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The National Neighborhood Indicators Partnership (NNIP) launched the Catalyzing Community Criminal 

Justice Reform with Data project in May 2018 in partnership with the Microsoft Cities Team. NNIP Partners 

are local organizations that democratize data: they make data accessible and easy to understand and 

then help local stakeholders apply them to solve problems in their communities. The project aims to 

better understand local criminal justice data and advocacy landscapes and to spur deeper and more 

effective involvement by NNIP Partners in criminal justice reform. We surveyed NNIP Partners in summer 

2018 to learn more about how they perceive criminal justice issues in their communities, what data they 

hold, and their criminal justice reform projects and relationships. 

 

WHAT WE LEARNED  

• NNIP Partners identified community interests and needs across the span of criminal justice 
issues, with disparities in policing and incarceration and the system’s interaction with people 
who lack housing or have mental health issues highlighted as areas of concern throughout the 
country.    

• About half the Partners have projects in the criminal justice space, with many projects focused 
on reform, and many Partners have robust relationships with community-based or advocacy 
organizations working toward reform. 

• More community access to data is needed to provide insight, transparency, and monitoring for 
criminal justice reform initiatives. Partners’ holdings of several sources of criminal justice data 
demonstrate progress in some areas, but only one-quarter of respondents have data from the 
court system.  

• Data intermediaries have a track record of working with neighborhoods and across sectors to 
tackle community issues. They are well positioned to bolster reform efforts. Their data on 
neighborhood attributes—demographics, housing, education, and beyond—can support 
insights on local variations in criminal justice system practices and needs.  

• Guidance on data sources and examples of deploying analytics in support of reform efforts 
would help local data intermediaries be effective and innovative partners to community groups 
and government agencies.
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PERCEIVED ISSUES AND AREAS OF WORK 

We asked NNIP Partners to indicate high-profile criminal justice issues in their communities from a list of 

issues that garner attention throughout the country. Partners consistently viewed issues in policing, 

incarceration, and the system’s interaction with people who lack housing or have mental and 

behavioral health issues as areas of local concern (figure 1). Fewer partners perceived issues in the court 

system as having a high profile locally, but these findings could reflect a lack of awareness and not 

necessarily that the courts are without problems. The Urban Institute’s Justice Policy Center can be 

tapped to share background and resources to help Partners explore issues in the court system and 

contribute to local reform conversations around the full spectrum of issues.  

Figure 1 
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 Using the same list of issues, we asked NNIP Partners to choose the top three issues of interest for 

future work (figure 2). Partners selected policing and incarceration most frequently, though at least two 

Partners ranked each of the remaining issues as a top area in which to potentially engage. The wide-

ranging interest in new ventures suggests variation in issues across communities and reflects differences 

in the Partners’ missions and expertise. These responses also suggest that the network could engage in 

many facets of criminal justice reform. 

 Figure 2 
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DATA ACCESS 

Partners have a wide array of criminal justice data at their disposal. One in five Partners has or can easily 

access more than 10 distinct criminal justice datasets. While policing data—crime reports, in particular—

are commonly held, data covering courts are harder to come by (figure 3). To supplement data from 

administrative sources, several Partners are gathering primary data using surveys, focus groups, and 

other qualitative techniques.  

Figure 3 
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RELATIONSHIPS AND PROJECTS  

NNIP Partners are valuable contributors to criminal justice reform conversations, bringing their 

community connections, project experience, and administrative data expertise. Partners’ awareness of 

and relationships with external organizations working on criminal justice reform are expansive, with some 

Partners holding leadership positions in organizations dedicated to reform. These relationships—

especially with organizations led by or including people with lived experience in the criminal justice 

system—can be critical building blocks toward reform work that engages the people the criminal justice 

system’s failures most affect. The survey also turned up a broad set of current and past projects dealing 

with the criminal justice system and reform. More than half of NNIP Partners shared at least one project, 

and about one-third listed multiple projects.  

  

Partners’ Criminal Justice Projects and 
Relationships with Reform 
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PROJECT HIGHLIGHTS  

Boston, Massachusetts: In partnership with the Massachusetts Criminal Justice Reform Coalition and 

MassINC, Boston Indicators mapped incarceration rates of Boston neighborhoods, revealing 

disproportionate impact in communities of color. The report also yielded recommendations for 

Massachusetts’ Justice Reinvestment Initiative and further criminal justice reform, including a call for the 

repeal of mandatory minimums and refocusing of jail diversion to communities with high incarceration 

rates. In spring 2018, portions of these recommendations became law as the Massachusetts state 

government enacted a comprehensive criminal justice reform package.  

Dallas, Texas: Dallas’s Institute for Urban Policy Research has worked closely with the City of Dallas 

Community Court program and organizations like the Texas Offenders Reentry Initiative to evaluate its 

efforts to reduce incarceration rates and facilitate successful reentry for people returning home from 

incarceration. Recently, the institute has explored a collaboration with a local judge to retrospectively 

compare the estimated risk per a new risk assessment tool that relies on administrative data with actual 

bail amounts and full criminal histories. The analysis will shed light on the tool’s ultimate effect—if it 

contributes to positive policy outcomes, like prioritizing release or reducing cash bail, or if it reinforces 

the justice system’s racially biased outcomes. 

Milwaukee, Wisconsin: Data You Can Use is working with Amani neighborhood residents to build their 

capacity around neighborhood conditions, safety, and policing. They paired an analysis of crime trends 

and hot spots with a resident-conducted survey about public safety and police legitimacy. The survey 

found that residents felt secure with police presence in the neighborhood, were willing to call police to 

report crime, and were more concerned about traffic safety than violent crime. The residents shared 

the survey results with their neighbors in “data chats.” Along with the data, the presenters shared 

evidence-based strategies to respond to violent crime from which residents could select strategies they 

thought were most important. 

New Haven, Connecticut: DataHaven illuminates residents’ experiences of being unfairly stopped, 

searched, or questioned by police through its statewide Community Wellbeing Survey. Only 9 percent 

of white residents felt they had been unfairly stopped. In contrast, 24 percent of African Americans in 

the state replied positively, most of whom attributed the unfair stop to their race. This illustrates how the 

survey provides new measures of community change to show that a community must work on racial 

equity, social justice, and civic engagement to affect other key outcomes, such as health and 

employment. 
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Oakland, California: The Urban Strategies Council is changing the way Oakland residents think about 

violence prevention and empowering the community. The City of Oakland engaged the Council to 

bring authentic community voices into a participatory research process to inform its newly established 

Department of Violence Prevention (DVP). The Council trained 27 research fellows, who reflected the 

city’s racial, ethnic, and cultural makeup, to conduct 300 interviews of Oakland residents most affected 

by violence. The qualitative data complemented other research components of the project, such as 

quantitative data on violence and an analysis of successful violence prevention models in other 

jurisdictions. Results from the Council’s research will inform the selection of DVP’s first chief as well as 

other city violence prevention spending plans. In winter 2019, the Council will present the results at a 

summit of residents and city leaders to foster a shared vision for the DVP. 

 

NNIP’S NEXT STEPS 

This survey provided the NNIP network a strong foundation to encourage the expansion of our Partners’ 

support of local criminal justice reform. Through the process, Partners also shared community-driven 

projects that inspired their peers to look for opportunities in their own cities. As one next step, NNIP is 

identifying a project where Urban Institute staff can analyze data on policing issues in one city, in 

consultation with local stakeholders. Lessons from the analysis will inform similar efforts in other cities. In 

addition, the network will continue to document examples and foster informal exchange among the 

Partners. As a result of this collaboration with the Microsoft Cities Team, NNIP hopes to advance the 

state of practice in using local data to accelerate criminal justice reform across the country. 

Resources from the Catalyzing Community Criminal Justice Reform with Data Project 

Project page: A hub with links to all the project resources. 

https://www.neighborhoodindicators.org/justicereform 

Common Police Data Sources: A list of police datasets that are commonly but not universally 

collected. https://www.neighborhoodindicators.org/library/catalog/common-police-data-sources 

Criminal Justice Data Initiatives: Overview of innovative initiatives that provide data or strive to be 

national in scope. https://www.neighborhoodindicators.org/criminal-justice-data-initiatives-list 

Partners’ Projects: A concise listing of the projects Partners reported. 

https://www.neighborhoodindicators.org/nnip-partners-criminal-justice-projects 
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ABOUT THE SURVEY 

Over several weeks, 33 of 38 NNIP Partner organizations responded to a survey about their interests and 

activities related to criminal justice issues and reform. You can download the protocol at 

https://www.neighborhoodindicators.org/NNIPCJSurvey. For the analysis of the data holdings, we 

combined information from the survey with information from the network’s annual data inventory. We 

welcome any follow-up inquiries.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

NNIP is housed the Urban Institute, a nonprofit research organization 

dedicated to developing evidence-based insights that improve people’s 

lives and strengthen communities. This project leverages Urban’s deep 

expertise in criminal justice issues, learn more at 

https://www.urban.org/policy-centers/justice-policy-center.   

This paper was supported by the Microsoft Corporation. The views expressed are those of the authors and do not 

necessarily represent those of Microsoft or the Urban Institute, its trustees, or its funders. 

Copyright © 2019. Urban Institute. Permission is granted for reproduction of this file, with attribution to the Urban 

Institute. 


