LESS CRIME, BY DESIGN

[SCRIPT]
Fighting crime. It’s a tough business. But these city streets
aren’t going to keep themselves safe.
You wanna keep the peace … you gotta be ready for anything … head
on a swivel.
It takes more than instincts though. A cop’s only as good as his
tools. You know the drill: handcuffs, nightstick, lawnmower.
Wait, lawnmower? What the hell?
[OPENING SEQUENCE]
People, there’s no easy way to say this: You are being manipulated.
Probably every day. And in ways you don’t even perceive.
Here’s what we mean: All throughout America, there are
businesses that have carefully designed their physical spaces to
change your behavior.

In some cases, environmental factors affect business and
crime simultaneously. A rise in crime at discount retailers,
for instance, has been blamed on the tendency of dollar
stores to have cluttered interiors, trash-strewn exteriors,
and large ads in the windows that can prevent onlookers
from noticing a robbery happening inside.

You go into the grocery store to buy a gallon of milk … and it’s
always in the back … so you’re forced to walk by a bunch of other
products you hadn’t planned on buying.i
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You go into a casino and there are no clocks or windows … so you
can’t keep too close a track of the time.ii
You go into an IKEA and you … learn what it’s like to try to
escape from a prisoner-of-war camp.

The notoriously labyrinthine design of IKEA stores is one of
the reasons the furniture chain has a reputation for spawning
arguments between couples. Other factors
cited by psychologists: the difficulty of
getting two people to agree on a piece
of furniture, the pressure of having to
choose from IKEA’s sprawling inventory,
and the tensions that arise from having
to assemble the furniture at home.

Now, this is all basically harmless. You’re still free to make your
own decisions in those places. But it underscores an important
point: Our environments subtly influence how we make decisions.
And that fact can be used for more than just making money. In
fact, it can also be used to make our neighborhoods safer.
Here’s how it works. If you asked
people to describe what a dangerous
neighborhood looks like, chances
are that — no matter where they
are in the country — their answers
will probably include some of the
same things: abandoned or vacant
lots, graffiti, trash on the streets,
places where it’s dark at night.
In fact, the physical signs of
high-crime neighborhoods are so
distinctive that one team of
researchers was able to train a
computer to recognize them with
95% accuracy.iii
(Tragically, however, the
experiment backfired and the computer
is now leading a street gang.)
Here’s the important thing to keep in mind: All those little
details that signal to you that a place is unsafe … also signal
to criminals that it’s not a bad place to do business.
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So, what would happen if … we just stop sending those signals?
For an idea of how this might work, we can look to an experiment that
took place in Philadelphia. Many of the city’s vacant lots — dirty and
overgrown — had become magnets for crime because they were easy places
to avoid detection, hide from police, or surprise a victim.

Vacant lots and structures are a serious problem in
many major American cities, especially those that have
experienced significant population declines. In addition to
being magnets for crime, they often drag down local
property values, create health hazards, and cost money
for cities to clean up or demolish. An analysis of 2010
census data found that Detroit, Cleveland, St. Louis,
Buffalo, and Baltimore were among the major American
cities with the highest number of vacancies.

Then, beginning in 2013, a team of
researchers began randomly selecting
some of these lots for rehabilitation.
They’d clean them up, plant grass and
trees, and turn them into small urban
parks. Importantly, they’d also do
things like keeping the lawn mowed, as
a signal that someone was maintaining
the property.
The result: crime around those
lots went down. In the toughest
neighborhoods, there was a 30% reduction in
nuisance crimes like public intoxication or illegal
dumping and a 29% reduction in gun assaults.iv

This isn’t the only time approaches like this have
succeeded. A similar program launched in Youngstown,
Ohio in 2010 also led to reductions in crime. Another in
Flint, Michigan saw nearly 40% reductions in assaults
and violent crimes.

-40%

ASSAULTS AND VIOLENT CRIMES
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And here’s the most important part: The crime didn’t move to a
different part of the city. It just went away.v

The relocation of crime to other areas is known as “crime displacement.”
The extent to which this phenomenon occurs is hotly debated in
criminology circles. The good news, however, is that there’s also a trend
known as ‘diffusion’ in which the benefits of lower crime can also spill
over into the broader community.

And this isn’t the only time that changing the environment
changed the outcomes. In the early 90s, Los Angeles closed off 14
streets plagued by gang violence — and saw a 20% reduction in
crime in the area within a year.vi
A study in Newark found that the
use of closed-circuit cameras
decreased auto theft by nearly
15% — at a time when thefts were
actually increasing on lots
without the cameras.vii
So, with those kinds of results,
why don’t we see these kinds of
initiatives more often?
Well, part of the reason is that
they’re not cheap. Cleaning up
the rest of the dangerous lots
in Philadelphia, for example has
been estimated to cost at least
$35 million.viii Which, yeah,
sounds like a lot.
But you know what else is expensive? Crime! In fact, it’s estimated
that when you add up the costs to the victims, to law enforcement,
and to society at large, that every dollar spent cleaning up these
dangerous places saves $26 by reducing gun violence.ix
Now, not every one of these experiments is going to work for
every problem. The cameras in Newark, for instance, reduced auto
theft but not violent crime. And even when they do work, you
still need good policing on top of it. But one of the reasons
that rehabilitating public spaces has so much potential is that
the number of places that are consistently plagued by crime is
surprisingly small.
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In Philadelphia, for instance, an analysis of over a decade’s
worth of crime data showed that just 5% of the addresses where
crime was reported … were responsible for 50% of all the crime in
the entire city.x Which means targeting just a handful of the most
dangerous places could give some cities a new lease on life.

Philadelphia is by no means unique on this front. In fact, a 2021
report from the Brookings Institution noted that the trend of
crime concentration has been found “in every city or non-urban
setting in which it has been studied.” Interestingly, research
suggests that areas of concentration often remain dangerous
even when a city’s crime rates are otherwise declining.

Philadelphia

The bottom line: We can potentially save lives and money just
by rehabilitating a handful of the most dangerous places in our
cities … which ought to be a source of hope. Because it might
just mean that no place is beyond saving...
...I mean, except IKEA.
[END SCRIPT]
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