the crime hot spots are somewhat
more likely to be located in the central areas of the city, to the east and west
of the inner harbor. This is not surprising given our short history of Baltimore,
where segregation and other social policies pushed minority and disadvan-
taged populations into the inner-city, while better off White residents moved
away from the city center and often into the suburbs.

1.3.2 Survey Interviews of Residents Who Lived on the Study Streets

Perhaps the most important data we collected for describing the social struc-
ture and social context of street segments in our study were drawn from
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FIGURE 1.7 Map of sample street segments by crime hot spot type in Baltimore City,
Maryland

surveys of community members. Here we asked large numbers of residents
on our sample streets about their perceptions on a range of issues, including;:
crime and disorder on the streets, fear of crime, their trust of their neighbors
and willingness to intervene in problems, their experiences on the streets
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with police and crime, their economic, educational and social circumstances,
as well as questions about their substance use, smoking, drinking behavior,
and physical and mental health status. The survey included 146 questions
(and over 300 unique items), and was conducted face-to-face using Scantron
bubble forms that the field researchers read to the participant and filled in
with the responses provided by the respondent. The survey took an average
of 20-25 minutes to complete, and respondents were compensated $15 for
their participation.

We carried out three waves of survey data collection in the study: the first
between August 2013 and June 2014; the second wave between April and
December 2015, and wave 3 was carried out between April 2017 and March
2018. Residential dwelling units were randomly sampled, and trained field
researchers interviewed the first adult resident contacted (twenty-one years
or older), who had lived on the street for at least three months. The contact
rate, which measures the proportion of people we were able to reach to ask
to participate in the survey, was 71.2% in the first wave, 80.0% in the second
wave, and 87.9% in the third wave. The cooperation rate, or the proportion
of people we contacted who participated in the survey was 60.5% in wave 1,
71.6% in wave 2, and 58% in wave 3. These are above average results for
door-to-door surveying (Babbie, 2020; Holbrook et al., 2008).

The survey was a massive endeavor for the research team, and there could
be as many as 60 field researchers employed at the same time during each
wave of data collection. Teams of three to four field researchers,’s including
a team leader, visited street segments between the hours of 11 am and 8 pm,
seven days a week across the study period. In wave 1, interviewers returned
to dwelling units an average of four times and up to twenty-five visits. In
wave 2, the teams visited the dwelling unit an average of 6.3 times, with
up to 32 visits. In wave 3, the number of visits to the streets ranged from 2
to 27 visits, with a mean of 13 visits to the streets. Dwelling units where a
survey was not completed were visited an average of eight times (at which
point we resampled a new dwelling unit if no contact was made), but we
continued to visit these dwelling units over the course of the study unless
a hard refusal was made by a resident of the dwelling unit. When residents
were not available to complete the survey at that time or the identified adult
from a previous wave was not at home, interviewers scheduled timeframes or
appointments to return to the household to complete the survey.

An important part of our planning of the survey data collection, and other
field research on the sampled streets, was ensuring the safety of data collec-
tors. Working in hot spots of crime can be dangerous. In our study we had
multiple events of shootings on the hot spot streets we visited, and during the

5 Undergraduate and graduate students were hired from local universities in Baltimore as field
researchers. They participated in a two-day training on in-person survey data collection, con-
ducting physical observations, and safety protocols for working in high-crime areas.
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Freddie Gray riots, one research team had their windshield broken by a brick
thrown by rioters. We developed several safety protocols for procedures for
working in dangerous or high-risk conditions in the field, which are available
in our online resources.

In wave 1, a total of 3,738 surveys were completed, 3,615 were completed
in wave 2, and in wave 3, a total of 3,141 surveys were completed, for a total
of 10,494 eligible surveys across the three waves.’® With the exception of
six streets in wave 1 and one street in wave 2, we completed at least 7 surveys
on each street segment. In wave 3, 87.2 percent of sample street segments had
seven or more surveys.

1.3.3 Physical Observations

A key set of indicators for our study was the physical attributes of the street.
The survey asked about such attributes, but we also wanted a measure
that was objective in the sense of researchers observing the street. Physical
observations are particularly important in our study because of perspectives
like Broken Windows theory (see Wilson and Kelling, 1982; Kelling and
Coles, 1996), which view physical decay as an important factor in under-
standing and predicting crime.

Our physical observations were conducted simultaneously during survey
data collection."” For each of the street segments, two trained observers rated
the discrete characteristics of the street segment independently in order to
test for and periodically monitor inter-rater reliability. The observers went
to each street during the period of the survey data collection, but not when
other research activities were being carried out. Field researchers spent
between Y2 hour and an hour carefully coding the physical attributes of the
street and moved to multiple viewing areas along the street to accurately code
the observation items.

The physical observation instrument had four separate focus areas to cap-
ture several dimensions of the street environment, including known ecological
risk factors for antisocial behavior (e.g., bars and bus stops). First, the num-
ber of buildings and physical structures on the street were documented along
with the use or purpose of the buildings, such as residential, commercial, and
public service. Next, there were several observational items related to physical
disorder, such as visual indicators of drug activity (drug paraphernalia) and

16 Of the wave 1 respondents, 35.4% were interviewed in wave 2, 17.4% of the wave 2 respon-
dents were interviewed in wave 3, and 617 respondents (16.5% of the first wave sample) par-
ticipated in all three waves. We note that our primary interest was in describing the street
segments and not in detailing individual change over time.

'7 We relied on primary data collection rather than public data provided by Google Earth, as seen
in other research (e.g., see Odgers et al., 2009), because the street view images for Baltimore
were not current to our data collection.
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prostitution (e.g., condoms on the street), as well as broader signs of physical
disorder, such as burned-out or abandoned buildings, litter, graffiti, broken
windows, structural damage, and abandoned vehicles. Lastly, measures of
the physical design and conditions of the street were captured such as con-
struction on the street, number of street lanes and alleys, and the presence of
security cameras, benches, and bus stops.

1.3.4 Systematic Social Observations

Systematic social observations were conducted only in the first wave of data
collection between April and June of 2014.™® These observations were aimed
at measuring various types of social activities and the volume occurring in
public places using a structured observation protocol. Each street segment in
the sample received three systematic social observations, each lasting for 20
minutes. To observe the street at different days of the week and times of day,
one observation occurred during weekday hours (10:00 am—4:00 pm), one
observation during weeknight hours (4:00 pm-8:00 pm), and one observa-
tion occurring on the weekends (10:00 am—8:00 pm), resulting in over 1,300
systematic social observations. Each observation provided a snapshot of the
social conditions of the street with the presence of different activities and
external conditions on the street segment, while also capturing the amount of
time specific events occurred on the street.™

Similar to the physical observations of the street, field researchers worked
in pairs, and during the first visit to the street segment, the team identified a
location on the street where the greatest amount of social activity could be
observed, an “epicenter” of the street. This location remained the same for
all subsequent visits to the street, and field researchers generally stayed at this
spot for the entire observation period unless something obstructed their view,
or they felt concerned about their personal safety or well-being (in which case
they left the street).

One field researcher focused on providing a “snapshot” of the street,
recording the presence of indicators of social disorder and antisocial behav-
ior such as people arguing, loitering, or drug activity; prosocial activities
such as recreation, children at play, adults working on their home and yards;
and levels of pedestrian activity (including some characteristics of the peo-
ple), traffic, and noise on the street. The other field researcher focused more

8 We were not able to gain additional grant funding for future waves of systematic social obser-
vations. We thank the CEBCP for support for the first wave of these observations.

9 The systematic social observation instrument and codebook were developed from observational
methods used during the Minneapolis Hotspots Experiment and the Jersey City Displacement
and Diffusion Study (Sherman and Weisburd, 1995; Weisburd et al., 2006), and the Reynald
(2011) study of guardianship, and observation check sheets used to catalogue social behavior
in clinical settings (Kazdin, 1982; Mitchell, 1979).
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closely on specific activities taking place and their duration, by timing each
event they observed, and the number of people involved. Some of these activ-
ities included soliciting sex, public drinking, drug selling and use, and gam-
bling, as well as certain types of people providing guardianship on the street
like place managers (e.g., a business owner or security officer), police officers,
or healthcare providers.

1.3.5 Qualitative Data Collection

During each wave of survey data collection, qualitative data collection includ-
ing ecological mapping,*® direct observation of street segments (including the
businesses, individuals, and groups within them) and in-depth, semi-structured
interviews were conducted. The use of multiple methodologies triangulates
the data sources, offering greater depth and reliability in the results (Lofland
et al., 2006; Morrill, 1995; Snow and Anderson, 1993). Qualitative data
is particularly suited to developing a deeper understanding of how people
who live, work, and visit these streets understand their social context. In the
chapters that follow, we often use qualitative narratives as a way of illustrat-
ing and contextualizing our quantitative findings. During wave 1, we spoke
with 72 individuals across 42 interviews; in some instances, we spoke with
small groups (2—4 individuals) on the street. In wave 2, the field researchers
conducted 86 interviews, again, some were with small groups, for a total of
103 individuals interviewed. And in wave 3, 71 individuals were interviewed
across 60 Interviews.

Qualitative methods included ethnographic observation and informal
interviewing of residents or occupants of each street segment during field-
work. The qualitative research team spent roughly an equal time develop-
ing their field notes as they did in the field. During fieldwork, researchers
spent one hour on each street segment in the qualitative subsample, gath-
ering observational and interview data to understand — How do residents
view, use, and perceive the street segment? Within each street segment, we
maximized diversity in the recruitment of individuals by speaking with and
providing study information sheets to all eligible residents and inhabitants.
While paying attention to local demographics (i.e., age, race/ethnicity, and
gender), we interviewed individuals based on the following inclusion criteria:
(1) at least twenty-one years old; (2) present on street segment during field-
work; (3) voluntarily participates. Rather than engaging in formal interviews
(with interview questionnaires/protocols), we used direct observation time for
conducting semi-structured interviews (thematically focused interviews that
occur during the course of everyday conversation). We engaged participants

2° Field researchers brought printed maps into the field for each segment and drew/labeled rel-
evant items on the map. These include drug areas, crime areas, residences, and pro-social/
community spaces.
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in conversations to delve for information using Snow and Anderson’s “inter-
viewing by comment” procedure for eliciting information by making a state-
ment that sparks response (Snow and Anderson, 1987).

I.4 WHAT FOLLOWS

The comprehensive data collection we have just described allows us to develop
a more comprehensive picture of hot spots of crime than any prior study. And
it allows us to compare hot spots of crime with what we have termed cool and
cold spots, as well. In the chapters that follow, we use these data to answer a
series of questions about the social structure and social context of crime hot
spots and their relationship to crime, victimization, and health. Our work
seeks to bring social structure and social context into scholarly and policy
discussions of hot spots of crime.

Chapter 2 provides a descriptive portrait of hot spots of crime, focusing
in particular on social disadvantage and social disorganization across hot
spot and non-hot spot streets in our study. We also examine characteristics
of hot spots that are often seen as tightly linked to crime, such as social and
physical disorder and fear of crime. As we describe in this chapter, while hot
spots of crime are characterized by high levels of concentrated disadvantage,
low informal social controls, high levels of social and physical disorder, and
an elevated fear of crime, these are places that also have strong social ties
among neighbors, and they include residents that hope that their streets will
improve. Chapter 3 builds on this foundation by exploring whether the dif-
ferences between hot spot and non-hot spot streets vary based on the type of
community they are nested in, categorized by levels of concentrated disad-
vantage. It also investigates how the characteristics of hot spot streets differ
depending on the broader community context in which they are situated. We
find that hot spots of crime in very different types of neighborhoods have
many similar characteristics, but that the community context also influences
characteristics of crime hot spots.

Chapter 4 expands upon prior research on crime hot spots, which has pri-
marily focused on opportunity-related factors that explain crime, by showing
that social context, particularly informal social control, also plays a crucial
role in understanding crime at place. Our models add strong evidence to the
idea that we need to consider social context in understanding the emergence
of crime hot spots. Because of the very strong impact of informal social con-
trol on crime, in Chapter 5§ we examine specifically what influences informal
social control on streets. This is particularly important given criminological
work that has focused on physical and social disorder as impacting informal
community social controls. Our findings suggest that the focus on physical dis-
order for increasing levels of informal social control may be misplaced, though
we also show that social disorder is an important influence on informal social
controls at crime hot spots.
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Chapter 6 illustrates that the social structure and social context of streets
matter not only for understanding crime but also for understanding the risk of
property crime victimization experienced by residents, even after accounting
for individual lifestyles. Chapter 7 demonstrates that the health conditions of
residents in crime hot spots constitute another critical dimension for under-
standing the broader social context of these places. Compared to non-hot
spots, residents of crime hot spots exhibit higher rates of physical and mental
health problems, with this geographic overlap between crime and health risks
being at least partially attributable to the living conditions on those streets.

Finally, Chapter 8 concludes the book by summarizing our key findings and
discussing their implications for theory and policy. Together, these chapters
suggest that it is important to bring the social structure and social context of
hot spots of crime into our understanding of why these places have high rates
of crime, and what types of interventions are likely to help ameliorate crime
and related problems at crime hot spots.
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