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This Houston Public Safety Needs Assessment was made possible through the 
generous support of the Walmart.org Center for Racial Equity. We are especially 
grateful to Dr. Marvin Carr for championing this work and ensuring the support 
that made this comprehensive assessment possible. His commitment to addressing 
racial disparities in the justice system and supporting community-driven research 
has been instrumental in bringing this vision to life.

The HBCU Criminal Justice Research Hub at Texas Southern University was 
established with support from the Walmart.org Center for Racial Equity to reduce 
violent crime and incarceration by bringing together researchers, community 
members, and local organizations to create solutions that work for the people most 
affected.

We extend our deepest gratitude to the community members who participated 
in our questionnaires and public meetings, sharing their experiences, concerns, 
and ideas for change. Your voices have been central to this assessment and will 
continue to guide our work toward safer, more equitable communities across 
Houston.

Finally, we acknowledge the invaluable contributions of all Hub members—
researchers, community advocates, and subject matter experts—whose dedication, 
expertise, and collaborative spirit made this assessment possible.
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Houston is a city full of strength and resilience, but too many neighborhoods are still 
struggling with high levels of crime, unemployment, and incarceration. Families in certain 
areas—like Acres Homes, Gulfton, North Houston, Aldine, and Sunnyside—are carrying 
the heaviest burden.

The HBCU Criminal Justice Research Hub at Texas Southern University worked with 
community members, local leaders, and researchers between 2023 and 2024 to better 
understand these challenges. What we found confirms what many Houstonians already 
know: Safety is about more than policing. It’s about jobs, opportunity, fairness, and trust.

We recommend investing in job training and placement in the neighborhoods hit 
hardest, raising wages so families can actually afford to live, supporting programs 
that serve young people and people returning from the justice system, and building 
stronger partnerships between residents, nonprofits, law enforcement, policymakers, and 
researchers. When we invest in people and communities, we create the foundation for 
safer, thriving neighborhoods across Houston.

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

Gulfton, Houston
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We didn’t just look at statistics—we listened to Houstonians. Our assessment combined:

• Data from the U.S. Census, Harris County court records, and Houston Police Department reports.

• Community input through open-ended questionnaires and public meetings.
This mix of numbers and lived experience gave us a fuller picture of where problems are 
most concentrated, why they’re happening, and what solutions residents believe will work.

BACKGROUND & HOW WE DID THIS WORK

1. Crime and incarceration are concentrated in a handful of zip codes. 
Between 2019 and 2022, the zip codes most impacted by incarceration were 77088, 
77036, 77016, 77093, and 77a033. In 2023, Gulfton/Sharpstown (77036) had the most 
reported violent crimes. Downtown-area zip codes (77001, 77002, and 77026) had the 
highest violent crime rates when adjusted for population.

2. Black and Latino communities face the heaviest impact.
Black residents and those in majority-Latino neighborhoods are more likely to be 
incarcerated than white residents. These same communities also face higher levels of 
violent crime.

3. Economic struggles fuel crime.
Both the data and community voices con irmed that unemployment, low wages, and lack 
of opportunity are major drivers of crime and incarceration.

4. Trust in law enforcement is low.
About 76% of residents we heard from said police-community collaboration is poor or 
needs major improvement.

5. Residents know the solutions.
Community members consistently called for more investment in their neighborhoods, 
stronger support for youth, and genuine collaboration between residents, police, and 
policymakers.

WHAT WE FOUND
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Based on these findings, here’s what Houston needs to move forward:
1. Create real job opportunities.

Expand training and job placement programs, especially
in industries with worker shortages. Focus on building
career pathways for young people in neighborhoods
most impacted by crime and incarceration.

2. Raise wages.
		 Lift Houston’s minimum wage to $17 an hour by 2030

so families can afford housing and basic needs.

3. Support youth and returning citizens.
		 Invest more in after-school programs, mentorship, mental

health care, and drug treatment for youth and people
reentering society after incarceration.

4. Strengthen nonprofits.
Conduct a citywide review of existing programs to identify
gaps, expand capacity, and help smaller organizations
access larger funding streams through collaboration.

5. Build spaces for collaboration and trust
		 Hold regular community forums—at the neighborhood,

district, and citywide levels—where residents, nonprofits,
police, policymakers, and researchers can come together
to share solutions, pool resources, and build trust.

RECOMMENDATIONS

The biggest lesson from this assessment is simple: Invest in people and invest in commu-
nities. Real safety won’t come from more punishment. It will come from good jobs, higher 
wages, youth programs, accessible treatment services, and stronger partnerships between 
residents and leaders. While many Houstonians don’t trust law enforcement right now, they 
do want deeper and more genuine collaboration from police and policymakers. If public of-
ficials truly listen to those closest to the challenges of crime and incarceration, Houston can 
move toward safer, stronger neighborhoods where everyone has the chance to thrive.

CONCLUSION
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At the Center for Justice Research (CJR), we know that crime doesn’t start with people 
being “bad.” It often starts with the challenges people face every day—like not having 
stable housing, good schools, affordable healthcare, or access to jobs that pay enough to 
live on. These challenges, known as social determinants of health, are the root causes that 
push many into the justice system. Once someone is in that system, those problems often 
get worse.

That’s why we launched the HBCU Criminal Justice Research Hub, with support from 
the Walmart.org Center for Racial Equity. Our mission is simple but ambitious: Reduce 
violent crime and incarceration in Houston and beyond by bringing together researchers, 
community members, and local organizations to create solutions that actually work for the 
people most affected.

When we created the Hub, we set out to achieve three main goals:

1. Keep people out of the justice system. Focus on helping people
of color and low-income families in neighborhoods with the fewest resources.

2. Work with the community, not on the community. Conduct research 
side by side with residents and use what we learn to build preventative strategies 
that stop problems before they grow.

3. Train the next generation of researchers. Partner with other HBCUs
in cities facing high crime to bring in new voices and perspectives, especially 
those who come from the communities most affected.

To get started, we built a workgroup of experts and community leaders, including:
• Five researchers (including four from other HBCUs across the country),

• Four subject matter experts, and

• Four community advocates with on-the-ground experience.

Together, this group helped guide the research process.i One of our first steps was to 
hold a public meeting where community members could share their top safety concerns. 
Their voices directly shaped how we designed and carried out this public safety needs 
assessment across Houston.

HBCU CRIMINAL JUSTICE RESEARCH HUB
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Houston has made some progress in reducing homicides in recent years, but the city 
is still facing serious challenges. In 2024, Houston’s homicide rate was 14 per 100,000 
peopleii higher than the average across 40 other major U.S. cities (12 per 100,000iii) 
and more than double the national average (6 per 100,000 in 2023).iv

At the same time, poverty and unemployment remain stubborn problems. As of 2023, 
Houston’s poverty rate was 19.7%v, while the unemployment rate in 2024 (4.1%) has 
stayed above the state and national levels since the pandemic.vi

Harris County, where most of Houston sits, also ranks as more vulnerable to disasters 
than 72% of all U.S. counties.vii That vulnerability isn’t just about hurricanes or 
floods—it’s about the social and economic stressors families face every day.

These stressors go hand in hand with incarceration. Texas locks up more people than 
most states, and Houston plays a big role in that.viii

• Black Texans account for 13% of the state’s population but make up
32% of the state’s prison population.ix

• In Harris County, Black residents are 19% of the population but a staggering
51% of the jail population.x

These numbers tell a clear story: Houston needs preventative solutions that are fair, 
evidence-based, and created in partnership with the people most directly impacted.

THE PROBLEM

3rd Ward, Houston
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Why This Matters Now
Community organizations across Houston are already doing critical, lifesaving work, from 
feeding families to providing health care and youth programs. But they’re being stretched 
thinner than ever.

• The Houston Food Bank lost $11 million in federal grants, which means 500 fewer
truckloads of food for families in need.xi

• The Houston Health Department has lost an estimated 40% of its budget, cutting
deep into the programs it runs with local partners.xii

When organizations that serve on the front lines lose funding, entire neighborhoods feel the 
impact. Families go hungry, youth lose safe spaces, and communities lose trusted supports. 
That’s why collaboration is more important than ever. We must come together—residents, 
community groups, researchers, and policymakers—to protect what works and create new 
solutions that prevent crime at its roots.

This report is a step in that direction. It offers:

• A review of what research tells us about crime and incarceration in Houston.

• Insights from residents about their daily experiences and priorities.

• Key findings from local data.

• Recommendations to guide future programs and policies.

Our goal is to lay the foundation for preventative solutions that don’t just react to crime, but 
address the conditions that cause it in the first place.

Houston Foodbank
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Across the United States, violent crime has been declining from the highs of 
the pandemic.xiii But for many neighborhoods—especially those that are under-
resourcedxiv and historically overlooked—violence is still a major concern.

To truly understand crime and safety, we can’t just look at numbers. We need to place 
them in the bigger picture: poverty, housing, education, health, and opportunity. 
These broader social conditions shape whether communities are safe or struggling, 
and they give us valuable insights into what kinds of solutions will work.

The Houston Context
In Houston, violent crime is not felt equally. It falls hardest on communities of color 
that have faced decades of disinvestment and yet continue to show resilience and 
strength. These disparities are tied to social and economic conditions shaped by 
past housing and city planning practices that deliberately targeted Black and Latino 
neighborhoods.

For many years, redlining was used to deny Black and Latino families access to 
mortgage loans, cutting them off from homeownership—one of the main ways 
families build wealth and stability. On top of that, racially restrictive covenants, 
highway construction, and urban renewal projects destroyed thriving neighborhoods 
or boxed them in. Freeways were often built through the heart of communities of 
color, physically separating them from white neighborhoods and limiting access to 
opportunity.xv

REVIEW OF EXISTING RESEARCH
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The effects of these policies are still visible today. Studies have shown that:
• Formerly redlined neighborhoods face higher risks of heat-related illness because

of fewer trees, poor housing conditions, and limited access to cooling.xvi

• These neighborhoods are also at greater risk of flooding after storms.xvii

• Residents in historically redlined areas have less access to healthy food.xviii

• Rates of violent trauma are higher in these same communities.xix

This history shows why understanding Houston’s past is critical to making sense of its present. 
Public safety challenges are not random. They are rooted in deliberate policies that left some 
communities without the resources they needed to thrive. The map below highlights the ar-
eas of Houston that were once redlined, helping us see how yesterday’s decisions still shape 
today’s realities.

Redlining Map of Houston

Source: Mapping Inequality
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Building on Houston’s history, the most important insights about violent crime come from the 
people directly affected. In partnership with local organizations and HBCUs in Houston and three 
other cities, the Center for Justice Research (CJR) studied the experiences of young Black men 
and their views on gun violence. Many described being exposed to violence from a very young 
age and said this constant exposure influenced their belief that carrying a gun was necessary for 
personal safety.xxi They also described their cities as marked by high levels of violence and few 
opportunities.

CJR also examined environmental stress factors across these cities and found similar challenges: 
air pollution, food insecurity, lack of sleep, high housing costs, unemployment, and overall 
community stress.xxii These pressures don’t just make daily life harder. They also increase the risks 
of being drawn into the justice system.

One key issue community members raised during our first public meeting was the school-to-
prison pipeline. Schools were described as places that can either protect students or push them 
toward harm. In Harris County, data shows Black students are over five times more likely to be 
removed from classrooms than white students in some districts.xxiii Research also shows that 
students suspended between grades 7 and 12 are much more likely to end up incarcerated as 
young adults (between the ages of 18 and 26).xxiv

These racial disparities extend far beyond schools. Black residents are overrepresented in both 
Harris County jails and Texas prisons. Research by CJR also found disparities in how cases are 
handled: compared to white defendants, Latinx defendants are less likely to have their charges 
dismissed, and both Black and Latinx defendants are less likely to receive alternatives to 
incarceration and more likely to be convicted.xxv

Taken together, the evidence highlights deep systemic inequities across Houston, from housing 
and education to policing, prosecution, and incarceration. These inequities are not new; they are 
the result of long-standing patterns of disinvestment and bias. Understanding these overlapping 
challenges is critical for shaping solutions that create safer, more equitable communities.

Risk Factors
Risk factors are the conditions that make it more likely for someone to either commit a violent 
crime or become a victim of one. In Houston, many of these risks are connected. Poverty, 
trauma, lack of resources, and unstable environments feed into one another, creating cycles that 
are hard to break.

Mental Health and Misconceptions
Mental health plays a role, but not always in the way people think.

• Research shows that people with mental illness are at a higher risk of being victims
of violence as well as sometimes being involved in violent situations.xxvi

• But here’s the important truth: The vast majority of people with mental illness are not
violent. In fact, only about 3–5% of violent acts can be linked to serious mental illness.xxvii

The real issue is that untreated trauma, lack of care, and unstable environments make mental 
health struggles worse, and that can increase risks for everyone involved.
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Childhood Trauma and Instability
The experiences kids go through early in life shape their futures. Adverse childhood experiences—
like being exposed to violence, dealing with homelessness, or not having enough food—have 
long-lasting effects.xxviii

In Houston, these challenges are widespread:

• Food insecurity: About 1 in 4 children do not have reliable access to enough healthy
food.xxix Entire neighborhoods—including Acres Homes, Sunnyside, Second Ward, and
parts of East Houston—are food deserts with little access to grocery stores.xxx

• Homelessness: In just one school year (2017–2018), nearly 27,000 students across
Harris, Fort Bend, and Montgomery counties were homeless or unstably housed—some
in shelters, some in motels, and many doubled up with relatives.xxxi

Kids who grow up in these conditions often struggle with their mental and physical health, making 
it harder for them to succeed in school or avoid risky behavior later in life.

Exposure to Violence
Living with or witnessing violence leaves deep scars.

• Research shows that youth who experience repeated abuse or neglect are much more
likely to later face violent convictions.xxxii

• Without strong social support, these young people often feel isolated and may turn
to crime or self-medication with drugs or alcohol.xxxiii

Substance Use
Substance misuse is one of the strongest risk factors for violence.xxxiv 

• Studies show a clear connection between alcohol or drug misuse and violent behavior.xxxv

• When combined with trauma or untreated mental health issues, the risk becomes even greater.

The Takeaway
These risk factors tell a simple story: When basic needs aren’t met, the risk of violence rises.

• Kids who go hungry or don’t have stable housing carry those burdens into school
and adulthood.

• Young people exposed to violence or trauma are more likely to repeat cycles of harm.

• Untreated mental health and addiction make things worse.

That’s why Houston needs trauma-informed programs, youth supports, mental health resources, 
and stable access to food and housing. By addressing these root causes, we can prevent crime 
before it happens and help families build safer, healthier futures.

Protective Factors
Protective factors are the things that help keep people safe and reduce the chances of either 
committing violence or becoming a victim of it. In other words, these are the strengths that help 
children, families, and neighborhoods push back against risk.
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Supportive Relationships Build Resilience
Research shows that strong, caring relationships are some of the most powerful protective factors.	

• Children who have family, school, and peer support are more likely to build resilience,
even if they’ve been exposed to violence.xxxvi

• One study identified self-regulation, supportive families, and connections at school and
with friends as key predictors of resilience in children facing adversity.xxxvii

These findings underline what many Houstonians already know: When kids feel supported, 
they’re less likely to fall into cycles of violence.

The Role of Parents, Schools, and Friends
Connections matter.

• Foster and colleagues found that strong ties to parents and schools were linked to lower
levels of depression, suicidal thoughts, and behavioral problems in adolescents.xxxviii

• Similarly, Butler and colleagues showed that support from family, school, and peers each
made independent contributions to higher mental well-being in children and teens.xxxix

This means support doesn’t have to come from just one place. Having multiple layers of 
encouragement and guidance makes a big difference.

Environments That Nurture Safety
Protective factors aren’t just about individuals. They’re about the environments around them:

• Strong social connections—knowing you belong in your community

• Safe, supportive environments—schools and neighborhoods where kids feel valued
and cared for

• Trauma-informed care—programs and schools that understand the impact of hardship
and provide healing instead of punishment.

The Takeaway
Protective factors show us that violence is not inevitable. Even in high-stress environments, the 
presence of caring adults, supportive schools, and positive peers dramatically reduces the risks 
for young people.
The research is clear:

• Kids who feel supported by family, school, and friends have lower risks of depression,
suicidal thoughts, and conduct problems.

• Building strong networks of support is just as important as reducing risks like poverty or
food insecurity.

In short, investing in relationships is investing in safety. When we strengthen families, schools, 
and community networks, we give children the foundation they need to resist cycles of violence 
and thrive.
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Programs and Policies
Houston already has many programs and policies working to prevent violence and support 
communities. These efforts show promise, but to truly make neighborhoods safer, they must go 
beyond surface fixes and address the root causes: poverty, lack of opportunities, and decades 
of disinvestment in communities of color.

Programs on the Ground
•  My Brother’s Keeper (MBK): Run by the Houston Health Department, MBK supports 

underserved youth. It offers mentoring, therapy, and community-based services to help 
keep young people out of the justice system, both before and after an arrest.xl

•  RISE (Relentless Interrupters Serving Everyone): Operated by Harris County, RISE 
employs credible messengers—people with lived experience in the justice system or 
street life—to step in and de-escalate potentially violent situations. RISE workers also 
meet with victims of violence in hospitals, lowering the chance of retaliatory shootings.xli 
In June 2025, RISE expanded by opening a new violence prevention center in Cypress 
Station.xlii

These programs are effective because they are community-based and relationship-driven. They 
don’t just respond to violence—they work to stop it before it happens.

Policies to Strengthen Communities

Beyond programs, some recent policy initiatives are addressing neighborhood-level safety:

•  Clean Streets, Safe Neighborhoods ($50 million): Announced by Judge Lina Hidalgo’s 
office, this initiative invests in safer environments by installing better street lighting, 
repairing sidewalks, removing abandoned buildings, and restoring vacant lots. These 
improvements have been shown to make neighborhoods safer by increasing visibility and 
reducing blight.xliii

• Y outh Justice Reinvestment Fund ($4 million): Supports four community 
organizations that provide mentoring, leadership training, job readiness programs, and 
case management for young people. The goal is to reduce violent crime and close 
racial gaps among Houston’s youth.xliv

•  Gun Safety Efforts: Harris County has passed several gun safety measures and 
hosted multiple gun buyback events to remove unwanted firearms from homes. 
However, community voices and research both point to the same truth: Buybacks 
alone aren’t enough. To really prevent gun violence, we must also address poverty, 
trauma, and the lack of safe opportunities that push young people to carry guns for 
protection.xlv
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Justice System Reforms
There have been some efforts to fix inequities in the justice system, but major challenges remain:

• Prosecutor decision-making: Research shows racial disparities in Harris County’s charging
process.xlvi Compared to white defendants, Black and Latinx defendants are less likely
to have charges dismissed and more likely to face harsher outcomes.

• Pretrial detention: Black residents make up 20% of Harris County’s population but 50%
of its pretrial jail population. Many are stuck in jail simply because of case backlogs
or inability to pay bail.xlvii

• Officer-involved shootings: From 2005 to 2020, police shootings declined overall
in Houston, but Black residents were still overrepresented—55% of victims.xlviii

There have been small steps forward. The Harris County Judge’s Office has:

• Increased funding for public defenders

• Worked to reduce the case backlog keeping people locked up pretrial

• Launched the Youth Justice Community Reinvestment Fund to support prevention programs.xlix

But the research makes one thing clear: Systemic inequities remain. Houston needs broader 
policy changes at every level of government to create a justice system that is fair, effective, and 
trusted.

Programs like MBK and RISE are saving lives. Initiatives like Clean Streets and the Youth Justice 
Fund show how investing directly in neighborhoods and youth pays off. But until we tackle root 
issues like poverty, racial disparities, and lack of opportunity, violence prevention will only go 
so far. To truly build safer communities, Houston needs both stronger community programs and 
bolder policy changes that address inequities head-on.

Research Gaps and Recommendations
Even though we know a lot about crime and incarceration in Houston, there are still important 
gaps in what research can tell us. These gaps make it harder to fully understand what’s driving 
violence and harder to know which solutions are actually working.

Where Research Falls Short

1. Most studies are one-time snapshots.
Many studies only look at data from a single point in time. That makes it hard to see how
problems and solutions play out over years. For example, we don’t know enough about
how poverty, school suspensions, or neighborhood changes affect young people’s lives over time.

2. We don’t know what programs work best in Houston.
While many programs exist, there hasn’t been enough research to test their impact locally
Are mentoring programs cutting down on arrests? Are violence interruption efforts reducing
shootings long-term? Without good evaluations, it’s hard to know which efforts to expand.

3. We need to look at the full picture.
Crime doesn’t have a single cause. It’s shaped by housing, schools, jobs, health, and race
Research often looks at just one of these factors at a time instead of showing how they interact.
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How to Move Forward
To close these gaps, future research should:

1. Follow people and communities over time. Long-term (longitudinal) studies can
show how life events and conditions—like poverty, school discipline, or access to jobs
shape the chances of becoming involved in the justice system.

2. Listen to the people most affected. Community voices need to be part of research
at every stage, not just at the end. Mixed approaches—using both numbers and
stories—give a fuller picture of what’s happening.

3. Evaluate local programs. We need more evidence on which Houston-based initiatives
are reducing violence, helping youth, or lowering incarceration. This will show where to
invest and where to adjust.

4. Look at overlapping challenges. Use intersectional and cross-discipline approaches
to see how issues like race, poverty, trauma, and neighborhood conditions combine
to increase or reduce risk.

Why Community-Based Research Matters
The biggest lesson for researchers is this: Don’t just study communities. Study with 
communities. When residents and local organizations help shape research questions, interpret 
the results, and share the findings, the work is more accurate and more useful. This kind of 
partnership ensures that research leads to practical solutions that reflect what communities 
actually need and want.

With this public safety needs assessment, the HBCU Criminal Justice Research Hub set out to 
close some of the research gaps we identified earlier. From the very beginning, we built our 
process around three core priorities:

1. Community involvement. The people most affected by crime and incarceration
must have a seat at the table. Their voices shape the direction of the work.

2. Diverse perspectives. We brought together residents, researchers, policymakers,
and advocates to make sure solutions reflect the experiences and expertise of many
different groups.

3. Balanced methods. We combined numbers (data from courts, police, and the
census) with stories (community surveys and conversations). Together, these give a
fuller and more human picture than either approach could provide on its own.

Our approach was guided by the Center for Justice Research’s translational research model, 
which means research is not done in a bubble, but in partnership with the community. At every 
step—from identifying the questions to interpreting the findings—we made sure community 
input was central.

OUR APPROACH
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Community Involvement
From the start, we knew this work had to be done with the community, not just about the 
community. To make that possible, we invited four community advocates to join the Hub and 
provide feedback, guidance, and oversight as we carried out the assessment. We also held two 
public meetings where residents shared their top concerns and priorities, and what we heard 
directly shaped both the survey design and the way we interpreted results. To reach even more 
voices, we created an open-ended questionnaire in English and Spanish that was shared through 
social media, email, and local partner organizations, giving Houstonians the chance to share 
their experiences and ideas in their own words. Finally, community members who completed the 
questionnaire could choose to be contacted again to review our findings, helping us check our 
work and making sure our takeaways reflected lived experience. By building community voices 
into every stage of the process, we ensured that this report is rooted in real life and shaped by the 
people most impacted.

Diverse Perspectives
Alongside community members and advocates, we also brought in outside voices to strengthen 
this work. Five researchers from other cities, including four from HBCUs, and four subject matter 
experts joined the process to review our methods and findings. The goal was to look at violent 
crime and incarceration in Houston through more than just an academic lens. By including people 
from different fields of study, government roles, and community organizations, we built a more 
complete picture of the challenges Houston faces. This mix of perspectives not only deepened 
our understanding but also created a stronger foundation for future research, programming, and 
policy change that truly reflects the realities on the ground.

Mixed Methodology
To get a full picture of crime and safety in Houston, we used a mixed-methods approach, meaning 
we combined numbers with community voices. Looking at both gave us a more complete and 
human understanding of what’s happening in our neighborhoods.

• Quantitative data (numbers): We analyzed crime reports, court records, and census
data. This helped us see patterns across Houston and identify which neighborhoods
were most impacted.

• Qualitative data (voices): We created an open-ended questionnaire where community
members could share their experiences, concerns, and ideas for solutions.
We studied the two types of data separately and then compared them to see where
the numbers lined up with people’s lived experiences and where they added new insights.

Questions That Guided Our Research
1. What are the main risk factors connected to violent crime and incarceration

in Houston?
2. What are the main protective factors that help keep people and communities safe?
3. What solutions and interventions do community members believe will actually reduce

crime and incarceration?

How We Looked at the Data
With CJR’s expertise, we used statistical analysis to explore how different factors—like income, 
unemployment, or housing—were connected to crime rates. For example, we looked at whether 
lower-income neighborhoods had higher levels of reported crime. This type of analysis allowed us 
to examine several factors at once to better understand the bigger picture.
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Our data sources included:
• American Community Survey (U.S. Census, 2019–2023): demographics, housing,

and economic data
• Harris County Clerk’s Office (2019–2022): criminal case data
• Houston Police Department (2019–2023): reported crime data (National Incident-Based

Reporting System, or NIBRS)
We organized this information by zip code, which made it possible to compare neighborhoods and 
pinpoint where resources and interventions are most needed.

Why Community Voices Matter
Numbers alone can’t tell the full story. That’s why community voices were central to this work. We 
designed the public questionnaire using insights from our first community meeting, making sure 
the questions reflected real concerns. These open-ended responses gave us context that raw data 
cannot capture and helped balance out the biases that sometimes exist in official records.

By pairing hard numbers with lived experiences, we built an assessment that reflects both the
challenges and the solutions identified by the people most directly impacted.

WHAT WE FOUND
As we carried out this assessment, we worked on two parts at the same time: analyzing the data 
and listening to the community. On one side, we looked at numbers—things like court records, 
incarceration data, and reported crimes—across Houston zip codes. This helped us see patterns, 
identify which neighborhoods are most impacted, and understand the broader picture of public safety.
On the other side, we listened to voices through community questionnaires where residents shared 
their own experiences and ideas for change. These stories gave us insight into how crime, policing, 
and incarceration affect daily life in Houston neighborhoods. By comparing the numbers with 
the community responses, we could see where they told the same story and where they revealed 
different perspectives. Together, they gave us a fuller understanding of both the challenges Houston 
faces and the solutions people believe will work.

Case Data and Reported Crimes

Between 2019 and 2022, the Harris County Clerk’s Office recorded more than 210,000 people 
as defendants across over 38,000 cases. The data reveals important patterns about who is most 
affected by the justice system. One clear finding is age: The typical age of defendants dropped 
from 37 in 2019 to 34 in 2022, showing that younger people are increasingly represented. In fact, 
those between the ages of 25 and 34 made up 35% of all defendants and 36% of those facing 
violent lead charges.1 Race and gender patterns also stand out. Black residents make up less than 
one-fifth of Harris County’s population, yet they account for a disproportionately high share of 
defendants. Men are also overwhelmingly represented, making up more than three-quarters of all 
defendants during this period. Together, these numbers highlight that the justice system is 
impacting young men of color at much higher rates than their share of the population would 
suggest.

 1 The term lead charge refers to the most severe charge in a case with multiple charges. For example, if a case included charges for murder, robbery, 
and gun possession, the lead charge would have been marked as murder.
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Defendants by Age, Race, and Sex*

Source: Harris County Clerk’s Office, 2019-2022

Category	 Count	 %
Age Under 18	 184	 0.1%

18 to 24	 32,489	 15.4%

25 to 34	 74,483	 35.4%

35 to 44	 54,963	 26.1%

45 to 54	 28,587	 13.6%

55 to 64	 14,483	 6.9%

65 and older	 5,202	 2.5%

Unreported 233 0.1%

Total	 210,624	 100%

Race White 120,075 57%

Black 82,386 39.1%

Asian or Pacific Islander	 4,085	 1.9%

Unreported 3,811 1.8%

American Indian	 267	 0.1%

Total	 210,624	 100%

Sex Male 160,770 76.3%

Female 49,310 23.4%

Unreported 544 0.3%

Total	 210,624	 100%

*The case data from the Clerk’s Office reports “sex” but does not clarify whether or not this refers to a self-reported
gender identity.
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Defendants by Zip Code

An important aspect of our needs assessment was to look at where individuals in the case data 
live to get a sense of which areas are most impacted by criminal legal system involvement and 
incarceration. The following map shows individuals’ zip codes as reported in the case data. The 
top five zip codes where defendants were from—that is, the zip codes most impacted by criminal 
legal system involvement—were 77449, 77088, 77036, 77084, and 77093. Individuals were only 
counted once for the map below, even if they had multiple cases. 

 Source: Harris County Clerk’s Office, 2019–2022

The typical age of 
defendants dropped 

from 37
in 2019  

to 34
in 2022
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The following map specifically shows incarcerated individuals’ home zip codes, as reported 
in the case data. As in the above map, each individual was only counted once, even if they 
had been incarcerated more than once. The zip codes most impacted by incarceration were 
77088, 77036, 77016, 77093, and 77033.

Incarcerated Defendants by Zip Code

 Source: Harris County Clerk’s Office, 2019–2022

 Source: Harris County Clerk’s Office, 2019–2022

The following table shows the cases reported in the Clerk’s data by year. Cases with violent 
lead charges make up the vast majority of cases filed. Note, however, that this reflects a trend 
in case filing practices, not necessarily in the proportion of violent crime in Harris County. That 
is, violent crimes may be more likely to result in a criminal case filing than nonviolent crimes, 
but that does not necessarily mean that there are more occurrences of violent crime than 
nonviolent crime.

Cases by Year
Year	 Nonviolent	 Violent	 % Nonviolent	 % Violent	 Total

2019	 1,200	 8,315	 13%	 87%	 9,515

2020	 704	 8,473	 8%	 92%	 9,177

2021	 698	 9,144	 7%	 93%	 9,842

2022	 711	 9,006	 7%	 93%	 9,717
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A majority (almost 59%) of the cases had a lead charge related to assault, either aggravated (32%) 
or simple assault (26%). The following table shows the lead charge types reported in the Clerk’s 
data from most prevalent to least.

Cases by Lead Charge
Lead Charge	 Count	 %

Aggravated Assault	 12,378	 32.4%

Simple Assault	 10,102	 26.4%

Armed Robbery	 3,943	 10.3%

Child Molestation	 2,072	 5.4%

Extortion/Threat 1,439 3.8%

Murder 1,318 3.4%

Theft 1,100 2.9%

Sexual Assault	 921	 2.4%

Kidnapping 648 1.7%

Assault of an Officer	 578	 1.5%

Burglary 483 1.3%

Driving Under the Influence of Alcohol	 388	 1%

Forgery/Fraud 359 0.9%

Child Abuse	 301	 0.8%

Violent Offense, Other	 292	 0.8%

Destruction of Property	 266	 0.7%

Criminal Trespass	 242	 0.6%

Vehicular Manslaughter	 226	 0.6%

Involuntary Manslaughter	 222	 0.6%

Human Trafficking, Sex - child	 206	 0.5%

Hit and Run Driving with Property Damage	 180	 0.5%

Statutory Rape	 146	 0.4%

Possession/Use of Unspecified Drug	 108	 0.3%

Possession/Use of Marijuana	 42	 0.1%

Hit and Run with Bodily Injury	 40	 0.1%

Human Trafficking, Sex - adult or no age specified	 36	 0.1%

Fraudulent Drug Offense	 27	 0.1%

Rape 26	 0.1%
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Cases by Lead Charge Cont.
Lead Charge	 Count	 %

Human Trafficking, Unspecified - child	 23	 0.1%

Unauthorized use of Vehicle	 23	 0.1%

Distribution, Drug Unspecified	 22	 0.1%

Public Order Offense, Other	 22	 0.1%

Human Trafficking, Unspecified - adult or no age specified	 21	 0.1%

Arson 11 0%

Auto Theft	 10	 0%

Possession of Property Crime Tools	 9	 0%

Obstruction/Resisting 4 0%

Weapons Offense	 4	 0%

Financial Crimes	 3	 0%

Possession/Use of Other Controlled Substance	 3	 0%

Contempt of Court/Violate Court Order	 2	 0%

Commercialized Vice	 1	 0%

Distribution of amphetamines	 1	 0%

Escape from Custody	 1	 0%

Family or Custody Related Offense	 1	 0%

Other Court Offense	 1	 0%

Total 38,251 100%

Source: Harris County Clerk’s Office, 2019-2022

When we looked at how neighborhood factors—like income, unemployment, and housing—
connect to incarceration, the results showed clear disparities. At the individual level, Black de-
fendants were almost 50% more likely than white defendants to be sentenced to incarceration, 
even after accounting for other factors. Defendants from majority-Latino zip codes were 7% 
more likely to be incarcerated, and men were 86% more likely to be incarcerated than women.
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Year	 Nonviolent	 % Nonviolent	 Violent		 % Violent	 Total

2019	 169,197	 72%	 65,664		  28%	 234,861

2020	 153,744	 68%	 71,346		  32%	 225,090

2021	 154,411	 69%	 69,718		  31%	 224,129

2022	 163,506	 71%	 67,037		  29%	 230,543

2023	 163,679	 71%	 66,222		  29%	 229,901

Neighborhood conditions also mattered. For every 10% increase in SNAP (food 
assistance) usage in a zip code, defendants from that area were about 9% more likely to 
be incarcerated. Vacant housing also raised the odds. A 1% increase in vacant homes 
made incarceration 2% more likely. At the broader community level, each 1% rise in 
unemployment was linked to 23 more defendants from that zip code, while each 1% 
increase in health insurance coverage was linked to about 8 fewer defendants.

Racial disparities were especially stark. In zip codes where Black residents were the largest 
racial group, the number of defendants was expected to rise by 169 compared to zip 
codes where white residents made up the largest racial group. Higher unemployment and 
plurality-Black zip codes were also consistently linked to higher incarceration rates. Taken 
together, the findings show that both race and economic disadvantage strongly shape who 
ends up in the justice system.

Reported Crime Data
We examined reported crime data from 2019 to 2023, covering over 1.1 million total 
incidents. When looking at reported crimes, we examined three outcomes at the zip code 
level: the number of 1) total reported incidents, 2) nonviolent incidents, and 3) violent 
incidents. The following table breaks down these reported incidents by year.

Reported Incidents by Year

Source: Houston Police Department, 2019–2023

Reported crime data gives us a broader picture of public safety than court cases alone, 
since many crimes are never solved or never result in charges being filed. While violent 
crimes make up most of the charges filed in court, they account for only about 30% of 
all crimes reported to police.

The numbers also show an important difference between court cases and reported in-
cidents. In court data, assaults make up the majority of charges filed. But when looking 
at reported crimes overall, the most common offense by far is theft.
The table below (organized from most to least common) shows the breakdown of 
reported crime types. The category labeled Public Order Offense, Other includes 
incidents that don’t clearly fit into other categories and may not always involve public 
order violations directly.
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Reported Incidents by Type
Lead Charge	 Count	 %

Theft	 335,361	 29.3% 
Simple Assault	 121,534	 10.6% 
Extortion/Threat	 89,641	 7.8% 
Destruction of Property	 79,913	 7% 
Auto Theft	 79,373	 6.9% 
Aggravated Assault	 74,159	 6.5% 
Burglary	 70,858	 6.2% 
Public Order Offense, Other	 61,658	 5.4% 
Forgery/Fraud	 54,179	 4.7% 
Armed Robbery	 39,452	 3.4% 
Driving While Intoxicated	 31,429	 2.7% 
Other Drug Offense	 28,170	 2.5% 
Criminal Trespass	 26,235	 2.3% 
Disorderly Conduct Offense	 10,850	 0.9% 
Weapons Offense	 7,364	 0.6% 
Rape	 6,153	 0.5% 
Commercialized Vice	 4,698	 0.4% 
Drug Paraphernalia	 3,863	 0.3% 
Sexual Assault	 3,216	 0.3% 
Family or Custody Related Offense	 2,276	 0.2% 
Arson	 2,188	 0.2% 
Murder	 1,861	 0.2% 
Unarmed Robbery	 1,849	 0.2% 
Sale of Stolen Property	 1,776	 0.2% 
Offense Against Morals/Decency	 1,740	 0.2% 
Financial Crimes	 1,688	 0.1% 
Kidnapping	 1,325	 0.1% 
Liquor Law Violation	 477	 0% 
Invasion of Privacy	 415	 0% 
Statutory Rape	 370	 0% 
Human Trafficking, Sex - adult or no age specified	 355	 0% 
Involuntary Manslaughter	 29	 0% 
Unspecified Homicide	 27	 0% 
Bribery/Conflict of Interest	 24	 0% 
Human Trafficking, Labor - adult or no age specified	 16	 0% 
Contributing to the Delinquency of a Mino	 2	 0% 
Total	 1,144,524	 100%

Source: Houston Police Department, 2019–2023
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The top five zip codes for reported crime overall were:

• 77036 (Gulfton/Sharpstown)
• 77092 (Northwest Houston)
• 77002 (Downtown)
• 77004 (Third Ward area)
• 77063 (West Houston)

When focusing only on violent crime in 2023, the 77036 zip code had the highest number 
of incidents. But when population size was taken into account, the areas with the highest 
violent crime rates per 1,000 people were 77001, 77002, and 77026. Maps included in this 
report show both the total number of violent incidents and the violent crime rate by zip 
code, giving a clearer picture of where violence is concentrated across the city.

Violent Crime by Zip Code

Source: Houston Police Department, 2023

Source: Houston Police Department, 2023

Looking at crime data by zip code helped us see not only overall trends but also which 
neighborhoods are most affected. This approach allowed us to connect crime patterns 
with community-level factors like income, housing, and resources.

Violent Crime Rate Per 1,000 People by Zip Code
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The maps in this section highlight several economic conditions across Houston neighborhoods, including 
SNAP usage (food assistance), unemployment rates, and per capita income. What they show is clear: The 
areas with higher crime are often the same areas with higher unemployment and lower incomes. This over-
lap underscores what many residents already know: Economic hardship and lack of opportunity are closely 
tied to public safety challenges.

SNAP Usage by Zip Code (2023)

Source: U.S. Census Bureau, 2023
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Unemployment by Zip Code (2023)

Per Capita Income by Zip Code (2023)

Source: U.S. Census Bureau, 2023

Source: U.S. Census Bureau, 2023
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When we looked at reported crime across Houston neighborhoods, we found strong connections between 
community conditions and the number of incidents. One of the clearest links was with SNAP usage (food 
assistance). For every 1% increase in SNAP usage in a zip code, the number of reported crimes rose by 
about 101 incidents. Since SNAP is a marker of lower income, this shows how poverty and lack of resources 
are tied to higher crime exposure.

We also found racial and ethnic disparities in where crime happens:

• In majority-Latino zip codes, there were on average 685 more reported crimes than in other areas.

• In plurality-Black zip codes (where Black residents are the largest group), there were 525 more
reported crimes compared to plurality-white areas.

It’s important to be clear: This does not mean Black or Latino residents are committing more crimes. What 
the data shows is that these communities experience more crime in their neighborhoods. Reported crime 
data only tells us where incidents occurred, not who committed them.

When we looked specifically at violent crime, the same patterns held. Higher SNAP usage, majority-Latino 
zip codes, and plurality-Black zip codes all had significantly more violent crime incidents. We also found 
smaller effects connected to housing struggles. Neighborhoods where more families spent over 35% of 
their income on rent and where more homes sat vacant also saw slightly higher rates of violent crime. For 
nonviolent crimes, the results were similar: Higher poverty levels, more vacant housing, and racial/ethnic 
disparities all lined up with more reported incidents.

Limitations
While this research provides important insights, there are several limitations readers should keep in mind. 
First, our findings on reported crime levels are more reliable than those based on case data. The case data 
from the Clerk’s Office had gaps. About 15% of records were missing key details like zip code, race, or 
gender and had to be removed. If certain groups were more likely to be missing from the data, this could 
bias the results. The Clerk’s Office data also lacked important details such as income, employment, or social 
supports—all factors that affect justice outcomes. For this reason, findings from case data should be treated 
with more caution.

Second, the time period of the data (2019–2023) was short and overlapped with the COVID-19 pandemic. 
While we controlled for differences by year, there are likely pandemic-related factors we couldn’t fully 
capture. The limited timeframe also restricted our ability to spot longer-term trends.

Third, this study was zip code-level. The results reflect Houston and Harris County only and should not be 
assumed to apply to other cities. There was also some mismatch in the datasets. The crime data covered 
Houston but not all of Harris County, while the case data covered the county but not every part of the city. 
This mismatch may have affected our findings.

Fourth, both datasets have limits and potential errors. Race, ethnicity, gender, or crime type could be 
recorded incorrectly, and not every crime is reported or prosecuted. For example, sexual assaults are often 
underreported, which means the data likely underestimates the true level of violent crime.

Finally, racial and ethnic categories in the data are limited. Race is socially constructed and reported in 
different ways across systems. For example, the case data did not identify whether defendants were Latino 
or Hispanic, which limited what we could say about disparities at the individual level. In short, while the 
findings are valuable, they should be understood as part of a bigger picture, not as the final word.



Houston Public Safety Needs Assessment   |   31

Most of the people who responded to our questionnaire were women (65%), while 32% were men and one 
person did not share their gender. This is important to note because the majority of defendants in our case 
data were men, which means men were underrepresented in the survey responses.

When it came to race and ethnicity, the majority of respondents 78% (29 people) identified as Black or 
African American. Five identified as white, one identified as Hispanic, and two chose not to report their race 
or ethnicity.

Respondents had a wide range of education levels, from some high school to doctoral degrees. The most 
common level was a bachelor’s degree (41%). Ages ranged from 21 to 70 years old, with a median age of 37.

Importantly, many of the participants had direct or close experience with the issues we studied. More than 
half (57%) said they had either experienced a violent crime themselves, witnessed one, or knew someone 
who had. An even larger share 76% (28 respondents) said they or someone close to them had been 
involved with the criminal justice system. While this doesn’t always mean incarceration, it shows that most 
respondents were personally connected to the problems of crime and justice in Houston.

Community Questionnaires

Forty-two individuals originally responded to our questionnaire, but we only analyzed 37 responses, as five 
individuals reported living in zip codes outside of Texas or in another Texas city that was more than 50 
miles from the Houston area. Houston-area residents from 27 zip codes provided their perspectives on 
violent crime, law enforcement, and social programs in their city. The gray areas in the following map 
represent the zip codes our participants reported from.

Participant Zip Codes

Source: U.S. Census Bureau, 2023
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Findings

When asked about the causes of violent crime, most respondents 
pointed to economic struggles. Out of 37 participants, 26 people (70%) 
said factors like unemployment, poverty, and lack of community 
resources were driving crime. Eleven specifically mentioned 
unemployment or lack of job opportunities, 10 pointed to poverty, and 
another 10 talked about the absence of resources in their 
neighborhoods. Drugs (7 mentions), gangs (4 mentions), educational 
barriers (5 mentions), and policing practices (5 mentions) were also raised 
as contributing factors.

When asked about solutions, many stressed the need to invest directly in 
communities. Over one-third of respondents (15 people) emphasized 
stronger funding for social services, job creation, and spaces like 
recreation centers. One participant explained that we need to “embed 
resources in specific communities where there are little to no resources 
AND [make] larger investments in partnering with social services that 
understand the specific needs of [the] population.”

Youth support was another major theme. Six people called for more 
after-school programs, mentorship opportunities, and school 
engagement. Similarly, when asked how to prevent incarceration, 16 
respondents (43%) again highlighted investment in community programs, 
while six pointed to job opportunities and five stressed the need for 
more mental health services and treatment centers. Several also 
emphasized supporting people returning from prison, noting that 
programs offering education, job training, and employment can reduce 
reoffending and help people successfully re-enter society.

When it came to law enforcement, the picture was more negative. 
Twenty-eight respondents (76%) said police collaboration with 
communities was poor or needed major improvement, while only six 
(16%) gave more positive feedback. Many shared mixed feelings—for 
example, one participant noted that while some officers do try, “this is 
not the norm.” Another explained that law enforcement only seems to 
collaborate “when one of their employees has done something wrong 
and it was brought to the public’s eye.”

Asked how law enforcement could improve relationships with the 
community, 13 respondents (35%) called for greater outreach and 
involvement in everyday community life, especially youth programming. 
Others wanted better training and education for officers (4 mentions) and 
a reduction in racial and class bias (5 mentions). One participant summed 
it up by saying law enforcement should “be more engaging and build 
relationships with people and not just during emergency situations.”

“... when one of 
their employees 

has done something 
wrong and it was 

brought to the 
public’s eye.”

76%
said police collaboration 
with communities was 
poor or needed major 

improvement.
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Respondents also shared examples of programs that are working. Ten people (27%) mentioned youth 
mentorship and service programs such as Big Brothers Big Sisters and the Boys and Girls Clubs. 
Four highlighted drug and mental health treatment programs, and four others praised community 
education and job programs. As one participant said about Harris Health, “They are successful 
because they put people first. They actually try to care. They helped me battle addiction and mental 
health issues.”

When asked how community members and leaders could take a bigger role, seven respondents called 
for more forums and community discussions, while six wanted stronger collaboration with city officials, 
policymakers, and law enforcement. Five suggested more direct involvement in preventative youth 
programs.

Key Takeaways
These findings highlight several consistent themes:

• Economic hardship drives crime. Poverty, unemployment, and lack of resources were
identified as the leading risk factors.

• Trust in law enforcement is low. More than three-quarters of respondents said police
collaboration is ineffective or needs major change.

• Community investment is the solution. Respondents emphasized the need for jobs, youth
programs, mental health and drug treatment, educational opportunities, and reentry support.

• Partnerships matter. Effective strategies must be built with community input and focus on
prevention, not just punishment.

In short, Houstonians who participated in this assessment believe that reducing crime requires 
addressing both immediate safety concerns and the deeper social and economic conditions that put 
communities at risk.

Limitations

There are some limits to what our community questionnaire can tell us, and it’s important to keep 
them in mind when reading these findings. First, only about one-third (32%) of respondents were 
male, even though the majority of defendants in the case data were men. This means the voices of 
those most directly impacted by incarceration may be underrepresented. Their perspectives could be 
very different, and hearing directly from people who have been incarcerated is critical for creating 
preventative—not just punitive—solutions.

Second, the sample size was small (37 people). While their responses gave us valuable insights, the 
participants may have been residents who were already more civically engaged. This means we may 
not have captured the perspectives of Houstonians who are less likely to get involved in community 
discussions but are still affected by crime and incarceration.

Third, because respondents came from specific neighborhoods, their answers may reflect the issues in 
those zip codes rather than the entire Houston area. And since the questionnaire was distributed only 
once, the responses also represent a snapshot in time, not necessarily long-term trends in community 
perspectives.
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Fourth, the format of the survey had limits. While it allowed us to gather responses efficiently, it 
couldn’t capture the kind of in-depth conversations or follow-up questions that might have revealed 
stronger connections between issues, like how substance use and mental health challenges 
overlap. Some topics, like immigration, were mentioned very little (only once), which could mean 
the questions needed to be more specific.

Finally, for analysis, we had to categorize open-ended responses into groups. While necessary, this 
process sometimes oversimplifies complex perspectives, especially when it comes to intersectional 
issues like how race, economic opportunity, and policing interact in people’s lives.

In short, while the questionnaire findings are valuable, they represent only part of the story. They 
should be read alongside other data and, most importantly, paired with future efforts to bring in the 
voices of those most directly impacted by incarceration and violent crime.
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Data and community input told a similar story in many ways, but each also revealed something the 
other did not. Both showed a strong connection between economic conditions and public safety. The 
numbers highlighted the impact of poverty, unemployment, and housing instability, while community 
members built on that by offering solutions that centered on greater investment in neighborhoods.

Racial disparities also appeared in both sets of findings, but in different ways. The data showed clear 
racial and ethnic disparities in terms of who is more likely to experience crime in their neighborhoods 
and which communities are more heavily impacted by the justice system through case filings and 
incarceration. Community members, however, tended to frame disparities more in terms of economic 
inequality. When race was mentioned, it was most often tied to bias in policing and negative 
experiences with law enforcement. While our case data did not include arrest information, the survey 
responses point to perceptions of bias that community members see at every stage of the process, 
from arrest through sentencing.

Each method also added insights the other might have missed. The statistical analysis was limited to 
what could be measured in existing data—things like income, housing, and crime reports. Residents 
expanded that picture by naming mental health challenges, drug and alcohol use, and lack of quality 
education as key risk factors. At the same time, while only a couple of participants specifically pointed 
to vacant properties, lack of development, and gentrification, the quantitative data showed that 
vacant housing is strongly linked to higher crime. This suggests the need for more direct research on 
how disinvestment shapes safety.

Together, these perspectives provide a fuller understanding of Houston’s public safety landscape 
than either approach could have on its own. The data shows where problems are concentrated, while 
community voices explain the lived experience behind those numbers and offer concrete ideas for 
solutions. This combined approach offers a stronger foundation for developing policies and programs 
that respond to both the statistics and the realities on the ground.

WHAT THE DATA AND THE COMMUNITY TOLD US
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This needs assessment by the HBCU Criminal Justice Research Hub revealed key lessons that can 
help shape future community programs, research, and public policies.

• Poverty and lack of resources are big drivers of crime and incarceration.
o This shows up in places with more families using SNAP (food assistance), higher 

unemployment, and lower incomes.
o On the flip side, communities with more health insurance coverage tended to be 

safer.

• Vacant houses are linked to more crime.
o Empty homes may signal disinvestment in a neighborhood, and those areas saw 

higher crime rates.

• Residents shared insights the numbers alone couldn’t show.
o They pointed to drug and alcohol use, mental health struggles, poor-quality 

schools, and unfair policing practices as problems fueling crime.

• Protective factors that can prevent crime, according to residents, include:
o More access to mental health and drug treatment
o Better education and school supports
o More high-paying jobs
o Direct investments in neighborhoods like community centers, youth programs, 

and local development

The data helped us see the patterns, but the community showed us the solutions. Their message 
was clear: If we want safer neighborhoods, we can’t just respond after crimes happen. We need to 
invest in the conditions that prevent crime in the first place.

Future Research
Future studies should take a closer look at individual-level factors that shape incarceration 
outcomes, including details such as income, employment, education, and access to social 
supports. Adding these elements would provide a clearer understanding of why some people are 
more likely than others to end up in the justice system. Research should also include additional 
community-level factors that residents themselves identified, such as drug addiction, availability of 
mental health resources, and access to quality education. These issues are critical to understanding 
the root causes of crime and incarceration in Houston. Another important step is to analyze data at 
the census-tract level rather than only by zip code, since this would give a more precise view of 
how crime and resources are distributed across smaller neighborhoods. Above all, future research 
must involve community members more deeply throughout the process—from shaping research 
questions to interpreting findings and sharing results. Ensuring that those most affected by crime 
and incarceration guide the work will make future studies more accurate, meaningful, and 
impactful for the communities they aim to serve.

KEY TAKEAWAYS
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Future Practice
Our findings, along with what community members told us, point to one clear priority: Investing in 
communities is the key to preventing violence. This investment must include job training and job 
placement programs that target neighborhoods most affected by crime and the criminal justice 
system. But as one resident reminded us, it’s not enough to simply create jobs. Those jobs must 
pay a living wage.

The numbers show why. In zip code 77036, the area with the highest number of violent crimes 
in 2023—a full-time worker would need to earn $25.96 an hour, or about $54,000 a year, just to 
afford a modest two-bedroom apartment.li That is about 3.6 times the current minimum wage 
of $7.25 and more than double the average income in that zip code ($21,030 in 2023). Without 
higher wages, many families will continue to struggle with housing and financial stability, no matter 
how hard they work.

That’s why we supported the Raise the Wage Act of 2025, which would gradually raise the federal 
minimum wage to $17 by 2030. According to the Economic Policy Institute, this change would 
benefit more than 3 million Texas workers and raise their annual wages by more than 18%.lii If 
federal or state leaders fail to act, we urge the City of Houston to take the lead. Harris County has 
already raised its minimum wage to $20 an hour for county employees,liii and the City of Houston 
has increased wages for airport workers to $15liv and committed to $18 for city employees by 
2027.lv But workers across the city—not just those employed by government agencies or the 
airport—deserve a living wage.

Community members also stressed the importance of youth programs such as after-school 
activities, mentorship, recreation centers, and school-based interventions. Because so many young 
people in Houston face trauma, these programs should be trauma-informed and focused on 
building strong, supportive relationships that help kids grow and thrive.
Another theme was the call to shift resources toward prevention. Instead of pouring money 
primarily into law enforcement to respond after crime happens, residents want more investment in 
programs that tackle root causes like poverty, housing insecurity, and lack of opportunity. Investing 
in front-end reforms can help keep people out of the justice system altogether.

Investing in communities also means building trust and relationships. Residents told us they want 
law enforcement, city officials, and other leaders to be visible, approachable, and genuinely 
connected. As one respondent put it: “Instead of acting like you are grand, come and mix, 
smile and talk. Get to know us.” Building safer neighborhoods requires leaders to show up at 
community events, volunteer, and engage with people in meaningful, everyday ways.

Finally, residents called for regular community-wide forums where neighbors can come together 
to talk openly about challenges and solutions. These gatherings provide a space for residents to 
share ideas, access resources, and guide local leaders. They also give policymakers and decision-
makers insight into what communities actually want, rather than solutions imposed from the 
outside. Where these forums already exist, participants said the focus should be on expanding 
their reach so more people can get involved and benefit from the resources shared. In short, 
building safer communities requires both economic investment—in jobs, wages, and youth 
programs—and social investment in trust, collaboration, and community voice.
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Next Steps
With these goals for future research and practice as a guide, here are the next steps we 
recommend:

• Conduct a community-wide program review. Community members, program providers,
policymakers, and researchers should work together to create a full picture of the
programs in Houston that support people impacted by the justice system or aim to
reduce violence. This includes everything from job placement and mental health
treatment to education, violence interruption, and support for frontline workers. This
review would show where programs are located, which ones are making the biggest impact,
where there are service gaps, and which groups need more support.

• Strengthen local organizations. Once needs are identified, the coalition (building
on the HBCU Criminal Justice Research Hub) can help organizations access funding and
provide research support to measure their impact. This helps groups in two ways: by
showing them where they are strongest and where gaps exist, and by giving them solid
evidence they can use when applying for funding.

• Create a resource directory. Develop a nonprofit and program directory that community
members can search to find resources they need. This directory would also help
organizations connect with each other, share knowledge, and build stronger networks.

• Expand and scale programs. With a clear map of existing programs and stronger
collaboration, the coalition can help expand programs that work and create new ones
in communities where needs are not being met.

• Advocate for supportive policies. Alongside program development, the coalition should
push for policies that invest in communities, like raising the minimum wage. This work
must also include protecting voter access, especially for people impacted by the justice
system who face significant barriers. Ensuring these voices are part of coalitions and
policy conversations is critical so that those most affected have a real say in shaping
their communities.
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Conclusion
This assessment highlighted many challenges, but one clear message came through again and 
again: To make Houston safer, we must address economic inequality and invest directly in our 
communities. That means supporting programs that meet people’s immediate needs—like food, 
housing, and mental health services—while also making long-term investments in jobs, higher 
wages, quality schools, healthcare, and neighborhood stability. Safety cannot be built on quick 
fixes alone. It requires creating real opportunities that allow families to thrive for generations.

We encourage community members, city leaders, policymakers, law enforcement, and researchers 
to use this report as a starting point. By working together and building stronger partnerships 
with community-based organizations, Houston can move toward a shared goal: safe, healthy, and 
thriving neighborhoods for everyone.
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