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ABSTRACT
Project Safe Neighborhoods (PSN) is an ongoing national pro-
gram, implemented by U.S. Attorney’s Offices and funded by the
U.S. Department of Justice, to address gun and gang violence in
local jurisdictions within all 94 federal districts in the United
States. While dozens of studies have evaluated the local effects of
PSN programs, a comprehensive review of PSN literature is miss-
ing; this article addresses that gap. The current study conducts a
systematic review of empirical studies of PSN programs from
2001 to 2021 across nine major academic databases and five
websites. Twenty-one evaluations were retained for a detailed
review and categorized based on Maryland Scientific Methods
Scale values. PSN initiatives produce overall favorable results in
reducing violence in the short-term, though long-term impacts
are rarely explored. PSN had an indicated positive effect on 91.9%
of the examined outcomes, 54.5% of which attained statistical sig-
nificance. Task force members state that likelihood of PSN success
improves when working groups remain consistent in personnel,
communicate regularly, and achieve buy-in from all involved par-
ties. Future research should report effect sizes when appropriate,
evaluate PSN programs absent in other high-populated areas, and
employ more rigorous experimental and quasi-experimental
designs so a meta-analysis can be conducted.
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Introduction

During the 1990s, changes in violent crime rates, social and political unrest directed at
law enforcement, and numerous technological innovations set the stage for major
changes in the administration of criminal justice. Several innovative approaches to
policing were tested during this decade, seeking to take tougher, smarter, more
focused approaches to gun violence, gang crime, open air drug markets, and the
recidivism of chronic offenders. These initiatives led to a new multi-agency program
centered around focused deterrence strategies, targeted proactive policing, and

� 2022 Academy of Criminal Justice Sciences

CONTACT Davis Shelfer dgs026@shsu.edu

JUSTICE EVALUATION JOURNAL
https://doi.org/10.1080/24751979.2022.2109190

http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1080/24751979.2022.2109190&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2022-08-16
https://doi.org/10.1080/24751979.2022.2109190
http://www.tandfonline.com


increased use of federal prosecutorial power, formalized as “Project Safe
Neighborhoods” in 2001 and administered by the United States Department of
Justice (DOJ).

Project Safe Neighborhoods (PSN) initiatives have received two decades of substan-
tial, federal grant funding from the United States Department of Justice, totaling sev-
eral billion dollars (McGarrell, Corsaro, Hipple, & Bynum, 2010), resulting in
interventions across all 94 federal judicial districts (United States DOJ, 2020). PSN pro-
grams typically target violent crime problems related to guns, gangs, and drugs
through interagency collaboration, data-driven interventions, and federal prosecution
and incarceration for relevant state offenses.

Theoretically grounded in the “focused deterrence” framework, also known as
“pulling levers,” this sweeping federal initiative has received considerable attention
from criminal justice scholars, including grant-funded research partners assigned to
evaluate specific PSN interventions and collaborate with practitioners in each federal
district. These scholarly endeavors and research partnerships have produced a small,
but significant body of evaluative work. Currently, RTI International and the Justice
Research and Statistics Association are collaborating on a process and impact evalu-
ation of PSN (RTI International, 2021); however, no comprehensive review and assess-
ment of overall PSN effectiveness has been completed to date.

Researchers have conducted comprehensive analyses of focused deterrence and
present encouraging indications of this framework’s impact (Braga, Weisburd, &
Turchan, 2018). These broader analyses, however, are primarily composed of programs
that are distinct from PSN, such as drug market interventions and violence reduction
strategies that may not incorporate critical components of PSN, like the resources, per-
sonnel, and coordination of U.S. Attorneys Offices. It cannot be assumed that focused
deterrence strategies have the same positive effect across all applications just because
they are built on the same theoretical framework. Without a comprehensive review of
PSN literature, it is challenging to identify best practices in implementing PSN pro-
grams, difficult to evaluate the overall effectiveness and value of PSN as a budget
item and strategic focus, and unclear where future research into PSN should
be directed.

How many empirical studies of PSN interventions exist to date? Are there any geo-
graphic or content-based gaps in our knowledge of this popular umbrella of initia-
tives? What are the underlying strategies of PSN based on? What has been found in
the evaluations of PSN initiatives and what leads to effective implementation? This sys-
tematic review explores these questions in detail.

Background

A developing body of research has evaluated the theoretical underpinnings of PSN,
and the history of PSN has been well-documented in academic journals, technical
reports, and public government webpages. In this section, the focused deterrence
approach underpinning PSN will be reviewed, followed by a brief history of its applica-
tion in this initiative and its precursor programs.
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Focused Deterrence

Deterrence is a fundamental goal of the criminal justice system (Cook, 1980; Mears,
2010; O’Shea, 2007; Travis, Western, & Redburn, 2014). This classical theoretical
approach assumes that people are rational, driven to commit crime when individual
hedonistic calculus leads them to believe that the benefits of committing an offense
outweigh risks and other costs in time, effort, and material (Zimring & Hawkins, 1973).
The criminal justice strategy that results from this theoretical framework of behavioral
economics is based in simple rational calculus: criminal justice institutions must alter
the balance of costs and benefits of crime, so the risks of offending outweigh the
reward. Traditionally, this is achieved by increasing the certainty, severity, and swift-
ness of punishment such that potential offenders are discouraged from first-time
offending [general deterrence], while discouraging those who have already offended
from continuing their previous deviance [specific deterrence] (Apel & Nagin, 2011;
Beccaria, 2008; Cook & Campbell, 1979).

Focused deterrence is the union of classical deterrence theory and contemporary
problem-oriented criminal justice. A general deterrence approach to a crime problem
might demand the implementation of expensive and unpopular “blanket policing”
interventions or harsher sentencing across the board, overwhelming correctional sys-
tems that already severely exceed design limits. Alternatively, focused-deterrence
responses seek to efficiently channel labor and resources to the highest risk places
and offenders through data-driven, strategic methods, tailoring the deterrent efforts of
the criminal justice system to target specific crime problems in each unique commu-
nity context (Braga, Kennedy, Waring, & Piehl, 2001; Braga et al., 2018). Rather than
broadly increase the scale and scope of the criminal justice system, agencies can “pull”
all specific “levers” relating to the crime problem they wish to reduce. Examples of
lever-pulling strategies include proactively engaging high-risk offenders and providing
resources and opportunities to discourage criminal behaviors; using sentence enhance-
ments through federal prosecutions for relevant gun, gang, and drug offenses in high-
crime neighborhoods; infiltrating drug markets; and systematically reviewing cases to
identify and incapacitate the most prolific offenders, among other uniquely tailored
strategies (Kennedy, 2006; Kennedy, Braga, Piehl, & Waring, 2001). This approach to
deterrence is the primary theoretical framework of Project Safe Neighborhoods.

Though focused deterrence is a relatively recent criminal justice practice, the cur-
rent consensus is that “pulling levers” is an effective, worthwhile crime-reduction strat-
egy (Braga et al., 2018; McGarrell, 2020). In a recent meta-analytic update, Braga et al.
(2018) found that focused deterrence practices are effective, albeit modestly, at reduc-
ing crime. While evaluations of “pulling levers” strategies have been positive for reduc-
ing community-level violence, the quantity and rigor of evaluations is lacking,
especially when assessing long-term effects (Braga & Weisburd, 2012; Braga et al.,
2018). Furthermore, evaluations conducted at the individual-offender level are scant
and offer mixed results, rendering it unclear whether concerns such as the recidivism
of violent offenders are effectively addressed by current focused deterrence initiatives
(McGarrell, 2020). Despite lingering gaps in focused deterrence literature, the develop-
ing body of research on this strategy is encouraging.
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History of Project Safe Neighborhoods

Project Safe Neighborhoods was not implemented overnight; the focused deterrence
strategies which form the foundation of this initiative were first implemented in
smaller programs during the mid-to-late 1990s. Three highly influential initiatives were
implemented and studied prior to the launch of PSN in 2001.

The first of these, “Operation Ceasefire,” also known as the “Boston Gun Project,”
targeted gang-related youth firearm violence in Boston beginning in 1996 (Rosenfeld,
Fornango, & Baumer, 2005). This program’s mechanisms included direct communica-
tion to youths of a strengthened criminal-justice system focus towards curbing unlaw-
ful firearm possession. “Public service announcement” style posters of this more
rigorous enforcement in crime hot spots and other spatially precise “retail deterrence”
approaches were employed. Evaluations of this program were generally favorable, indi-
cating significant reductions in gang violence, gun crimes, shots-fired calls for service,
and youth homicides (Braga et al., 2001; Kennedy et al., 2001; Piehl, Cooper, Braga, &
Kennedy, 2003). However, studies which controlled for the trend of plummeting crime
rates nationwide during the late 1990s suggest that the optimism surrounding
Operation Ceasefire’s true impacts may have been unfounded (Rosenfeld et al., 2005).
Regardless, the extensive multi-agency partnership, including the U.S. Attorney’s
Office, Boston Police Department, and researchers from Harvard University, propelled
this effort and did an effective job of marketing both this program’s underlying strat-
egies and connecting them to significant drops in violent crime within Boston during
the implementation period.

Operation Ceasefire’s presumed success blossomed into the second highly influen-
tial initiative, a nationwide effort known as the Strategic Approaches to Community
Safety Initiative (SACSI), another program which strongly influenced Project Safe
Neighborhoods. This program was rolled out in two phases (1998 and 2000) across
ten cities in the United States and built upon Operation Ceasefire’s most promising
components. SACSI programs directed funding to district, precinct, or neighborhood-
specific violent crime problems, leveraged data to tailor unique criminal-legal
responses, and emphasized extensive collaboration between U.S. Attorneys’ offices,
state and local criminal justice systems, and research partners (Roehl et al., 2008).
Evaluations of these programs were largely positive, lending support to collaborative,
focused deterrence strategies (Bynum & McCluskey, 2007; Roehl et al., 2008).

A third highly influential program, “Project Exile” in Richmond, VA, was initiated in
1997 to reduce drug-related firearm violence. This program relied heavily on incapaci-
tation-through-incarceration strategies that were popular during this time, leveraging
federal sentence enhancements, mandatory minimums, and federal prosecutors to
deter and incapacitate the highest-threat chronic offenders within Richmond (Office of
Juvenile Justice & Delinquency Prevention, 1999; Rosenfeld et al., 2005). Literature on
this initiative is mixed (Raphael & Ludwig, 2003; Rosenfeld et al., 2005), and given tre-
mendous financial, logistical, and community costs associated with mandatory min-
imum sentencing and aggressive incapacitation efforts throughout the past few
decades, it is unclear whether this approach constitutes an effective use of resources.
The strategies of interagency collaboration and extensive, targeted marketing of deter-
rent messaging are nevertheless reflected throughout PSN’s history.
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In 2001, Project Safe Neighborhoods was initiated as a national program to compre-
hensively reduce violence within local communities and incorporated lessons learned
from those prior initiatives. PSN support was available to all 94 U.S. Attorney districts
to develop task forces that would work together to address violent crime. While PSN
allowed for jurisdictions to tailor initiatives to their own crime problems, districts were
encouraged to include specific types of strategies: offender deterrence meetings,
enhanced prosecution for violent criminals, curbing the offenders’ access to firearms,
and providing support services to at-risk offender populations. PSN initiatives were
also designed to include partnerships with criminal justice agencies and community
organizations, strategic planning, technical assistance training, and community out-
reach components (McGarrell et al., 2010). Financial support for PSN projects was
based mostly on a competitive funding model (RTI International, 2021). Each year from
2012–2017, approximately $5.5 million dollars was awarded to an average of 16 PSN
projects (U.S. Bureau of Justice Assistance, n.d.).

In 2017, the Department of Justice recommitted support to PSN. Formula grants
were eligible to be awarded annually to all U.S. District Attorney Offices (RTI
International, 2021). This recommitment increased financial support and the number
of PSN funded projects. In 2018, $81,449,516 was awarded to 160 PSN projects (U.S.
Bureau of Justice Assistance, n.d.). This recommitment also led to slight readjustments
of key PSN elements to emphasize leadership by U.S. Attorneys, partnerships, data-
driven targeted enforcement and prosecution practices, prevention of further violence,
and accountability. The one-year progress report on this updated PSN model reported
that most PSN projects employed partnerships with local (99%), state (83%), and fed-
eral (96%) law enforcement agencies and 56 percent partnered with a research team.
However, only 47 percent of projects had established partnerships with community
groups. Furthermore, most projects implemented focused deterrence (82%), hot spots
policing (78%), and/or a lever-pulling approach (67%) in their target areas (United
States D.O.J., 2019). In 2021, the core principles of PSN were revised once again to
include fostering trust in communities, supporting community organizations whose
purpose is to prevent violence, using focused and strategic enforcement tactics, and
using research to inform decision-making (U.S. D.O.J., n.d.; RTI International, 2021).

Since its initial formulation, PSN has provided both technical and financial support
to U.S. District Attorney Offices with the goal of reducing violent crime. Even though
the PSN framework encourages districts to tailor responses to their own specific prob-
lems, there are core elements of PSN efforts that (in theory) should be common to all
initiatives. Despite the changes made to PSN over the years, these components have
consistently included the use of interagency and community partnerships, enhanced
prosecution of violent offenders, targeted enforcement tactics (e.g., focused deter-
rence, hot spots policing, and lever-pulling), and data driven practices to enhance
accountability.

Twenty years of nationwide PSN efforts have been built upon these core compo-
nents and have produced a considerable amount of case studies, empirical evalua-
tions, and other useful literature (see McGarrell, Perez, Carter, & Momenee, 2021).
While some systematic reviews and meta-analyses have included PSN case studies, a
comprehensive systematic review of PSN program literature has not yet been
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conducted (Braga et al., 2018). Given that PSN constitutes its own unique framework
and approach for addressing violence, examining this body of literature as a collective
whole is warranted.

Prior analyses of focused deterrence interventions commonly include many drug
market interventions (DMI), while PSN programs typically target gangs and high-risk
gun crime offenders. This is not to say that these focused deterrence analyses of DMIs
tell us nothing about PSN, since overlap exists between both applications. For
example, PSN and DMIs use interagency collaboration, evidence-based practice, and
offender identification and notification strategies to efficiently channel deterrent mes-
saging. Furthermore, both are intended to reduce neighborhood-level violence. It is
therefore not inappropriate to analyze PSN interventions and DMIs in the same
meta-analysis.

A gap remains, however, because most PSN programs do not target open air drug
markets, rendering PSN evaluations a distinct subset within the overall body of
focused deterrence research. Although PSN programs and DMIs are built upon the
same framework, the effectiveness of focused deterrence strategies may vary between
these applications. Furthermore, many of the non-PSN gang and gun violence reduc-
tion programs evaluated by broad focused deterrence analyses lack key components
of PSN that may play a significant role in its effectiveness, such as PSN’s inclusion of
U.S. Attorneys’ Offices and federal prosecutorial power. Without a comprehensive
review which specifically includes all available empirical PSN interventions, it is uncer-
tain whether the generally favorable evaluations of broader focused deterrence
approaches apply to PSN specifically.

Methods

The literature search for this systematic review focused on empirical studies published
in English. While the Project Safe Neighborhoods (PSN) initiative was established in
2001, the search date range used was the earliest possible year (establishment of
online database), to capture any PSN program evaluation study. The literature search
was conducted to include all PSN program evaluations published through March 2021.

Several strategies were used to search for eligible empirical studies. First, a keyword
search was conducted using the two keywords or phrases Project Safe Neighborhoods
and PSN in conjunction with the terms “police,” “policing” or “law enforcement” on
nine online databases. Specifically, the following nine online databases that include
prominent policing and criminology and criminal justice journals were searched:
Criminal Justice Abstracts; Criminology Collection; Dissertations; Google Scholar;
JSTOR; NCJRS Criminal Justice Topic Guide; ProQuest Criminal Justice; Sage Premier/
Sage Journals Online; and SocINDEX. Second, a review of the selected publications’ ref-
erence sections and previous PSN program evaluation studies was performed. Third, a
search of government and research agencies’ websites was conducted. Fourth, the fol-
lowing five federal and state websites were searched: U.S. DOJ Bureau of Justice
Assistance, U.S. DOJ Bureau of Justice Statistics, U.S. Department of Justice, U.S. DOJ
Office of Justice Programs, and Michigan State University.1 In addition to these five
websites, NCJRS provides abstracts from federal justice websites in the search results.
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These search strategies produced 8248 potentially relevant abstracts or studies that
were further scrutinized to determine whether they met the eligibility criteria
(Farrington & Petrosino, 2001). This additional screening process produced 2930
abstracts, yielding a much smaller number of potential studies. For inclusion in this
systematic review, the selection criteria consisted of PSN program evaluation studies
analyzing empirical data which were conducted independently by an outside scholar
or entity. Ninety-eight studies met the inclusion criteria and were retained for fur-
ther coding.

All 98 studies which had been retained to this point were assigned an empirical
strength score ranging from 1 (weakest) to 5 (strongest) based on the Maryland Scale
of Scientific Methods (SMS). Seventy-seven studies which did not include any empirical
component, utilized solely qualitative methods, or did not perform any significance
tests were excluded from the next phase of analysis.

The Maryland SMS scale was developed to characterize the internal validity of pro-
gram evaluations within criminal justice (Sherman et al., 1998) “that can be under-
stood and easily used by scholars, practitioners, policy makers, the mass media, and
systematic reviewers” (Farrington, 2003, p. 49). The criteria used to grade studies were
primarily derived from the work of Cook and Campbell (1979). This scale has been
applied in a systematic review of over five hundred crime prevention program evalua-
tions, the results of which were presented before the United States Congress in
accordance with a federal grant awarded by the United States Department of Justice
(Sherman et al., 1998).

The scale is as follows:

“Level 1: correlation between a crime prevention program and a measure of crime at one
point in time.

Level 2: measures of crime before and after the program, with no comparable
control condition.

Level 3: measures of crime before and after the program in experimental and comparable
control conditions.

Level 4: measures of crime before and after the program in multiple experimental and
control units, controlling for other variables that influence crime.

Level 5: random assignment of program and control conditions to units” (Sherman et al.,
1998, pp. 4–5).

The three principal criteria, “control of other variables,” “measurement error,” and
“statistical power,” have been applied through the SMS to program evaluations within
criminal justice (Dodson, Cabage, & McMillan, 2019). This scale has also been used to
evaluate interdisciplinary collaborations between criminal justice and other disciplines,
such as education (Davis, Bozick, Steele, Saunders, & Miles, 2013) and neurobiology
(Cornet, Kogel, Nijman, Raine, & Laan, 2015). The SMS has also been employed entirely
within other disciplines, such as economics (Madaleno & Waights, n.d.) and public
health (Day & Francisco, 2013).

1Michigan State University supports the Bureau of Justice Administration’s Training and Technical Assistance (TTA)
program for Project Safe Neighborhoods.
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Three of the paper’s authors independently evaluated all 98 studies based on the
guidelines provided by Sherman et al. (1998), assigning SMS scores to each study.
These SMS scores, reported in the results section, were subjected to a test of inter-
rater reliability. Those reliability estimates and their 95% confidence intervals were cal-
culated using SPSS version 25 (IBM, Armonk, NY) based on a single rating (k¼ 1), con-
sistency, two-way random effects model.2 The resulting intraclass correlation
coefficient (ICC) is .986 (F¼ 213.854���, 95% CI: [.980–.990]), reflecting excellent reli-
ability (Koo & Li, 2016).

Twenty-one studies analyzed relevant empirical data and were assigned a score of
1 or greater, while the other 77 studies were excluded from further analysis. Of these
77 excluded studies, 51 PSN studies were assigned a score of 0 given they were either
without an empirical component (e.g., systematic review or summary report), or the
empirical component was solely qualitative or lacked any significance tests. The
remaining 26 studies were excluded as they were not directly PSN-related but often
examined other focused deterrence programs. Inter-reliability of SMS scores for the
final 21 studies, which were scored by four of the current review’s authors, was calcu-
lated according to the previous method; the remaining ICC value is .727

Figure 1. PSN evaluations by Federal District.

2This method of calculating inter-rater reliability is derived from the work of McGraw and Wong (1996). This
reporting format reflects the recommendations of Koo and Li (2016, p. 160). Values exceeding “0.75” reflect good
reliability; values exceeding “0.90” represent excellent reliability (Koo & Li, 2016).
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(F¼ 11.634���, 95% CI: [.539–.871]), which indicates moderate reliability (Koo &
Li, 2016).

The small number of rigorous, compatible study designs that evaluated PSN inter-
ventions precludes the possibility of conducting a meta-analysis. Only one study
employed a randomized experimental design.

Furthermore, many of the empirical studies we examined utilize interrupted time-
series designs. At this time, there is no commonly accepted statistical method to syn-
thesize effect sizes derived from that approach. While the body of literature reviewed
in this systematic review is rich and informative, the lack of comparable research
designs, presence of dissimilar outcome variables, and limitations in calculating effect
sizes for non-experimental designs prevents us from conducting a meta-analysis at
this time. Despite this limitation, we present and discuss original and alternative effect
sizes from our sample to aid in quantifying the short-term effects of evaluated PSN
interventions.

Findings

In examining the 21 studies, a geographic pattern became apparent. As Figure 1 (and
Table 2) illustrate, the studies retained by the systematic search are not evenly distrib-
uted by geographic region, with interventions in the Midwest (11) and South (9), as
delineated by U.S. Census boundaries, producing more empirical studies than in the
Northeast (4) and West (3). The clustering of empirical studies in the Midwest led us
to construct a map which highlights the spatial distribution of reviewed studies (see
Figure 1). While PSN programs have been implemented in all 94 federal districts
(McGarrell et al., 2010; United States Bureau of Justice Assistance, 2021), most of the
nation’s districts have not yet produced publicly accessible empirical evaluations of
PSN effects sufficient to earn an SMS score of 1 or higher, according to the results of
this systematic search and the gaps demonstrated visually by Figure 1. Note that
some of the 21 studies evaluated target sites in multiple federal districts; all those dis-
tricts are represented by Figure 1.3

Table 1 provides a list of each of the 21 retained PSN studies for the review along
with the PSN district and time period under evaluation. The table describes each
study’s research design, evaluation sample data, and analytic procedures. Associated
SMS scores that were coded based on study methodologies are also listed. The nature
of PSN interventions used, measured outcomes, and results are summarized. Overall,
the information provided in Table 1 synthesizes key information for each of the 21
studies in addition to relevant qualitative findings observed by the research team.

Major effect sizes are reported in Table 2. Due to incompatibility between study
designs, the meta-analytic technique of synthesizing and analyzing standardized coeffi-
cients is not possible in this systematic review. Original effect sizes, in the form of per-
cent change, ARIMA coefficients, and unstandardized coefficients from other analytic

3One study, McGarrell et al. (2010), is excluded from Figure 1. That study compared violent crime trends across 252
cities with a population of at least 100,000, including 82 PSN treatment sites at varying dosages. While we consider
this study to be a PSN evaluation for the purposes of this systematic review, we do not consider these 82 sites to
have received a targeted evaluation of local effects like the other 20 retained studies.
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designs, are reported in this table to quantify the size of significant reductions
reported in Table 1. Alternative effect sizes, such as those derived from odds ratios or
mean differences within the target site between pre- and post- conditions, are also
reported to make effect size comparisons possible across some of the studies regard-
less of design. Insignificant effect sizes are reported as “NS,” with values at or below
p¼ 0.05 considered to be statistically significant. Finally, a þ/� column is presented to
indicate whether each outcome was influenced in a desired “þ” direction (i.e., PSN
reduced crime) or undesired “�” direction (i.e., PSN increased crime).

Of the 65 major outcomes assessed in the 21 studies and presented in Table 2,
effect sizes could be drawn from 62 (95.4%). Of those 62 effect sizes, 57 (91.9%) were
influenced by PSN in the desired “þ” direction, while 5 (8.1%) were influenced in the
undesired “�” direction. Of the 57 desired outcomes, 31 (54.4%) attained statistical sig-
nificance while 26 (45.6%) were statistically insignificant. Of the 5 undesired outcomes,
1 attained statistical significance (Barnes, Kurlychek, Miller, Miller, & Kaminski, 2010)
while 4 were insignificant.4

Violent crime was measured in 42 (64.6%) of the 65 outcomes we analyzed from
the 21 studies. Among these, 26 effect sizes were converted into an alternative effect
size: monthly reductions in crime, which ranged from the lowest reduction of .02
crimes per month (homicide in Cleveland, McGarrell et al., 2013) to the highest reduc-
tion of 26 per month (total gun crime; Hipple, Frabutt, Corsaro, & McGarrell, 2007
[Ala.]). This wide variation is partially attributable to the range of violent crimes meas-
ured across jurisdictions of varying sizes. The lowest reduction rates are expected for
rare events like homicide in smaller-population areas. The highest reduction rates are
expected for broader categories of offending, like total gun crime or total violent
crime in larger-population areas. The highest incidence reduction, (Hipple et al., 2007
[Ala.]), resulted from a PSN intervention titled “Operation Ice” in Mobile, Alabama,
beginning in April 2002. This reduction of 26 total gun crimes per month in the
Southern District of Alabama was observed through August 2006.

Other alternative effect sizes are presented in Table 2, such as studies which
reported effect size using percentage reductions, which also suggest minor to moder-
ate short-term, desired impacts of PSN on intended crime targets. One nationwide
study (McGarrell et al., 2010) analyzed the effects of PSN across 252 of the largest U.S.
cities, including 82 PSN treatment sites. This study indicates a marginal (2.4%) reduc-
tion in violent crime in PSN treatment sites compared to non-PSN treatment sites.

The information highlighted in Tables 1 and 2 was used to create descriptive sum-
maries of key characteristics across the 21 studies. Table 3 presents summary charac-
teristics for SMS scores, main PSN interventions, and PSN outcomes. Of the 21 studies
retained by the systematic search, most (81.0%) earned an SMS score of 3. Four stud-
ies (19.0%) exceed that threshold, using more rigorous designs to earn SMS values of
4, or 5. The methods employed in those studies nullified more threats to internal val-
idity, such as growth curve modeling and synthetic control methods. The single study
rated as 5 (4.8%) accounted for selection bias using random assignment of PSN inter-
ventions (i.e., treatment conditions).

4Statistical significance and magnitude of the effect are related, yet separate concepts. See section “Geographic
Gaps, Content Gaps, and a Lack of PSN Evaluations” for a more detailed discussion of this distinction.
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Common interventions and tactics reported in prior literature are also summarized.
The counts (n) and corresponding percentages reported in Table 3 reflect which inter-
ventions were the primary focus of each analysis. Note that several of these categories
are not mutually exclusive, as all PSN working groups applied multiple interventions
and most evaluated multiple categories of crime. Collaborative case reviews were fre-
quently conducted, allowing PSN stakeholders to identify high-risk offenders (57.1%)
and conduct offender notification meetings and forums (52.4%). These forms of spe-
cific deterrence targeted high-risk re-offenders or parolees and probationers at large
within jurisdictions plagued by high levels of gun violence. Enhanced federal prosecu-
tion efforts were frequently employed (42.9%), increasing deterrence and incapacitat-
ing more people for longer periods of time. The integration of pro-social community
groups (e.g., faith-based organizations, social services, schools) was a common focus
(42.9%). Media campaigns advertising federal, legal penalties for gun violence, drug
crime, and gang involvement, known as retail deterrence, also appeared in many
(38.1%) of reviewed studies. Although not captured in tabular form, it is also worth
noting that several PSN programs employed enhanced law enforcement street pres-
ence and increased supervision of probationers or parolees.

The outcomes measured by each of the 21 studies are also reported in Table 3.
Most (66.7%) used a form of gun crime as a dependent variable. Some of these stud-
ies relied on shots-fired calls for service data while others examined fatal and non-fatal
shooting incident counts. Eight (38.1%) studies analyzed violent crimes. Some of these
explored overall rates of violent crime; others examined specific forms of interpersonal
violence, such as robbery and assault. Two studies (9.5%) focused on prosecutorial

Table 3. Descriptive characteristics of PSN evaluation studies, n¼ 21; Effect sizes N¼ 62.
Note: not all categories are mutually exclusive n (%)

SMS
3 17 (81.0)
4 3 (14.3)
5 1 (4.8)
Census region: (% of U.S. pop.)
Midwest (20.8%) 11 (52.4)
Northeast (17.1%) 4 (19.0)
South (38.3%) 9 (42.9)
West (23.9%) 3 (14.3)
Main PSN interventions
Community outreach 9 (42.9)
Federal prosecution 9 (42.9)
Retail deterrence 8 (38.1)
Offender notification meetings & forums 11 (52.4)
Offender identification 12 (57.1)
Measured outcome
Gun crime 14 (66.7)
Violent crime 8 (38.1)
Perceptions 3 (14.3)
Prosecutorial outcomes 2 (9.5)
Recidivism 3 (14.3)
Other 3 (14.3)
Summary of effect sizes
Significant desired effect 31 (50.0)
Insignificant desired effect 26 (41.9)
Insignificant undesired effect 4 (6.5)
Significant undesired effect 1 (1.6)
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outcomes, such as case closure rates and sentence length. Community and offender
perceptions of procedural justice, gun accessibility, sanctions for violent crime, and
PSN interventions at large were studied in three (14.3%) studies. Three other studies
(14.3%) primarily evaluated recidivism, and three studies (14.3%) incorporated add-
itional outcome variables, such as earnings and employment post-release (Cook, Kang,
Braga, Ludwig, & O’Brien, 2015).

Finally, Table 3 summarizes the þ/� column from Table 2, indicating that PSN had
a statistically significant, intended impact on exactly half of evaluated outcomes. A fur-
ther 41.9% of effects were in the desired direction but did not attain statistical signifi-
cance. Five (8.1%) outcomes seemed to have been influenced in an undesired
direction by PSN interventions. Only one (1.6%) of these effects attained statistical sig-
nificance (Barnes et al., 2010).

Discussion

Project Safe Neighborhoods, an evidence-based, interdisciplinary initiative, has doled
out billions of dollars in grants across the United States (McGarrell et al., 2010).
Although researchers have comprehensively summarized individual PSN projects (e.g.,
McGarrell et al., 2021), efforts to systematically synthesize and collate the collective
body of literature have yet to be undertaken. This paper aims to explore the existing
body of Project Safe Neighborhoods evaluations and address that gap. While this sys-
tematic search produced an insufficient number of rigorous, comparable empirical
designs to employ meta-analytic statistical methods, enough studies were discovered
to identify patterns, make reasonable inferences, and identify gaps for future evalua-
tors to consider.

Rigor of PSN Evaluations

A noteworthy finding of this systematic review is that many of the currently available
reports and evaluations of PSN effectiveness do not meet the baseline SMS 3 criteria
for interpretability, as recommended by Cook and Campbell (1979). Most of the stud-
ies we uncovered during our search do not include both a treatment group (e.g., PSN
target site) and a control or appropriate comparison group (e.g., non-PSN neighbor-
hoods, a different city) and many rely solely on an analysis of pre-post descriptive sta-
tistics within a PSN intervention area, failing to account for serious threats to internal
validity. Numerous studies and reports were excluded from this systematic review for
failing to perform even basic statistical-difference testing between pre- and post-treat-
ment conditions or across control and treatment neighborhoods.

While each study covered by this systematic review made unique and valuable con-
tributions to our shared understanding of PSN programs, future evaluators should
strive to employ research designs which allow for clear statistical comparisons
between as many treatment sites and comparable units of analysis as possible. Effect
sizes must be calculated whenever possible.

Additionally, while the gold-standard research design of random assignment for
some mechanisms of PSN might be impractical or unethical, the single “SMS 5”-graded
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study included in this systematic review shows that, given PSN’s broad range of inter-
ventions and applications across the United States, it is possible to execute random-
ized controlled trials (RCT) on some components of this program. The RCT
experimental design is broadly held to be a top-tier approach within the social scien-
ces, as it has the potential to eliminate the most common and serious threats to
internal validity when executed correctly. Even in contexts when performing an RCT
design is impossible, evaluators of PSN programs still have more rigorous options
available to them than designs which fail to offer controls or appropriate comparison
groups, especially given recent advances in the understanding and application of
quasi-experimental research designs and techniques like propensity score matching or
synthetic control models.

PSN Interventions and Crime Targets

Common PSN interventions described in official sources were frequently observed
across the reviewed studies, such as case screening to identify highest-risk offenders,
offender notification meetings and forums, deterrent marketing campaigns, enhanced
federal prosecution, and community outreach initiatives. While only two of these inter-
ventions were a focus in a majority of reviewed programs (offender identification
occurred most, at 57.1%; Table 3), this is expected given the uniquely tailored nature
of PSN interventions, per the initiative’s design. For example, offender identification
may not be an appropriate primary focus in a context of widespread firearm prolifer-
ation and decentralized gang activity. Nor would community outreach be a high-prior-
ity intervention in a neighborhood context in which police-community relations are
already positive and productive. This low percentage is also expected given how we
chose to only consider an intervention technique to be a “focus” if the evaluation in
question discussed and analyzed that intervention in any depth. This was a subjective
decision that may not accurately reflect the extent to which any particular intervention
was prioritized by the task force.

Most of the studies we reviewed evaluated violent crime, especially gun crime
(Table 3), as the main outcomes of PSN initiatives. While all 21 evaluations intended to
analyze crime reduction, some of the studies we reviewed focused on indirect inter-
ventions that merited different outcome variables, such as criminal justice system effi-
ciency, drug crime, juvenile delinquency, or recidivism. Like the resulting counts of
main PSN interventions, the measured outcomes we observed were unremarkable and
expected, based on the stated design and intentions of PSN and the findings of
prior literature.

Geographic Gaps, Content Gaps, and a Lack of PSN Evaluations

While population is not distributed evenly across all four U.S. Census regions, and there-
fore neither are potential PSN program sites and research partners, the geographic gaps
present in the body of studies we reviewed merit attention. With only 21 studies
retained across 94 federal districts, the map presented in Figure 1 was bound to have
substantial visible gaps regardless of study distribution, even though some studies
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examined PSN target sites across multiple districts. The observed clustering of evalua-
tions, however, illustrates just how many of the country’s high-population centers, like
those present in Texas, New York, California, and Washington, have not yet been served
by any publicly accessible empirical evaluation of PSN despite two decades of nation-
wide programming and funding. Within the numerous empty federal districts within
Figure 1, many of the nation’s largest and highest-crime cities, counties, and states are
entirely unrepresented by the literature we were able to locate and review.

The 94 distinct districts which compose this map reflect a nation with a great deal
of geographic, socioeconomic, and political diversity. Therefore, it would be unreason-
able to assume that the results of PSN evaluations in just a few locations could be
generalized to sufficiently represent the whole body of nationwide program effective-
ness. While PSN interventions across the country draw from a consistent set of theor-
etical, legal, and normative frameworks, the strategy of how exactly to spend money
and reduce crime in each district is unique to the context of each PSN target site. The
allocation of resources and targets of each PSN project are left to the discretion of a
wide array of stakeholders within each federal district. If more sites were empirically
reviewed, it would likely improve our discipline’s ability to confidently generalize and
characterize the value of Project Safe Neighborhoods. In this regard, the RTI
International and Justice Research and Statistics Association in-progress national evalu-
ation of PSN programs and outcomes is noteworthy (RTI International, 2021).

Perhaps more importantly, such empirical research would guide us towards which
lessons should be learned and applied moving forward in policymaking. For example,
offender notification forums, community outreach programs, and the concentration of
researchers, strategists, practitioners, federal judges, and other resources into high-pri-
ority crime targets all appear to be valuable, successful strategies for criminal justice
agencies to consider. A larger body of evaluated PSN interventions would give future
PSN programs more data to draw from, in keeping with the stated goals of PSN. A
true long-term cost-benefit analysis for the benefit of budget and results-focused crim-
inal justice actors and policymakers cannot yet be conducted based on the relatively
sparse literature examined in this systematic review. Often, these long-term interven-
tion effects are not studied at all, and only immediate short-term impacts are ana-
lyzed. Some literature indicates that treatment effects wane in a matter of months
(Fox, Allen, & Toth, 2021), though more research on long-term effects is needed so the
longer-term benefits of PSN investment can be assessed more definitively.

Furthermore, several critical mechanisms of PSN effectiveness have gone untested.
While focused deterrence research and the body of studies we reviewed provide cau-
tiously encouraging findings and some of these studies explore causal mechanisms,
the specific impacts of many common PSN components are still largely unknown.
What correlates enhance or mitigate the deterrent threat of federal prosecution? Are
high-risk offenders intimidated into compliance by offender notification forums, or do
these settings have an integrative, pro-social characteristic that drives crime reduction?
Do PSN programs displace violence, and if not, how are the lives of high-risk offenders
and the broader community affected by effective interagency responses to violence?
Do perceptions of criminal justice system legitimacy improve when a PSN program
has a significant impact on gun violence?
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Qualitative approaches have a role to play in demystifying the effects of PSN inter-
ventions. Interviews may be conducted of high-risk offenders to assess the deterrent
impact of federal prosecutorial resources, retail deterrence measures, and other core
components of many PSN interventions. Content analyses of offender notification
forums may be warranted to identify the most effective strategies in informing and
deterring high-risk offenders. Incorporating survey instruments which assess percep-
tions of safety, police legitimacy, and quality of life in the target neighborhood would
help PSN evaluators move beyond crime statistics to explore the holistic impact of
PSN on the communities its practitioners endeavor to protect. The current standard of
evaluating PSN interventions based on pre/post-tests of crime statistics may indicate
whether PSN has reduced crime, but this evaluative approach tells us very little about
the value of each mechanism or how the community at large is affected.

In addition to our hope for greater depth, we expected a longer list of empirical
studies as the Department of Justice encourages PSN programs to incorporate a dedi-
cated research partner into the working group and the fact that PSN funds have been
allocated for 20 years (United States Department of Justice, n.d.). Research partners
and scholars who have access to relevant data should attempt to conduct scientific
evaluations of PSN programs whenever possible, given tens of millions of dollars in
expenditures per fiscal year on these interventions and the broad range of potential
implications for criminal justice policy inherit to these strategies. Project Safe
Neighborhoods sites are the target of uniquely tailored approaches which seek to
address some of the most pressing and high-profile crime problems in the United
States. Successes and failures within this more-experimental setting of criminal justice
practice could have broad-ranging implications for the future of a more effective and
just legal system, provided that the requisite empirical studies are performed and
made available to the peer review process. A dearth of research into this popular ini-
tiative represents a significant gap in policing research that deserves to be addressed.

Characterization of PSN Effectiveness

Given a small percentage of individuals are responsible for a disproportionately high
number of offenses (Baglivio, Jackowski, Greenwald, & Howell, 2014; Moffitt, 2006;
Wolfgang, Figlio, & Sellin, 1972), focused deterrence approaches such as the “pulling-
levers” strategies employed by PSN programs will always have some solid theoretical
ground upon which to operate. The current body of literature around that framework
favors this more targeted approach, and most evaluations retained in this paper’s sys-
tematic search suggest that PSN interventions are more effective than the status quo
in addressing high-priority crime problems (see “Results” column, Table 1). While we
did not discover enough compatible studies to attempt a meta-analysis, these studies
contributed valuable insights.

Due to the lack of a meta-analytical component, this systematic review should not
be interpreted as drawing any definitive conclusions about the overall effectiveness of
PSN programs. We believe it would be accurate, however, to characterize the current
body of literature surrounding both the theoretical underpinnings and practical appli-
cations of PSN as favorable at this time.
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This favorable characterization of PSN is based, in part, on our interpretation of the
“Results” column presented in Table 1 and the effect sizes reported in Table 2 which
are summarized in Table 3, the majority (91.9%) of which affected PSN in the desired
direction. Around half (54.5%) of these desired effects attained statistical significance.

These findings should not be interpreted to suggest that all 31 significant desired
effects reflect high magnitude improvements over the status quo, and the 26 insignifi-
cant desired effects only reflect marginal improvements. Our categorization of
“significant” is based on statistical significance. This distinction is useful because it
indicates findings for which researchers have a greater deal of confidence, but it
should not be conflated with effect size and as such, both are reported and analyzed.
The ability to determine with confidence whether an effect is statistically significant is
related to statistical power, which is limited in many PSN evaluations by small sample
sizes,5 as is typical for serious violent crime at the neighborhood or city-level.

Some of the studies which indicated significant desired effects, such as McGarrell
et al. (2010), indicate only marginal effectiveness (2.4% reduction in violent crimes
compared to non-PSN sites during the same time period). Statistical significance in
this study is attained from high statistical power, due in part to a sample size of all
violent crime across 252 cities over several years. On the other hand, some studies
which present insignificant desired effects, such as Hipple et al. (2007, [N.C.]), indicate
potentially greater effectiveness despite not reaching statistical significance (8 fewer
gun crimes per month in Durham, NC). Statistical significance was not achieved, in
part, because this study is limited in statistical power by the relative rarity of gun
crime in this city. As such, statistical significance and effect size should be considered
separately when analyzing the effects of PSN.

Our favorable interpretation of PSN is influenced by this body of effect sizes indicat-
ing that PSN reduces crime, at least in the short-term, although many of these effects
are small and may not persist in the long-term. Assessing whether PSN interventions
provide a worthwhile return on investment is a more challenging question due to a
relative paucity of PSN evaluations, especially those using longer post-interven-
tion data.

Despite this lack of data, consider an extremely simplified cost-benefit analysis com-
paring the annual cost of gun violence to PSN spending. The cost of gun crime in the
United States is estimated to exceed $200 billion annually (Follman, Lee, Lurie, & West,
2018). Given this figure, even marginal reductions in gun violence rates, such as those
observed throughout the evaluations we reviewed, could reflect a financially successful
program since PSN expenditures are small by comparison (<$100 million annually;
U.S. Bureau of Justice Assistance, n.d.). In time, with a better understanding of PSN
effectiveness, empirical cost-benefit analyses can be performed to more definitively
state whether PSN is a worthwhile long-term investment.

5Decisions made by researchers also influence statistical power and the ability to detect significant impacts of a
criminal justice intervention like PSN. The chosen statistical test, desired significance level, and preference for a
directional or nondirectional research hypothesis all influence statistical power, not just sample size. Studies with
low statistical power have a higher risk of leading researchers to commit type II error—falsely retaining the null
hypothesis by failing to detect significant impacts of the intervention. For more information on effect size, statistical
power, and their application in criminal justice evaluations, see Britt and Weisburd (2010).
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Commonalities of Successful PSN Interventions

It is probable that many of the same factors which PSN-involved practitioners and
scholars have identified to be common pitfalls to the mission of reducing crime are
likewise prevalent obstacles to the academic mission of evaluating these programs.
Commonly identified characteristics of successful and unsuccessful PSN programs from
previous literature were explored in this systematic review, though they were not
quantified within the results section due to inconsistent discussion of such obstacles
across the 21 retained studies.

Nevertheless, we observed patterns in the literature which aligned with those found
in previous studies. PSN working groups which avoid personnel turnover, maintain
consistent communication through regular meetings, exhibit strong leadership and
buy-in from all involved parties, and quickly agree on priorities for the PSN program
are reasonably considered to have a greater likelihood of achieving desirable goals
(Roehl et al., 2008; U.S. Department of Justice, n.d.). PSN sites which suffer from con-
stant turnover of leadership, irregular meeting schedules, and a lack of shared vision
and cohesion between federal, state, local agencies, research partners, and the com-
munity, represent serious obstacles to successful program implementation, according
to prior literature and the studies examined in this systematic review (Bynum &
McCluskey, 2007; McGarrell et al., 2013).

PSN appears, at least to those involved in PSN working groups, to function substan-
tially better when organizational skill and leadership abound. Prior studies of PSN pro-
grams and other interagency settings affirm that consistent communication and skilled
leadership is required to forge strong working relationships between the criminal-legal
apparatuses which need to cooperate to achieve a successful intervention (Roehl
et al., 2008; McGarrell et al., 2013; U.S. Department of Justice, n.d.). This likely holds
just as true with research partners who need to be allowed to collect and review data
before, during, and after PSN interventions are conducted, working closely with a sta-
ble, bought-in, transparent team of criminal justice personnel, which need to cooper-
ate to produce a complete scientific evaluation. When personnel turnover occurs, buy-
in is inconsistent, leadership is scant, and PSN money is directed without consistent
goals and high-level strategy, prior literature and the evaluations examined in this
review indicate that the likelihood for achieving the goals of both criminal justice and
scientific inquiry is low.

Three focal areas have been identified in this review as priorities for successful PSN
task forces: approach, partnerships, and communication. Task forces which focus on
refining their approach capitalize on each agency’s knowledge and resources.
Successful refinement of a task force’s approach involves maintaining a collaborative
environment, adaptable to the community context, in which data is promptly shared,
and the power of U.S. Attorneys’ Offices is leveraged to enhance the severity, cer-
tainty, and swiftness of sanctions within the target neighborhood.

The second core strategy, partnerships, reflects the incorporation of all relevant
community pillars into the task force. Community activists, victim advocates, school
system employees, religious leaders, and local business leaders all have a part to play
in improving community safety. Task forces which only consider the priorities and
leverage the resources of federal, state, and local criminal justice agencies risk creating
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or amplifying a rift between the community and its law enforcement agencies, to the
detriment of community safety. Incorporating pro-social pillars from the community is,
in our estimation, an underutilized strategy in the application of focused deter-
rence strategies.

Finally, the third focal area for task forces is communication. Successful PSN practi-
tioners convey clearly to offenders, through a combination of retail deterrence and
offender notification meetings and forums, that violence reduction is a top priority,
high-risk offenders have been thoroughly studied, and all available levers will be
pulled to render the neighborhood safe. Task forces accomplish this by presenting to
offenders all evidence compiled against them, comprehensive data collected on the
violence issue, and the exact levers task forces can pull to address the violence.

Conclusion: Future Directions

Criminal justice researchers have a critical role to fill in this process and blame for the
relative dearth of evaluation research in this field should not fall solely on agencies.
Currently, not enough scholars have been trained and incentivized to execute high-
quality evaluation research across the scope of criminal justice institutions and inter-
ventions. Despite this, opportunities for partnerships between practitioners and
researchers have expanded substantially over the past two decades (Laub & Frisch,
2016). Researchers must take advantage of these growing opportunities by applying
their expertise to evaluate innovative approaches to criminal justice like PSN.

To achieve evidence-based, measurable outcomes, research partners should get
involved at the earliest stages to help the PSN task force design their action plan. The
concept of SMS needs to be introduced and accepted by the local PSN task force, so
they understand that the action plan should meet the SMS-3 baseline standard. While
randomized experimental design is not always feasible in implementing PSN initiatives,
the local task forces may consider utilizing quasi-experimental designs with rigorous
comparison groups including conventional comparison groups and synthetic con-
trol methods.

Project Safe Neighborhoods initiatives utilize many defining features of early
twenty-first century criminal justice practices that are worth studying, such as the shift
towards proactive evidence-based policing, harsh federal prosecution and sentencing
for typically state offenses, and the challenges of increased inter-organizational collab-
oration within the United States’ federal system. Advances in the high-stakes field of
policing deserve greater attention, and this systematic review seeks to provide another
small but significant step in this foray into understanding the impacts of PSN and
focused deterrence on communities, agencies, budgets, and serious crime issues.
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