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Criminal justice 
reform must happen 
at every stage of the 
system.

But criminal justice 
reform alone is not 
enough.

Invest in 
community-based
& non-criminal
policy solutions.

Summary

Reducing racial inequality 
must involve coordinated 
reforms across all stages 
of the criminal justice 
system that will reduce 
cumulative racial 
disadvantage; from police 
contact, to court 
processing and 
sentencing, to correctional 
supervision.

Structural reforms that 
improve public space, reduce 
neighborhood inequality, and 
alleviate concentrated 
poverty can advance criminal 
justice reforms by reducing 
crime and improving the 
social contexts in which 
reforms can operate. Criminal 
justice policy alone cannot 
solve historically rooted, 
multidimensional racial 
inequality.

Governments, community 
organizations, and private 
firms and foundations should 
play a role in improving the 
wellbeing of communities and 
lessening the structural social 
disadvantages by pairing 
criminal justice reforms with 
non-criminal justice policy 
approaches that address 
structural inequalities in 
society.



Documenting 
Racial 
Inequalities in 
Crime and 
Criminal Legal 
System 
Outcomes



Police Stops:
Police officers stop and search
Black Americans at rates that are 
higher than other racial and ethnic 
groups. Police in encounters with 
the public, are also more likely to 
use force against Black Americans 
than White.

Pre-Trial Detention:
Between 2005 and 2019, the jail 
incarceration rate for Black Americans was 
on average over three times higher than the 
rate for Whites and Latinos. Existing 
research on bail setting indicates that the 
practice releases many high-risk defendants 
while simultaneously detaining low-risk 
defendants due to their inability to make 
bail. 

Arrests:
Arrests for serious felonies are 
higher among African Americans 
and, to a lesser extent, Hispanics as 
compared to Whites. Moreover, 
American Indians are most heavily 
overrepresented in arrests for a 
handful of nonviolent, mostly 
alcohol- and drug-related offenses.

Corrections:
Black people, especially Black men, are 
incarcerated at a higher rate relative
to other groups.

Sentencing:
Black people are heavily 
overrepresented among 
people currently 
condemned to die for their 
conviction offense.



Pre-trial detention
Police stops

Incarceration 

Per-capita jail populations 
for Black Americans 
averaged well over three 
times the rates for both 
White individuals and 
Latinos between 2005 and 
2019.

Police officers stop and 
search Black Americans at 
rates higher than those from 
other racial and ethnic 
groups.

Incarceration rates have 
declined since their peak in 
the mid-2000s. The Latino-
White and Black-White  
incarceration rate disparity 
narrowed from 1999 to 2018, 
while the Native American-
White disparity widened.

28%
decline in the Black 
incarceration rate

3x
Higher for Black 
people

17%
of Black & 12% of 
Hispanic males are
ordered to exit their 
vehicles v. 5% White 
males



The Social
Drivers of 
Racial
Inequality



The historical legacy 
of racial exclusion
Racial inequalities in crime and 
criminal justice, along with structural 
inequalities in housing, education, and 
other social contexts are all rooted in 
historical discrimination. The historical 
legacies of slavery and
settler colonialism are reflected in the 
practices and policies that have 
created and maintained racial 
inequality.



Elimination of racial inequalities 
in the criminal justice system must 
include addressing longstanding 
societal inequalities and 
disadvantages. Policies that focus solely 
on inequalities within the criminal justice 
system, failing to consider larger, societal 
systemic inequalities, will have limited 
chances of success. 



Racial 
Disparities in 
Wealth

Segregation and neighborhood poverty are 
closely associated with local pockets of 
joblessness, crumbling infrastructure, and a 
shortage of social services.

Black neighborhoods are at much higher risk 
for being in poverty than White neighborhoods 
across the 50 largest American cities—almost 
11 times greater.

Neighborhoods with more low-wage, unstable 
jobs and higher unemployment rates have 
higher homicide and rates of violent crime. 

Concentrated poverty is particularly high in 
areas where African Americans, American 
Indians, and Hispanics disproportionately 
reside.

All of these conditions are also linked to 
higher levels of crime and law enforcement 

presence.
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Racial 
Disparities in 
Housing

When homeownership loss spreads across a
community, the community becomes 
vulnerable to crime. Since minority 
communities disproportionately suffer housing 
losses, they become particularly vulnerable to 
public safety threats and increased law 
enforcement.

Poor neighborhoods with large communities of 
Black residents have high rates of mortgage 
denials, which effectively serve as a 
continuation of past acts of housing 
discrimination.

Historical patterns of discriminatory housing 
policies, such as segregation and redlining 
practices, have had cascading consequences 
for a variety of contemporary outcomes (e.g., 
wealth, neighborhood demographics, 
segregation, and crime).
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Racial Disparities in 
Homicide Victims
Racial disparities among those who 
are victims of homicide have grown 
since 2010, with Black Americans, 
Native Americans, and Latinos at 
higher risk of being homicide victims 
than White and Asian Americans. 
These disparities grew as homicide 
rates rose sharply from 2014 to 2016, 
and again between 2019 and the 
present. Murders involving Black and 
Hispanic victims are notably less
likely to be cleared by arrest relative to 
murders involving White victims. 



The Impact
of Inequality



Social drivers 
of racial disparities

Criminal justice drivers 
of racial disparities

Public safety & 
criminal involvement

racial disparities

Racial Inequality
&

Structural 
Racism

The inequality feedback loop



Reducing 
Inequality
Through 
Criminal 
Justice 
Reforms



Principles
for reducing 
racial 
inequality

Impacted Community Voices: 
Communities that are disproportionately harmed 
by racial inequality in the criminal justice system 
need to be partners in knowledge generation and 
implementation of policy solutions.

Participation, Accountability, and 
Transparency: Efforts to reduce racial 
inequalities in the justice system should include 
public participation and accountability, as well as 
transparent data and evaluation methods. Above 
all, these efforts need to be accountable to the 
communities they serve.

Reckoning and Reconciliation Criminal 
justice policies and reform should be informed by 
an understanding of the harms perpetrated by the 
system against specific racial and ethnic groups.
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Heterogeneity: One size does not fit all.
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Criminal Justice 
Reforms

Limit jail detention to only those charged with 
serious crimes who pose a serious and    
immediate risk of harm or flight.

Reevaluate which crimes warrant long 
sentences and reevaluate the cases of those 
that are currently serving long sentences.

Eliminate cash bail and replace it with an 
actuarial system where detention depends on 
risk of pretrial misconduct.

Reduce the arrest and incarceration of 
individuals under community supervision,            
especially for technical violations. 

Explore further drug reform policies, including 
the de-felonization of certain drug offenses.

Eliminate the death penalty.
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States, localities, and the federal government 
should explore ways to reduce police stops 
and searches, jail detention, prison 
admissions, and long sentences that would 
further reduce racial disparities.

02

03

04

05

06



Community-Driven Safety

It is not a single program but the general 
strategy of community organization that is most 
effective in improving safety.

Building healthy communities and reducing 
crime require investments in community 
capacity to define and advance safety and 
reduce harm and inequality associated with 
criminal justice involvement. 

Federal and state agencies should explore the 
significant expansion of community-driven pilot 
programs in combination with strategies to 
evaluate the results.



Reducing 
Inequality
Through Public 
Investments



Social Justice 
Reforms

Placement into high quality jobs with potential 
for upward mobility through educational and 
entrepreneurship programs.

Universal policy approaches, such as 
Medicaid expansion.

Targeted approaches, such as community-
based health services.

High quality early childhood education 
programs reduce criminal involvement and 
result in cost savings in the long term.

Matched grants for community organizations 
for neighborhood improvement projects or 
services.

Funding for Business Improvement Districts 
that work to enhance public safety and goods

Improving the built environment through 
greening and lead remediation programs.
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Structural policy reform that addresses the 
lasting effects of segregation, discriminatory 
housing policies, and other socioeconomic 
factors is needed to eliminate racial inequality.
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Reducing 
Inequality
Through 
Research



Evidence-
based
solutions Community support

Cities and localities should 
partner with researchers to 
implement an ongoing system of 
data collection and surveys that 
would provide data on the views 
of resident safety and develop 
reliable and valid measures of the 
full range of residents’ viewpoints. 
They should explore expansion of 
community-driven pilot programs 
for community violence 
interruption in combination with 
strong evaluation strategies.

Grantmaking

Explore promising new 
practices, seed innovation, 
and add value to efforts 
that accelerate systemic 
reform.

Data collection

A 21st century data 
infrastructure with timely, 
accurate collection, 
validation, curation, and 
dissemination is needed to  
at all levels of government 
to reduce racial disparities.
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A future
research 
agenda Analyze alternatives to the criminal 

justice system, including 
community-driven efforts and place-
based strategies, and factors that 
can contribute to or impede 
effective and timely uptake and 
scalability of programs

Study the impact of language 
accessibility, including how 
language barriers for limited-
English-proficient populations limit 
access to fair and just outcomes.

Move beyond a Black/White 
paradigm with research reflecting 
the increasing diversity of the 
U.S. population.
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Questions?



Thank you.
For more information, please contact:
Emily Backes
EBackes@nas.edu

mailto:EBackes@nas.edu



