
A Crime Lab evaluation found that the SDSC was responsible 

for reducing shootings in Englewood by 26 percent in 2017 

relative to what would have been expected had the SDSC not 

been introduced, without any statistically significant increase  

in overall arrests. That suggested police weren’t arresting their 

way to fewer shootings; instead, they were using the SDSC  

to better focus enforcement on the most serious violence.  

And a recent independent evaluation by the RAND Corporation 

found the SDSCs were associated with statistically significant 

declines in crime, particularly violent crime.23 The impact  

on law enforcement’s relationship with the community can’t  

be fully captured in the data, either. That same year, hundreds  

of kids came to the 7th District police station for Halloween,  

trick or treating alongside officers for an evening that would 

have been unimaginable in years past.

As of early 2020, SDSCs are up and operating in all but two  

of the city’s 22 districts, and the police department is  

staffing them with permanent analysts. The Crime Lab  

remains involved, working to automate analysis and train civilian 

analysts as well as to bring the lessons from this work to other 

areas of the Department and to other cities across the country.

REDUCED 
SHOOTINGS  

BY 26%

The SDSC in Englewood

Officers and civilian analysts work together in a Strategic Decision Support Center.
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ADVANCING 
JUSTICE

Reducing the harms of the criminal justice 

system, which detains and incarcerates  

far too many people, including those who 

pose little risk to public safety



Research suggests that with the right tools, lightening the touch of the criminal  
justice system can enhance — rather than detract from — public safety.



A Public Health Approach to Substance Use 

The scale of harm caused by substance use is staggering. In 2017, an estimated 20 million Americans had  

a substance use disorder24 and over 70,000 people died of overdoses nationwide, driven by a dramatic rise  

in fatal opioid overdoses.25 That included nearly 800 people in Chicago who died of opioid overdoses, more  

than the number who died by gun homicide or in traffic accidents that year.26 At the treatment provider 

Thresholds, Associate Vice President Tim Devitt faces this problem every day. “Over the last five to seven 

years, as we look at the incline of overdoses, it’s just been a straight line up,” he said.

With hundreds of thousands of lives on the line, it’s glaringly obvious to Devitt and others that the traditional 

response — addressing substance use as a crime and arresting and jailing people with addictions — is not 

working. This approach needlessly ensnares people in the criminal justice system, fails to treat the disease  

of addiction, and shatters families. On Chicago’s Westside, law enforcement officers are testing a new 

approach: instead of arresting low-level, non-violet illicit drug users, Chicago police are moving people 

directly into clinical treatment.

The Westside has among the highest rate of drug arrests in the region, in part because proximity to the 

Eisenhower Expressway and the city’s elevated mass transit system make it convenient to move illegal 

substances through the area. The federal government designated it a high-intensity drug trafficking  

area, and in 2015 former Chicago Police Department commander Nicholas Roti took leadership of a task  

force assisting Chicago’s narcotics division to dismantle drug trafficking organizations operating there.  

But Roti knew their investigations necessarily caught up many people who are essentially victims of those 

organizations, too: those buying drugs in small quantities to feed their own addictions.

Roti wondered if instead of arresting these individuals and taking them to court, officers could offer them an 

entry-point to drug treatment, where they could get evidence-based therapies instead. To accomplish it, 

the police would need a partnership with treatment providers, resources to support the project, and a means 

of evaluating it. That’s where the Crime Lab and other research partners — like the Health Lab, also housed 

at the University of Chicago’s Harris School of Public Policy — came in.

Already a familiar presence in the police department’s 11th District on the Westside, where they had established  

a Strategic Support Decision Center (page 28), the Crime Lab was well-positioned to help advance this radical 

new approach. Some law enforcement officers were skeptical at first. Roti said without the Crime Lab, the 

initiative might not have happened. “I knew that the Crime Lab’s reputation, reach, and expertise would bring 

credibility to the project right away. And it has.”

The Crime Lab and Health Lab’s involvement also helped the police build trust with organizations like 

Thresholds that had long advocated for addressing addiction through harm-reduction. “When we first 

approached some of the treatment providers,” Roti recalled, “they were a little surprised this was a law 

enforcement-generated idea.”

In an initiative begun in early 2016, eligible people apprehended in possession of heroin in the 11th District 

are offered the opportunity to go straight to a clinic where they can access treatment — deflecting them 

before arrest. While programs exist to divert such cases out of the court system, such as a Law Enforcement 

Assisted Diversion (LEAD) program in King County, WA, which cut recidivism among participants by as much 

as 60 percent, Chicago’s initiative is unique in bypassing arrest entirely.27 A number of cities have followed 

since, but Devitt said Chicago’s effort is unprecedented. “As far as I know, it’s the only place where this big  

of a city is involved in a deflection effort embedded in a police department.”
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“As far as  
I know, it’s  
the only place  
where this  
big of a city  
is involved in  
a deflection 
effort 
embedded  
in a police 
department.”

TIM DEVITT
Associate Vice President,  
Thresholds
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This partnership also spawned a new effort to 

support community members struggling with 

addiction, by making walk-in treatment available  

in the 11th District itself. Individuals can walk  

in and speak with a service provider, undergo 

screening for treatment, and get a free ride  

directly to an intake appointment.

The Westside Initiative is currently funded, but  

will have to continue to prove its worth. The Crime 

Lab’s Alex Heaton is optimistic. He points out that  

it has already been life-changing for the 333 people 

who have entered the program as of December 

2019, gaining support to address their addiction  

and avoiding a criminal record that could hurt  

their chances of long-term employment. “Those  

are people getting into treatment often for the  

first time, people who are able to get jobs or 

maintain the ones they already have, without the 

added barrier of a new felony arrest to overcome.”

Using Machine Learning  

and Behavioral Science  

to Reduce the Unnecessary 

Use of Jail 

In a historic vote in October of 2019, New York’s  

City Council approved a plan to close the notorious 

Rikers Island jail complex.28 To do so, the city  

must substantially reduce the number of people 

detained on Rikers — the majority of whom are  

held pending trial.29 The size of that population is 

largely in the hands of the city’s judges who make 

hundreds of decisions each day about whether to 

release defendants on the promise they will return 

for trial, to request cash bail, or to remand them  

to jail in order to ensure they do return for trial.  

What if there were a way to improve judges’ decision- 

making, so they detain fewer people without 

harming public safety or increasing the number  

of people who fail to show up to court?
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The importance of ensuring that defendants return for trial is understandable: both the efficient operation 

of the justice system and its long-term credibility hinge on parties being present. But holding defendants 

in jail introduces enormous social costs of its own: it disrupts defendants’ lives, sometimes jeopardizing 

employment, family relationships, or medical treatment, while exposing them to the unique risks of jail,  

and it reduces their chances of mounting an effective legal defense. Not to mention that detaining 

someone is costly to taxpayers.

Judges face a difficult problem when they try to forecast which defendants will return to court. In New York 

City, judges already detain a much smaller share of defendants than many other jurisdictions,30 but even 

they overuse jail: in a 2017 article in The Quarterly Journal of Economics, Crime Lab Director Jens Ludwig 

and co-authors showed that jailing could be reduced by more than 40 percent without increasing crime 

rates or the share who fail to appear in court.31 “Prediction is just not something human beings are good 

at,” said Hays Golden, the Crime Lab’s Senior Director for Science and Strategy.

This finding helped inspire a partnership between Crime Lab, 

New York City’s Mayor’s Office of Criminal Justice and its 

Criminal Justice Agency, and the organization Luminosity, Inc., 

to develop a predictive tool that helps judges better assess 

defendants’ likelihood of returning to court. The team used 

advanced machine learning techniques to identify which 

characteristics of defendants best predicted their likelihood  

of returning to court — and then created a tool that uses 

those variables to yield a straightforward and transparent 

recommendation for judges, who always have the final say. 

According to Aubrey Fox, Executive Director of the Criminal 

Justice Agency, “New York City is incredibly fortunate to have 

had two leading data science groups help update the pretrial 

release assessment used in criminal court. At every step  

in the process, Crime Lab and Luminosity, Inc worked hand  

in hand with project planners. It was a true collaboration  

and we couldn’t have done it without Crime Lab’s support.”

Reducing disparities in detention is one of the project’s primary goals, and throughout the design process, 

a diverse advisory council of academics helped the Crime Lab and its partners identify red-flags and areas 

for improvement. Judges, prosecutors, defenders, advocates, and impacted communities were extensively 

consulted as well. Much attention was given to concerns about how carelessly designed algorithms can 

perpetuate existing biases in the criminal justice system (if they are designed from data that is biased by 

past discrimination)32, and care was taken to ensure the tool promotes equity. 

By the end of 2019, the final tool had been rolled out in all the city’s court rooms, and Crime Lab and its 

partners were carefully monitoring the implementation process. If judges adopt the tool’s recommendations, 

they will release defendants far more often than is their current practice. It thus has the potential to prevent 

thousands of jail admissions in New York City each year — and demonstrates an approach for reducing 

unnecessary and harmful pretrial detention all over the country.

REDUCE  
PRETRIAL 

DETENTION  
BY 40%

Research suggests 
algorithms could 

help judges

without an increase  
in crime
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Making the  
Work Possible 

The Crime Lab and Education Lab have attracted support from diverse sources 

that range from individuals to foundations to federal agencies, and they have  

even brought together the competing teams of five of Chicago’s professional 

sports franchises, seeking opportunities to make a lasting difference for their city.

In the Crime Lab’s early days, with a bold new model for improving social 

conditions but little track record to prove itself, the newborn organization 

reached out to Chicago’s foundations and they answered the call. Along with 

support from the Provost’s Office of the University of Chicago, grants from  

the Joyce Foundation, the MacArthur Foundation, and the McCormick 

Foundation got the Crime Lab and then the Education Lab up and running. 

“The Crime Lab’s model of bringing rigorous research to bear on some of our 

toughest societal challenges — but doing so in a time frame to contribute  

to real-world solutions — really appealed to us,” said David Hiller, President  

and CEO of the McCormick Foundation. 

Beginning in 2013, the John and Laura Arnold Foundation became a regular 

supporter, investing over $10 million in a variety of the Crime Lab and 

Education Lab’s projects and providing support to launch Crime Lab New  

York. The Crime Lab and Education Lab have also successfully competed  

for federal funding, including a $6 million grant received from the National  

Institute of Child Health and Human Development (NICHD) in 2014 to evaluate  

several education programs.33 In 2018, local philanthropist Ken Griffin donated  

$10 million to strengthen violence prevention efforts in the city by supporting 

development and evaluation of the Strategic Decision Support Centers  

and other police reform efforts,34 and AbbVie, the biopharmaceutical giant 

headquartered in northern Chicago, made a $15 million donation to tackle 

barriers to education including through the Chicago Schools Success Initiative.35 

page 36The First Ten: A Decade of Impact at the University of Chicago Crime Lab and Education Lab



The Crime Lab and Education Lab have also been supported by an important 

partnership, the Chicago Sports Alliance, which originated in 2017 when the 

owners of five of Chicago’s professional sports teams — the Bears, Blackhawks, 

Bulls, Cubs, and White Sox — resolved to jointly address a citywide spike  

in homicides. Bears’ chairman George H. McCaskey recalled how Bulls and 

White Sox owner Jerry Reinsdorf reached out: “Jerry got us all together  

and said, ‘We gotta do what we can — we gotta do something.’ ” 36

The group consulted with the Crime Lab about how to make the biggest impact 

and, with each owner contributing an equal share, they provided a total of  

$1 million to fund a variety of innovative projects to promote public safety, 

renewing the contribution in each subsequent year. In addition to this financial 

support, the sports teams play an invaluable role raising awareness with their 

fan base, in a demonstration of civic leadership by organizations not typically 

associated with social science. Michael Reinsdorf, president of the Chicago Bulls, 

said the Crime Lab’s approach was part of the appeal: “When you are trying  

to put your money behind different causes, you want to know it’s going to  

be used the right way. And they have a definitive way of showing here’s the 

difference these programs are making.” 37

A second partnership that is crucial for the Crime Lab and Education Lab is the 

Investors’ Council, a small group of local philanthropists and foundations who 

gather for consultation regularly and are both funders and thought-partners. 

Deeply rooted in the city, they look on the Crime Lab and Education Lab as core 

civic institutions and provide flexible, ongoing support for day-to-day operations 

which can otherwise be challenging to fundraise for. “The goal is to ensure these 

essential organizations continue to thrive, as they are building knowledge that will 

help Chicago and other cities address poverty and violence long into the future,” 

said Gillian Darlow, CEO of the Polk Bros. Foundation. But donations of any size 

make a difference, and the organization is grateful to the individual, foundation, 

and corporate donors who continue to support and sustain this critical work.

Now in its second decade, the Crime Lab and Education Lab are doing work  

at a citywide scale that could hardly have been envisioned at their origin.
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The mentor-participant relationship is  
a crucial element of Becoming A Man.

Participants in the Rapid Employment And Development  
Initiative participate in cognitive-behavioral therapy.
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Saga Education’s tutors individualize  
instruction to support student learning.

Girls in Working on Womanhood, an  
Education Lab partner, attend a session.
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