
An Exploratory Study of Environmental 

Stress in Four High Violent Crime Cities:

What Sets Them Apart?

This study explores environmental and social stress factors that correlate with violent crime 

in four high-violence U.S. cities: Houston, TX, Baltimore, MD, Jackson, MS, and Wilming-

ton, DE. By examining county-level and neighborhood-level data, the study aims to identify 

common contexts and characteristics that set these cities apart from national averages and 

each other.

Understanding the social contexts that correlate with violent crime can help in developing 

targeted interventions. The study adopts an ecological approach, examining how factors 

such as health, social environment, and economic conditions relate to crime rates. It consid-

ers community stress indicators such as high STD rates, air pollution, single-parent homes, 

and insufficient resources as significant correlates of violent crime.

Focus on Socio-Economic Interven-

tions: Policies aimed at reducing 

economic inequality, improving access to 

healthcare, and enhancing educational 

outcomes could mitigate violent crime 

rates.

Enhance Community Resources: 

Addressing food insecurity, providing 

mental health support, and increasing 

community cohesion through social 

services could reduce crime and stress-re-

lated outcomes.

Address Environmental Stressors: 

Interventions targeting environmental 

factors, such as reducing air pollution and 

improving housing conditions, could 

contribute to lower crime rates.

Holistic Approaches Over Race-Based 

Policies: Given that class and economic 

stressors are significant predictors of 

crime, focusing on alleviating socio-eco-

nomic disparities might be more effective 

than race-specific interventions.

The study underscores the complex interplay of social, economic, and environmental 

stressors in high-violence cities. It highlights the need for comprehensive communi-

ty-based strategies that address broader socio-economic conditions rather than solely 

focusing on race or policing practices. Targeted public policies that improve economic 

opportunities and health outcomes could play a critical role in reducing violent crime in 

these and similar urban settings.
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All four cities had higher 

rates of violent crime and 

socio-economic stress 

indicators compared to 

national averages.

Violent crime was more 

prevalent in neighbor-

hoods with lower 

incomes, higher 

unemployment, and 

greater population 

density.

Higher STD rates and other 

health stressors were 

common in these high-vio-

lence cities, linking poor 

public health with elevated 

crime rates.

Common Social Contexts: All four cities 

showed high rates of chlamydia, air 

pollution, single-parent households, HIV 

prevalence, food insecurity, insufficient 

sleep, residential segregation, and high 

percentages of Black residents. These 

indicators suggest a broader pattern of 

socio-economic and health-related stress 

in these cities.

Unexpected Findings: Despite high stress 

and crime rates, these cities had unusually 

low suicide rates compared to the national 

average, indicating divergent stress 

responses between violent crime and 

self-harm.

Neighborhood-Level Correlates: Within 

the cities, higher unemployment, commu-

nity stress, lower median household 

income, and higher population density 

were strongly correlated with violent 

crime rates. Economic factors, such as 

income inequality and housing cost 

burden, also played significant roles.

Race and Class Factors: While the cities 

had higher proportions of Black residents, 

multivariate analysis suggested that 

class-related factors, not race per se, were 

more directly correlated with crime 

outcomes. This implies that addressing 

socio-economic issues might be more 

effective in reducing crime than focusing 

on racial disparities alone.
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