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The Social Determinants of Safety 
A Policy Framework for Understanding & Advancing Preventative Safety 

 
 
In health, evidence suggests that our greatest increase in life expectancy stemmed not from 
medical advances, but from social improvements like better hygiene and reduced air pollution. 
This central insight was partly responsible for catalyzing a new “social determinants of health” 
framework that broadened how many policymakers and medical professionals viewed health. 
Rather than focusing only on healthcare and curative medicine, this framework analyzes how 
environmental conditions, education, neighborhood conditions and built environment, and social 
context affect health outcomes. In so doing, the framework has allowed lawmakers to develop 
solutions that treat causes rather than mere symptoms—while saving lawmakers millions of 
dollars. Today, data shows that each dollar invested in evidence-based public health produces 
fourfold or fivefold returns. And a 2017 systematic review found that every 
$1 invested in “health protection interventions” produced $34 in cost savings. 

 

The preventative approach is equally applicable to violence and harm. Most interactions with the 
criminal-legal system ultimately reflect unmet social or structural needs, including access to 
housing, physical or mental healthcare, safe spaces like parks and community centers, financial 
stability, safe and supportive schools, and more. In fact, most charges brought are for 
misdemeanors offenses that serve little more function than to criminalize poverty. And for other 
offenses, including those that involve violence or cause harm of any nature, evidence shows that 
preventative interventions are significantly more effective than enhanced punishment or 
expanded criminal-legal enforcement—while, again, producing significant cost savings. Nearly 
every study evaluating preventative measures has found that benefits far outweigh costs. In one 
study, adding streetlights yielded $121 for every $1 invested. In another, Strong America noted 
that a federal preschool investment would return an estimated $3 for every dollar spent, partly 
through reduced criminal justice spending. 

 

Building from these core insights, the “social determinants of 
safety” (SDOS) are the underlying social and 
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structural conditions that drive both safety outcomes 
and contact with the criminal-legal system. As a 
framework, then, the accompanying approach involves 
identifying safety needs and implementing evidence- 
based solutions that address these underlying issues 
before violence and harm occur. 

 

WHAT ARE THE SOCIAL DETERMINANTS OF 
SAFETY? 

 

Community safety is about advancing safety goals not by 
addressing symptoms or intervening far too late, but 
through evidence-based investments that prevent 
violence and harm upfront. The following section surveys 
what these “social determinants of safety” are—and how 
addressing them can make all our communities truly safe. 
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Healthcare, Treatment & Harm Prevention 
Health is a basic part of human safety. Moreover, evidence shows that when we invest in basic 
healthcare, substance use treatment, and harm prevention services, we significantly increase the 
physical safety of our communities. 

 

Access to Healthcare 
● Expanding access to basic healthcare has been found to reduce crime and save money 

on legal system expenses. 
● Unsurprisingly, the reverse of this phenomenon is also true. Taking away an individual's 

Medicaid coverage makes them more likely to be criminalized. 
 

Substance Use Treatment 

● Research shows that when the number of substance use treatment facilities increases in 
a particular area, violent and financially-motivated crimes decrease locally. 

● Further research has shown that Medicaid expansions yielded significant reductions in 
robbery, aggravated assaults, and larceny theft. This was primarily due to increased 
uptake of treatment for substance use through Medicaid coverage. 

 

Interrupting Cycles of Violence 
● A study of Baltimore’s non-carceral violence interruption program “Safe Streets” found that 

its outreach workers reduced serious violence by 69 percent. 
● Robust research has shown that violence prevention programs in schools significantly 

reduce violent behavior. 
 

Safe & Supportive Housing 
Having high-quality, stable, integrated housing is not only essential for economic and social 
stability, but also makes all community residents safer and better able to thrive. 

 
Housing Affordability 

● At a local level, increasing access to affordable housing by building more low-income 
housing units has significantly reduced violent crime 

● A program to subsidize the construction of rental housing for low-income residents in high- 
poverty areas was associated with a significant decline in reported rates of violence. 

 

Supportive Housing 
● Permanent housing subsidies have been found to reduce rates of intimate partner 

violence, especially for families with more complex psychological needs. 
● Supportive housing that provides wraparound services upon re-entry substantially 

reduces recidivism and incarceration within the year following release. 
 

Built Design & Community Infrastructure 
For years, research has shown that basic investments in community infrastructure—in parks, 
streetlights, public transportation, and addressing vacant lots—has significant implications for 
reducing violence and harm. In coming years, infrastructure for climate change mitigation and 
resilience will be increasingly central to ensuring community safety. 

 
Built Design 

● Recent studies in multiple jurisdictions, including Philadelphia, Baltimore, and 
Youngstown, have found that maintaining green space reduces certain types of crime. 
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● A rigorous study found that restoring vacant land in cities significantly improves both local 
residents’ perceptions of their safety, as well as their actual physical safety. Restoration 
projects produced large reductions in crime, including a 30 percent reduction in gun 
violence. 

 
Environmental & Climate Justice 

● Evidence from a decade-long study of temperatures in Philadelphia, as well as a 
nationwide research project, indicate that mitigating rising temperatures will also help to 
reduce incidences of violence. 

● Other evidence shows that improving air quality may be a cost-effective way to reduce 
crime. 

 

Public Transportation 
● Increasing public transportation options for residents has been shown to have a lasting 

impact on local crime rates. 
● In fact, of the five factors studied by Raj Chetty’s Opportunity Insights team, shorter 

commute times in a given neighborhood were found to be the strongest predictor of 
upward mobility. Consequently, public transportation investments have been shown to 
reduce local inequality—which evidence shows to be a driver of property and violent crime. 

 

Education & Youth Programming 

Investing in education and youth programming dramatically affects safety—not only by preventing 
youth incarceration and keeping kids safe, but also by breaking cycles of trauma and lack of 
opportunity that so often drives criminalization later in life. 

 

Improving School Quality 
● Research has found that improving school quality reduces the probability of serious crimes 

and incarceration, particularly for our most vulnerable youth. 
● A recent study looked at the effects of a change in Michigan law that increased spending 

on schools in low-income areas, focusing on students who experienced the increase in 
elementary school. The resulting decrease in adult crime rates was so large that the law 
ended up saving the state money overall. 

 
Out-of-School Programming 

● Increasing public transportation options for residents has been shown to have a lasting 
impact on local crime rates. 

● Programs to support students’ social and emotional well-being have been found to reduce 
total arrests by as much as 35 percent and violent crime arrests by as much as 50 percent. 

● Other research has found that wraparound youth services in disadvantaged areas can 
reduce juvenile arrests, as well as child abuse cases. 

 
Economic Opportunities & Equity 

Investing in economic justice, especially for survivors of intimate partner violence, has consistently 
been shown to reduce crime and violence. 

 

Financial Assistance 
● Emergency financial assistance for those experiencing economic insecurity, one study 

showed, reduced total arrests, including a 51 percent reduction in arrests for violent 
crimes. 
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● Many studies have demonstrated that cash transfers reduce domestic violence events in 
particular. 

 

Employment Opportunities 
● Decreasing unemployment has been shown to reduce property crime. In fact, much of the 

reduction in property crime seen during the 1990s can be attributed to the declining 
unemployment rate. 

● Increasing youth employment, such as through summer jobs programs, has been found 
to reduce violent crime by up to 43 percent—with long-lasting, positive effects. 

 

Reducing Inequality 
● Local inequality drives property and violent crime. Looking at neighborhoods within major 

American cities, property crimes are much more common in areas that have higher 
median income gaps between adjacent areas. The researchers suggest that reducing 
localized inequality would reduce the incentive for property crime. 

● Even small increases to the minimum wage have been found to have noticeable impacts 
on recidivism in the three years following release, with chance of re-arrest falling by 2.15% 
for every $0.50 increase. 

● Decreasing the gender wage gap has been found to reduce domestic violence against 
women. Reductions in the gender wage gap can explain 9 percent of the domestic 
violence decline between 1990 and 2003, as measured through hospital admissions. 

 

WHAT ARE THE IMPLICATIONS FOR POLICYMAKERS? 
 
Moving toward a SDOS framework would have a wide range of policy implications. However, a 
few key implications are noted here. 

 
Reimagining Safety Institutions 
One implication of utilizing an SDOS framework is that policymakers need new or redesigned 
institutions that focus on safety but take a preventative approach that is rooted in social policy 
and social investments. Importantly, these entities should not have a connection to criminal-legal 
institutions that reflect a vastly different lens. 

 
In cities and counties, these new institutions may include “community safety agencies” or “offices 
of neighborhood safety” that can administer non-carceral safety investments. At the state and 
federal levels, new “Departments of Community Safety”—either as stand-alone agencies or within 
existing Departments of Health and Human Services—could serve to expand our current research 
base and administer non-carceral safety grants. 

 
Implementing Safety Needs Assessments 

A second implication of using a SDOS framework is that local governments must engage in “safety 
needs assessments” on an ongoing basis, then design targeted plans to address these needs 
most efficiently. 

 
Instituting Stakeholder Collaboration 

 

Given the multidisciplinary nature of the SDOS framework, any office using a SDOS approach 
must have capacity to convene all relevant actors, deeply engage community members, and steer 
local resources to address high-priority safety needs. A third implication of the SDOS approach, 
then, is a greater need for stakeholder collaboration that spans government agencies. 

https://futures-institute.org/
https://www.mitpressjournals.org/doi/full/10.1162/rest_a_00791
https://www.jstor.org/stable/10.1086/320275?seq=1&metadata_info_tab_contents
https://blogs.lse.ac.uk/usappblog/2016/07/08/how-neighborhood-inequality-leads-to-higher-crime-rates/
https://blogs.lse.ac.uk/usappblog/2016/07/08/how-neighborhood-inequality-leads-to-higher-crime-rates/
https://papers.ssrn.com/sol3/papers.cfm?abstract_id=3097203
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC4123456/


The Futures Collaborative | A Project of Civil Rights Corps | https://futures-institute.org 
1601 Connecticut Avenue NW, Suite 800 | Washington, DC 20009 

5 

 

 

 

Balance Short- & Long-Term Interventions 
Finally, implementing the SDOS framework effectively requires balancing short- and long-term 
interventions. Often, the idea of addressing “root causes” is perceived as only a long-term 
solution. However, the SDOS approach actually implies a range of interventions, with each SDOS 
factor having a mix of potential strategies. 

 
Fully leveraging a SDOS framework means identifying the highest priority needs in a given area, 
then being sure that policy solutions are balanced between short-term fixes (i.e., approaches that 
may not solve root problems, but take a preventative orientation “closer to” the harm) and long- 
term fixes that would solve those root problems mostly or entirely. 
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