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Public Benefits: An Abolitionist Approach to Crime Reduction

By Laya Reddy*
L. INTRODUCTION

Crime rates in the United States have generally decreased in the past few decades, contrary to the beliefs
of most Americans.' Analysts have credited reductions in crime to several different factors, ranging from changes
in policing and prosecution to economic growth for individuals.? Theories that highlight societal and economic
factors, like the latter, point to the possibility of decreasing crime by improving such factors. Abolitionist theory,
in particular, advocates for addressing social, economic, and political issues by creating and bolstering social
institutions that would make incarceration unnecessary.® This theory argues that prisons are used as a “surrogate
solution” to social problems related to racism and poverty, emphasizing the relationship between inequalities,
crime, and responses to crime.* Indeed, people who enter the criminal legal system are overwhelmingly poor, and
adults in poverty are three times more likely to be arrested than adults who are above the poverty line.

While these statistics raise questions about discriminatory policing, they also provide support for abolitionist
theory by suggesting that increased support for people in poverty could reduce crime. By addressing both the
criminalization of poverty and the byproducts of living in dire economic situations, abolitionist theory offers its
own theory of crime that demands greater societal support for individuals and communities.® Increasing access to
public benefits could supply the additional support necessary to effectively decrease crime.” Expanding welfare
payments, food assistance programs, housing, and medical care would provide people with greater institutional
support and reduce crime rates.®

This paper begins with a note on scope to acknowledge the limits and potential for further research in this
area. It then offers a brief overview of abolitionist theory as a lens through which to understand the issues and pro-
posed reforms. It next presents research that analyzes the relationship between crime rates and access to specific
public benefits: welfare payments, food assistance programs, housing, and medical care. These sections assess the
breadth of research about each public benefit, highlighting the arguments and nuances in existing scholarship on
the topic. Finally, the paper offers solutions consistent with abolitionist theory, arguing for both increased access
to public benefits and decreased institutional violence, among other systemic changes, to reduce crime rates.

1* Laya Reddy is a third-year law student at Northwestern Pritzker School of Law, and will be working in public interest after gradu-
ating. She would like to thank Professor Meredith Rountree, Senior Lecturer at Northwestern Pritzker School of Law, for her thought-
ful feedback on this paper.
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II. BACKGROUND

A. Scope

Public benefits, also known as government benefits or welfare programs, span a wide range of projects
intended to help individuals pay for basic living expenses.’ While the term “public benefits” covers a broad array
of programs, this paper focuses on four of the largest programs in the country.'® Comparable analysis of the impact
of other programs on crime rates would also be useful in assessing the broader effect of public benefits.

Also, this paper does not analyze the impact of employment on crime rates, as public benefits generally do
not encompass employment programs.'' A wide range of research, however, points to an inverse relationship be-
tween employment and crime rates.'> Although employment is not usually a public benefit itself, one can readily
recognize a relationship between public benefits and employment. Mitigating homelessness and providing med-
ical care, for example, can in turn help people to secure and maintain their employment.'* The existing research
indicates that strengthening access to public benefits may also increase opportunities for employment, which
could help decrease crime rates, as a result.'*

Furthermore, this paper relies on research that studies and reports crime rates through the use of the
National Incident-Based Reporting System (NIBRS), the National Crime Victimization Survey (NCVS), other
reporting systems, or some combination of the various reporting methods. While the researchers strive to accu-
rately present crime rates in their studies, there are certainly still gaps in reporting that may create inaccuracies
in the statistics. Indeed, crime rates can be over or underrepresented as a result of mistrust of the police, lack of
faith in the criminal legal system, and political pressures for police to report a certain number of arrests, among
other reasons.'® Consistent with the existing practices in criminological research, however, this paper assumes the
statistics are generally accurate.

Finally, this paper focuses primarily on the reasons people commit crimes, without questioning as much
why certain acts are considered crimes in the first place. It acknowledges that many states and cities across the
United States have laws that criminalize potential acts of poverty, such as homelessness, failure to pay child sup-
port, and inability to pay fines.'® Although the researchers discussed in this paper generally assume that actions
labeled as crimes are justifiably designated so, the solutions section of this paper affords more attention to this
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issue and advocates against the criminalization of poverty.

B. Primer on Abolitionist Theory

Abolitionist theory advocates for both dismantling institutions such as prisons and jails and building so-
cietal methods to support collective success and harm reduction.!” This paper focuses on the latter goal, namely
considering how society can effectively reduce harm and increase collective well-being. Abolitionist theory sup-
ports “public solutions to public problems” through improved access to resources and services for all people.'®
Specifically, it aims to reallocate government funding from police and prisons and invest it in housing, jobs, ed-
ucation, and health to target underlying crime-breeding wealth and opportunity inequalities.!” Through structural
improvement of societal factors, abolitionist theory seeks to reduce community harm; through the elimination of
prisons, it seeks to reduce systemic harm.?

III. RESEARCH

A. Welfare Payments
Overview of welfare payments programs

The government provides cash assistance to impoverished individuals and families through welfare pay-
ments.?! These payments take many different forms and are provided through various government programs,
primarily Temporary Assistance for Needy Families (TANF) and Supplemental Security Income (SSI).?2 In 1996,
TANF replaced Aid to Families with Dependent Children (AFDC), which provided more support to families in
poverty because the federal government, at a minimum, matched funds for every dollar that states spent.”> TANF,
in contrast, is a federally-funded and state-run program through which the federal government provides a fixed
block grant to states, which then decide on their own allocation system.?* States can create their disbursement
program with flexibility so long as the assistance goes to “needy families with children” and meets at least one of
four purposes:

(1) assisting families in need so children can be cared for in their own homes or the homes of relatives; (2) reduc-
ing the dependency of parents in need by promoting job preparation, work, and marriage; (3) preventing preg-
nancies among unmarried persons; and (4) encouraging the formation and maintenance of two-parent families.?

Most states require income levels to be “far below” the federal poverty line in order to qualify for fund-
ing, limiting eligibility even among people in poverty.?® Beyond these restrictions, federal law also bans states
from using TANF to help some immigrants and people with drug felony convictions, among other communities.?’
Through these limitations, along with discretionary state allocation, many families are left without TANF assis-
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tance. In fact, in 2020, only 21 out of every 100 families in poverty got TANF benefits.?® Thus, TANF is not widely
accessible to the families that need them, leaving many of them in need of greater cash assistance.

SSI, the other major welfare payment program, is even more restrictive than TANF because of its height-
ened requirements for eligibility.?? The eligibility requirements for SSI include: “1) []ittle or no income, [] 2) little
or no resources, and 3) a disability, blindness, or are age 65 or older.”*

In addition to these requirements, SSI recipients must be citizens or qualifying noncitizens.’! SSI, like
TANEF, receives federal funding - in this case, from the U.S. Treasury.*> Unlike TANF, however, the federal gov-
ernment also manages SSI distribution; all applicants must meet the government’s “stringent” financial and “rig-
orous” medical criteria, resulting in the rejection of most applications for SSI disability benefits.** Indeed, only
about 30 percent of SSI applicants are ultimately accepted and receive benefits.’* As a result of strict requirements

for both TANF and SSI, welfare payments are not broadly distributed, leaving many people in poverty in need.
The relationship between welfare payments programs and crime

Researchers have studied the impact of welfare payments on crime at length, analyzing general welfare
payments, AFDC, TANF, and SSI. While AFDC is no longer used, its impact is still valuable in observing the re-
lationship between welfare payments and crime. James DeFronzo published one of the earliest studies on welfare
payments, aiming to observe their impact on crime rates.** He found that AFDC assistance, adjusted for cost-of-
living, had significant negative effects on homicide, rape, and burglary rates.’® An increase of $10 in AFDC assis-
tance per family member in 1970, he found, correlated with a decrease of 1.38 in the homicide rate, 5.50 in the
rape rate, and 105 in the burglary rate per 100,000 people.®” Studying nearly 40 standard metropolitan statistical
areas (SMSAs), DeFronzo found that region was not significantly positively related to violent crime rates, and
was even significantly negatively related to robbery rates.*

A similar study of AFDC payments that did not adjust for cost of living observed an inverse relationship
between payments and urban homicide rates, but no relationship with the crimes of rape or burglary.** Other
studies, using comparable methodologies, have also shown an inverse relationship between welfare benefits and
homicide rates.** DeFronzo’s subsequent 1997 study, for example, indicated that AFDC payments per recipient
were negatively associated with homicide rates.*' Another researcher analyzed the impact of AFDC payments on
homicide rates between 1989 and 1990, finding the same connection between higher welfare payments and lower
homicide rates.*> Many of these researchers point to strain and control theories to explain this relationship, theo-
rizing that poor people with more welfare assistance experience less strain and frustration, and are less likely to
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commit crimes as a result.* Some have also relied on social disorganization theory as a basis for this correlation,
noting that welfare payments alleviate community disorganization and create conditions that foster less crime.*

To be sure, not all studies point to an inverse relationship between welfare payments and crime rates. A
2007 study of various counties in California suggested that there was little to no relationship between the two.*
John Worrall, in his paper, admitted the contradictions between his research and the long line of scholarship be-
fore him, crediting part of the differences to the fact that his study only covered one state and analyzed a span of
time less than a decade.*® He also removed several counties from his study in an attempt to minimize the effect of
outliers, but it is unclear if all of the excluded counties would have necessarily been inconsistent with the collect-
ed data.” While Worrall downplayed these limitations, his research is notably one of the only studies to suggest a
lack of relationship between welfare payments and crime.*® Further, California is likely not representative of the
entire country, given that it has one of the highest public welfare state expenditures per capita.*” Thus, the coun-
ties in the state, overall, receive more in welfare payments than counties in other states.> This might diminish the
effects of differences in AFDC payments between counties in comparison to between states, which have greater
disparities in welfare payments.’! Worrall’s research, as a result, may well be an outlier in the long line of schol-
arship that demonstrates an inverse relationship between AFDC welfare payments and crime rates.>

Researchers have also found an inverse relationship between crime rates and TANF, the program that re-
placed AFDC. Scott Liebertz and Jaclyn Bunch observed that welfare restrictiveness appeared to correlate with
increases in crime.> As a state enforces more limiting policies in distributing TANF payments, they concluded,
violent crime increases.> The researchers studied the effect of the restrictiveness of state policies governing ac-
cess to TANF benefits from 1996 to 2012, specifically focusing on the state’s employment requirements, lifetime
limits, punishments for compliance failures, and restrictions on family caps.> They did not find a significant im-
pact of strict policies on property crime, and considered it a potential consequence of not controlling for “states’
propensity to provide certain levels of welfare when given the authority to do so,” comparing the results to models
with weighted propensity scores.’® They did, however, find that increasing welfare restrictiveness had a substan-
tial positive impact on violent crime; in other words, restricting welfare support correlated with an increase in
violent crime.”’

Explaining these results, the researchers hypothesized that increased work requirements for TANF eli-
gibility may leave children more vulnerable to gang activity and recruitment.® Also, stricter requirements are
positively associated with drug use and arrests, which put people more at risk of engaging in violent criminal
behavior.”? Furthermore, as welfare benefits decrease, principles that promote crime replace the communal actions
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and values that might reduce it.** The researchers pointed to social disorganization and social support theories to
explain this relationship: without public benefits, society prioritizes market-based institutions which erode norms
of trust, respect, and mutual cooperation.®’ Thus, the stricter the restrictions on TANF eligibility, the less individ-
uals can rely on social support, which results in increased criminal behavior.

Another study observed the impacts of both TANF and the Earned Income Tax Credit (EITC) on property
crime. The EITC, a lesser known welfare program, provides federal tax credit for working people with moderate
and low incomes.®? To be eligible for EITC, families with children must make below about $50,000 and adults
without children must make below around $17,000.% The amount of EITC an individual receives depends on their
income, number of children, and marital status.® In 2018, the EITC helped to bring around 5.6 million people out
of poverty.®® Despite its success, however, it has rarely been included in research.®® One researcher examined the
impact of EITC and TANF on violent crime and property crime rates across the country from 1997 to 2006.5” She
found that the EITC was more effective than TANF in lifting working-poor families from poverty and was signifi-
cantly negatively related to property crime.®® In fact, she went so far as to state that it is possible that the EITC is
the “most effective federal social support program.”® Any beneficial impact on crime from welfare payments, she
reasoned, is proportional to the effectiveness of the program in bringing people out of poverty; thus, she found that
the EITC was more successful than other welfare programs in reducing crime rates.”’” While the study primarily
found an inverse relationship with regards to EITC, and not TANF, the results still complicate the conclusions of
Liebertz and Bunch by suggesting that welfare payments, in general, have an inverse impact on property crimes,
and not just violent crimes.

The impacts of SSI on crime rates are similar to those of both TANF and EITC. Conducting a natural
experiment of SSI removal from young people as a result of a 1996 welfare reform law, a study found that the
removal increased criminal charges by 20 percent over two decades.” As young people with disabilities lost SSI,
it observed, some engaged in legal employment to recover the lost SSI income, but a larger portion responded by
pursuing illegal income-generating activity, including burglary, theft, prostitution, and fraud.”” The study noted
that children who lose SSI, as people with disabilities who are at or below the poverty line, “may not have the
skills to succeed in formal employment and might face discrimination” in the labor market, which influences
their turn to illegal activity.” While SSI is less far-reaching than TANF because of the additional requirement of
disability for eligibility, it, too, has a demonstrated impact on crime rates.

Another researcher, C. Fritz Foley, offered a more granular analysis of the impacts of TANF and SSI on
crime rates. He found that in many large U.S. cities where more than 10 percent of the population receives food
stamps, criminal activity increased as more time passed since welfare payments occurred.”* This relationship
could reflect that people who receive support from welfare payments consume it quickly and then try to supple-

60 Id.

61 Id. at 479.

62 Policy Basics: The Earned Income Tax Credit, CENTER ON BUDGET AND POLICY PRIORITIES, https://www.cbpp.org/research/policy-
basics-the-earned-income-tax-credit (last visited Mar. 10, 2024).

63 Id.

64 1d.

65 1d.

66 Jessica Brown, Social Support and Crime: A State-Level Analysis of Social Support Policies, 43 J. SocioL. Soc. WELE. 135, 139
(2016).

67 1d. at 141.

68 Id. at 150.

69 1d.

70 1d.

71 Manasi Deshpande & Michael Mueller-Smith, Does Welfare Prevent Crime? The Criminal Justice Outcomes of Youth Removed
from SSI, 137 Q. J. Econ. 2263, 2263 (2022).

72 1d. at 2304.

73 1d. at 2294.

74 C. Fritz Foley, Welfare Payments and Crime, 93 Rev. Econ. Stat. 97, 110 (2011).




2024 Public Benefits 43
ment it with income from crime.” Thus, more frequent payments might reduce crime by providing individuals
with consistent income so they avoid criminal activity. This study also highlighted differences between the gener-
al populations of those who commit crimes and those who receive welfare.” Women made up 57 percent of SSI
recipients and 60 percent of TANF recipients, but only 30 percent of people arrested for financially-motivated
crimes.”” Additionally, many of the boys and men who received TANF benefits were young children, while crime
rates are highest among people in their late teens and early twenties.” The study bridged this gap in data, however,
by noting that many women who receive welfare payments share their resources with men, often not reporting
the relationships to welfare providers.” This sharing of resources across gender might be consistent with sharing
across age, as well. Thus, while the demographic with the highest offending rate is not usually the primary re-
cipient of welfare payments (although adult men are eligible to receive benefits), they still benefit from them. A
change to the welfare system would consequently also impact their ability to receive these benefits.

In sum, research overwhelmingly indicates that welfare payments have an inverse relationship with crime
rates. Programs like TANF, EITC, and SSI have all proven to decrease crime, with varying levels of success. While
one may debate about which program is most wide-reaching and effective, each seems to have a significant impact
on crime rates. Also, while some researchers disagree about whether these programs impact property crimes and
violent crimes in the same way, many studies consistently show an effect on both; regardless, a decrease in even
one crime category would be beneficial. Further research in this area could explore both the difference in welfare
payment programs as well as the impact of the programs on specific crimes. Researchers could also continue to
analyze the disparities in this relationship between counties and states to offer proposals to decrease crime rates
across the country.

B. Food Assistance
Overview of food assistance programs

Of the several different food assistance programs in the United States, the primary one is the Supplemental
Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP), formerly known as the Food Stamp program.’® SNAP provides nutrition-
al assistance to low-paid working families, low-income adults, and people with disabilities living on fixed in-
comes.?! The federal government funds SNAP, but splits the cost of administering it with the states, which operate
it.2 Additionally, a majority of SNAP recipients are in families with children.®® The federal government generally
sets SNAP eligibility rules and keeps them uniform across the country; the standards for eligibility are lower than
many other welfare programs and are broadly accessible to households with low incomes.?* In order to qualify for
SNAP benefits, households must meet three criteria:

[a)] Its gross monthly income generally must be at or below 130 percent of the poverty line, or $2,379 a month
(about $28,550 a year) for a three-person household in fiscal year 2022. Households with a member who is age

60 or older or has a disability need not meet this limit[;]

[b)] [i]ts net monthly income, or income after deductions are applied for items such as housing costs and child
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care, must be less than or equal to the poverty line ($1,830 a month or about $21,960 a year for a three-person
household in fiscal year 2022)[;]

[and c)] [i]ts assets must fall below certain limits: in fiscal year 2022 the limits are $2,500 for households without
a member who is age 60 or older or has a disability and $3,750 for those with an older or disabled member.*

In 2021, the federal government spent around $111 billion on SNAP, and SNAP recipients, on average,
received about $127 per month per person.’¢ As of April 2023, about 12.5 percent of the total U.S. population
received SNAP benefits.?’

Another major food assistance program, although less widespread than SNAP, is the Special Supple-
mental Nutrition Program for Women, Infants, and Children (WIC).*® WIC, as its name suggests, is targeted at
babies and pregnant people to ensure that children are well-nourished in their early childhood.® With its narrower
scope, WIC is only available to “[p]regnant, postpartum, and breastfeeding individuals, infants, and children up
to age [five]” who have a gross household income at or below 185 percent of the federal poverty level and are
determined to be at “nutritional risk.”° Those who qualify for WIC are eligible for benefits for up to six months
after childbirth; those who breastfeed their child beyond six months can receive WIC benefits for up to a year
after birth.”! Young children receive the benefits for up to a year, and then their eligibility is redetermined.”? Over
three-quarters of people approved for WIC benefits also receive other benefits, like SNAP or TANF.” WIC, like
SNAP, receives federal funding, between $5 and $6 billion each year.”* State agencies administer the program
and distribute the funding to individuals.” In 2021, WIC provided an average of $56.90 in food each month per
participant.”® Although 12 million people were eligible to receive WIC benefits, only about six million actually
participated in the program.”’

Finally, there are some other minor food assistance programs available to specific communities. These
programs include the Senior Farmers’ Market Nutrition Program (SFMNP) and the Commodity Supplemental
Food Program (CSFP), which are available to adults 60 and older; the National School Lunch Program, the
School Breakfast Program, and the Special Milk Program, which are for children in school; and the Food Distri-
bution Program on Indian Reservations (FDPIR), which is intended for Native Americans.” Although there are
several different food assistance programs, this paper primarily studies SNAP, as it is widespread and one of the
most effective programs in reducing hunger.”
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The relationship between food assistance programs and crime

The effects of food assistance programs on crime rates are largely similar to those of welfare payment
programs. In fact, Foley, in his study of TANF and SSI, also analyzed the impacts of food stamps on crime, and
found a consistent inverse relationship for all three. He observed that in large U.S. cities where more than 10
percent of the population receives food stamps, criminal activity increased as more time passed since food stamp
payments occurred each cycle.!” Furthermore, not all crimes increased, but those that were likely to be financially
motivated did.'”" As with his findings regarding TANF and SSI, he noted that individuals first consumed the public
benefits they received, and then turned to criminal activity to supplement their losses.!??

Foley discussed the importance of the timing of food stamps in relation to crime, which another study ex-
panded on, finding that a more dispersed schedule of SNAP benefits helped reduce crime.'” Specifically, the study
noted that when the staggered period of disbursement was longer than 15 days - so recipients received benefits
more than 15 days apart - property crimes fell.!* It also found that when SNAP benefits were disbursed on the first
day of the month, crime increased at the end of the month.'® The study credited this effect to the fact that SNAP
benefits coincided with paycheck issuance, so recipients were more likely to spend their money immediately,
run out of food by the end of the month, and turn to crime to find food.!* Interestingly, the study also suggested
that consistent dates in the disbursement schedule led to a higher theft rate, but did not affect other rates for other
crimes.'?” It similarly explained this by noting that continuous disbursement likely leads people to continuously
purchase food and get concerned about the availability of stock at grocery stores, leading to higher rates of theft.!%
Thus, the research points to the possibility of maximizing the inverse impact of SNAP on crime by altering the
timing of its disbursement.

A North Carolina study found that each additional year of food stamp availability in early childhood re-
duced the likelihood of criminal conviction in adulthood by three to four percent.!” The researchers used data for
convicted people in North Carolina between 1972 and 2015.!'° Pointing to prior work that identified a positive re-
lationship between early health intervention and later health, labor market, and educational outcomes, they tested
the impact of food stamps on adult crime rates.!!! They found that food stamps improved both neonatal health and
health during childhood, leading to a reduction in crime.'?

The researchers offered a few theories to explain why increased food stamp programs decreased crime.
For one, increased nutrition improvements in childhood led to improvements in intermediate outcomes - like
better health - which raised the opportunity cost of committing crime.'"® Additionally, improvements in childhood
nutrition impacted psychology by improving self-control and decreasing aggression and violent behavior, which
in turn decreases crime.!!'* These explanations are helpful in explaining the relationship between food stamps and
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crime, especially considering that children are among the largest categories of food assistance recipients.

Finally, the researchers found that food stamp availability had particularly strong effects on violent and
felony offenses, crimes with the highest costs to society.!® This research points to the potential of increased food
assistance programs to decrease crime, particularly with regards to violent crime. Food assistance programs are
instrumental in shaping natal and early childhood health, which significantly impact criminal behavior later in
life. This study is consistent with a long line of research that suggests that proactive approaches to improving
adolescence could help curb future crime.!'

Food stamps may also contribute to criminal desistance. Cody Tuttle found that denying people convicted
of drug offenses SNAP benefits increased their likelihood of recidivism.'"” He identified a natural experiment
in Florida, where he could study recidivism rates after August 23, 1996.""®8 People convicted of drug trafficking
offenses prior to this date had access to SNAP, while people convicted after the date did not.!” Tuttle observed
that people subject to the ban were nine percent more likely to return to prison than people convicted of drug
trafficking who had access to SNAP.'?° Specifically, the crimes that drove recidivism had monetary motives, such
as property crimes.'”! Notably, Tuttle also observed that people subject to the ban did not immediately return to
drug trafficking once released from prison, suggesting that they might have attempted to avoid further collateral
consequences from drug trafficking, despite already experiencing a ban on SNAP.!*

Tuttle explained this relationship between SNAP access and recidivism rates with two theories. First, he
noted the possibility that there was an “increase in the illegal labor supply of ex-offenders,” since they have a
“high attachment” to illegal labor or difficulty entering the legal labor market.'>* Second, he highlighted the pos-
sibility that people not subject to the ban were deterred from committing crime by the potential of losing access
to SNAP if they committed a drug trafficking offense.'**

Research on food assistance programs, similar to that on welfare payments, strongly suggests that in-
creasing access to these benefits would decrease crime. Foley’s study demonstrates an inverse relationship be-
tween food stamps and crime rates, and Tuttle’s scholarship furthers this by highlighting a similar relationship
between food stamps and recidivism rates, as well. Other researchers offer an explanation for this relationship
by establishing that food assistance positively impacts both natal and early childhood health, which then reduces
the likelihood of criminal convictions in adulthood.'* Another study provides a nuanced approach to the existing
research by highlighting how even disbursement schedules of food stamps have an effect on crime rates, due to
the dire need for food from low-income communities.'?® This research individually and collectively establishes
the potential for increased access to food assistance programs to decrease crime rates, particularly as they relate
to financially-motivated offenses. Research has generally focused on SNAP since it is the largest food assistance
program in the United States, but further scholarship could study other programs, like WIC or CSFP, as well.
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C. Housing
Overview of housing assistance programs

Three federal programs primarily provide housing assistance to individuals in need: housing choice vouch-
ers, public housing, and section 8 project-based rental assistance.'”” The Housing Choice Voucher Program serves
as the country’s largest source of rental assistance for individuals.'”® The federal government funds the program,
but the Department of Housing and Urban Development (HUD) and state and local public housing agencies ad-
minister it.'* Eligibility rules may vary by housing agency, but generally, 75 percent of new households admitted
to the program each year must have “extremely low incomes,” which are at or below the poverty line or 30 percent
of the local median (whichever is higher).!*° Families can use vouchers to help pay the rent for their current or
new unit, as long as the housing agency verifies that the unit meets federal housing quality standards and has a
reasonable rent."’! Generally, families with vouchers must contribute either 30 percent of their income or a mini-
mum rent of up to $50 for rent and utilities (whichever is higher), and the voucher covers the rest of the costs.!*?
The Housing Choice Voucher Program assists just over five million people across the country.'*

Public housing, another well-known program, provides affordable housing to nearly two million people
across the country.'** About half of public housing units are in areas with high poverty, and are generally concen-
trated in racially segregated and under-resourced neighborhoods.'** In order to qualify for public housing, families
must have a “low income,” which is defined as less than 80 percent of the local median income; additionally, at
least 40 percent of new families must have “extremely low incomes.”'*® Housing agencies generally charge ten-
ants 30 percent of their income for rent and utilities.'*” The federal government funds public housing, through the
Public Housing Operating Fund and the Public Housing Capital Fund, but local housing agencies administer it.'*®

Section 8 project-based rental assistance (PBRA) is a combination of public housing and the voucher
program. PBRA helps more than two million people in the United States by providing them with PBRA housing
and covering most of the rental cost.”** A family or individual must have a “low income” to live in PBRA housing,
and each PRBA housing development must provide at least 40 percent of its subsidized units to families with
“extremely low incomes.”'* Tenants in PBRA housing pay 30 percent of their income, and the PBRA subsidy
covers the remaining cost.'*! While Congress provides funding to renew PBRA contracts, property owners, who
are either public housing agencies or private owners in agreements with HUD, administer PBRA.'* The main
difference between PBRA and vouchers is that PBRA tenants are generally not permitted to move without losing
their rental assistance; vouchers, however, allow tenants to move to new locations without this loss.'*
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The relationship between housing assistance programs and crime

Research has established a positive relationship between homelessness and reported crime rates. A study
of Los Angeles found that an increase in homelessness increased crimes against people, property, and society.'*
Other studies have also shown higher rates of reported criminal behavior among adults who are unhoused with
severe mental illness as compared to housed adults with severe mental illness.'* The San Diego District Attor-
ney’s Office came to a similar conclusion with regards to recidivism rates, as well.'* They found that not only did
people experiencing homelessness become involved with the criminal legal system at significantly higher rates
than others, but they also had high recidivism rates.'*’

While these studies demonstrate a positive relationship between homelessness and crime, they also make
note of the societal factors that contribute to this finding. For one, policies often criminalize homelessness by
prohibiting acts like sleeping, eating, and asking for money in public spaces.'*® Indeed, people experiencing un-
sheltered homelessness - which exposes them to arrest for these acts - report more interactions with law enforce-
ment than people living in shelters.!'* Specifically, people who are unhoused are frequently arrested for “survival
crimes” like theft and “nuisance crimes” like sleeping on benches.!* The research thus indicates that public bene-
fits that address homelessness would help to reduce crime by taking people off the streets and out of the situations
in which they are most likely to be arrested. In other words, public benefits could lower rates of homelessness,
thereby diminishing the number of interactions between people who are unhoused and the criminal legal system.
Overall, studies have shown that housing assistance has the potential to decrease crime rates, but different pro-
grams have had varying levels of success. Housing vouchers have proved to be one of the most effective forms of
assistance in decreasing crime rates."' One study examined administrative records at public service agencies in
Los Angeles County in 2016 and 2017 to analyze the impact of housing programs on crime rates.'** It found that
housing programs - in the form of monetary assistance - reduced crime; specifically, it lowered the probability
of committing a crime by 80 percent, compared to a baseline mean.'> Jail bookings fell significantly for people
who received housing assistance, compared to those who did not.'** Additionally, individuals with housing assis-
tance were nearly eight percent less likely to be charged with at least one crime than those who did not receive
assistance.'” Indeed, housing assistance appeared to decrease future returns to homelessness, which might have a
longer-term negative impact on crime rates, as well.!>
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Other city-specific studies complicate this research, though, by suggesting that the success of housing
voucher programs is dependent on the location of the housing. A study of housing vouchers in Charlotte, North
Carolina, found that voucher households were associated with higher crime, relying on UCR data from 2000 to
2009." The researchers explained that these results did not indicate higher criminality among voucher recipients,
but instead suggested a convergence of neighborhood conditions that foster crime, which include “higher residen-
tial turnover, decreased social cohesion, and increased numbers of at-risk youths.”'>® They specifically connected
their results with social disorganization theory to demonstrate that the location of subsidized housing mitigated
the potential positive effect of vouchers.!®

A study of Dallas, Texas, came to a similar conclusion but also cast doubt on the use of vouchers as a cause
for high crime, noting that subsidized households are more likely to be in “distressed neighborhoods,” leading to
increases in crime.'® Neighborhoods with higher numbers of households with vouchers experienced high crime
rates not because of a change in the number of voucher households in their neighborhood, but because the neigh-
borhood was already experiencing higher levels of crime.'®' Thus, the location of the subsidized housing - rather
than the voucher program itself - served as an explanation for the relationship between vouchers and crime rates.
Location is also a significant factor in public housing, which blurs the relationship between housing assistance and
crime rates. Hartley and Sandler, in two separate studies of Chicago, both found that demolishing public housing
decreased crime rates.'®* Hartley, identifying a natural experiment through public housing destruction in Chicago,
found that demolition was associated with a reduction in murder and assault rates across the city, pointing to the
concentration of low-income housing in one area as a cause.'®® Importantly, the alternative to public housing in
this study was not homelessness, but instead relocation of public housing residents.'® Thus, the results of this
study point to spatial distribution of public housing as a method of decreasing crime, rather than solely eliminat-
ing public housing.'®® Hartley suggested a reliance on social disorganization theory, noting that collective efficacy
deteriorated when poverty was spatially concentrated, leading to higher crime rates.'®® The current concentration
of public housing in low-income and low-resourced areas only increases the crime that those neighborhoods are
already experiencing, so effective public housing would require more distribution across neighborhoods. San-
dler’s study, analyzing the same natural experiment as Hartley, corroborated these findings and indicated that
crime significantly decreased within a quarter mile of the demolition.'®” Sandler, like Hartley, explained that Chi-
cago’s housing was “above average” in its need for renovation.'*® Specifically, she established that the poor main-
tenance and large size of housing primarily drove the decrease in crime after the public housing demolition.'®
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Another study of the same natural experiment in both Chicago and Atlanta similarly found no adverse
impact on neighborhood crime as a result of public housing relocation.'” The researchers pointed to public hous-
ing transformation that relocated residents to improved housing in safer neighborhoods as a method of reducing
crime.!”! They offered several reasons to explain this phenomenon:

First, relocating public housing residents for redevelopment could disrupt their social networks (Hagedorn
and Rauch 2007), increasing their risk for either perpetrating or becoming victims of crime in their new neighbor-
hoods (Haynie and South 2005; Sharkey and Sampson 2010).

Second, new residents moving into a neighborhood could disrupt the community’s “collective efficacy”—
the degree of mutual trust and social cohesion that acts as a protective factor for residents—thereby making the
residents of these neighborhoods less safe (Sampson, Raudenbush, and Earls 1997).

And third, some public housing residents or their associates could simply bring crime with them, essen-
tially displacing problems like drug trafficking and gang activity from one neighborhood to another.!”

While these studies, on their face, suggest an ambiguous or even positive relationship between access to
public housing and crime rates, they more clearly serve as an indictment of the current public housing program
in the United States. They highlight the shortcomings of the program in concentrating public housing in areas
that already have fewer resources and experience high crime rates. Housing assistance programs, overall, though,
have the potential to decrease crime rates by reducing homelessness. Vouchers have proven to be more effective
than public housing in decreasing crime, but this is primarily because public housing is poorly located. If these
programs instead spread public housing and housing participating in the voucher program throughout cities and
counties, housing assistance could have a significant inverse relationship with crime rates across the country.

D. Medical Care
Overview of public health insurance programs

Medicaid and Medicare are the two primary public health insurance programs in the United States. Medic-
aid, the most expansive program, provides health coverage to low-income individuals and families.'” The feder-
ally-funded and state-administered health insurance program offers financial support to, at the very least, children
in families with an income below 138 percent of the federal poverty line, pregnant people with an income below
138 percent of the poverty line, certain parents and caretakers with very low incomes, and most seniors and people
with disabilities who get cash assistance through SSI.!”* Proponents of the Affordable Care Act (ACA) intended
to expand coverage of Medicaid to other populations, but the Supreme Court gave states discretion over whether
to expand their program.'” The federal government requires state Medicaid to cover certain mandatory services,
like hospital and physician care, but all states also cover certain additional services, like prescription drugs and
vision services.!”® In 2018, the federal and state governments spent about $630 billion on Medicaid, and provided
health coverage to 97 million low-income Americans throughout the year.'”’
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Medicare is a slightly different program, which provides health insurance to people aged 65 or older who
are eligible for Social Security benefits.!”® It covers many of the same services that are covered by Medicaid.!”
The major difference between the two, other than the eligibility requirements, is that Medicare is both federal-
ly-funded and federally-administered.'®® In the context of crime, Medicare is far less researched because people
aged 15-25 commit most crimes, with criminal activity slowing or entirely stopping by the age of 40.'8! While
health insurance that is targeted at individuals over the age of 65 is not necessarily unrelated to crime rates, it does
not target the most impacted age group. As a result, researchers have focused on access to Medicaid, rather than
Medicare, as a driver of crime rates across the country.

The relationship between public health insurance programs and crime

Research overwhelmingly shows that increased access to Medicaid decreases crime rates. One study com-
pared state-level crime rates from 2010 to 2016 between states that expanded Medicaid and those that did not."®? It
found that the ACA expansion of Medicaid in participating states reduced crime by improving people’s quality of
life, thereby increasing the opportunity cost of criminal behavior.'* The results suggested that the ACA Medicaid
expansion was negatively correlated with burglary, vehicle theft, homicide, robbery, and assault.'* The ACA, in
particular, targeted childless adults, a population likely to include many people engaging in criminal behavior.'®
This approach of focusing on specific vulnerable communities likely contributed to the inverse relationship be-
tween health insurance and crime rates.'®

In states that expanded Medicaid eligibility, violent crime rates significantly decreased compared to
non-expansion states.'®” The effect was concentrated mainly among younger adults, the demographic most likely
to commit crimes.'®® Jacob Vogler identified three possible theories to explain the relationship between Medicaid
and crime rates. First, increased medical care may address the connections between mental illness, substance use,
and violence, thereby reducing crime as a result.'" Second, insurance “reduces expected medical expenditures
and increases disposable income,” creating positive income shocks that correlate with decreased financially-moti-
vated and violent crimes.'” Third, increased insurance coverage might increase quality of life, which would raise
the opportunity cost of committing a crime.'! For these reasons, increased access to Medicaid may translate to
lower rates of crime.

Other researchers similarly found a relationship between Medicaid expansion and a reduction in crime
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ers, a study found that rates of robbery, aggravated assault, and larceny theft declined.'”® Medicaid expansions
increased substance use disorder treatments, which reduced the prevalence of substance use, and consequently
decreased crime rates.'” The researchers highlighted the importance of substance use treatment, in particular, as
a major factor in crime reduction.'?

Another study observed arrest rates before and after Medicaid expansion in various states, and found that
arrests significantly declined after the ACA expanded Medicaid, with the largest negative difference for drug ar-
rests.!”® With greater access to Medicaid, the researchers proposed, individuals would be able to get mental health
and substance use disorder treatment, “reduc[ing] the likelihood that police would arrest individuals who may
present mental health problems or are involved in drug-related activity or other criminalized behaviors.”!"’

Overall, they found that Medicaid expansion’s increased insurance coverage among people with sub-
stance use disorders resulted in fewer crimes.'”® Beyond drug use, the study corroborated the findings of other re-
searchers, observing a decrease in violent and low-level arrests following the expansion of Medicaid.' It offered
similar hypotheses to Vogler’s in explaining this trend, noting that insurance increased the financial stability of
uninsured populations and also advanced community health, which both reduced crime.>®

Research consistently proves an inverse relationship between medical care and crime rates. As states opt-
ed to expand Medicaid, they saw crime fall for a variety of reasons. For some, medical care improved people’s
quality of life, which raised the cost of committing crime and risking one’s life. For others, medical care helped to
address underlying issues often associated with crime, such as mental health issues and substance use disorders.
Expanded access to medical care also increased people’s disposable incomes, reducing their need to engage in
crime for financial benefit. These reasons help to demonstrate that investing in expanded medical care through
Medicaid could contribute to a decrease in crime rates across the board.

IV. SOLUTIONS

The research on public benefits demonstrates a clear inverse relationship between increased access to
welfare programs and crime rates. Tuttle suggested that this relationship could be based at least in part on deter-
rence.””! He hypothesized that people may not have engaged in drug trafficking because they feared losing access
to SNAP benefits.?”> While a plausible mechanism, a theory of deterrence would be detrimental in practice, as
it would punish already financially-disadvantaged groups and defund marginalized communities, which would
increase crime, contrary to the principles of abolitionist theory.?”® Rather, the combined strength of the other re-
search findings support increasing, rather than limiting, access to welfare programs.>*
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Indeed, as a direct and immediate response to the connection between welfare programs and crime rates,
activists working in coalition with the government must improve access to public benefits. This would require
at least a three-pronged approach. First, the government should broaden eligibility requirements so more people
can have access to these programs. Considering that the distribution of most of these benefits relies on proof of
low-income status, expanding access might require reconstruction of the standards for income eligibility. SNAP,
for example, is available to families who are at or below 130 percent of the poverty line, which would mean they
make about $32,000 a year or less.”™ An MIT study, though, found that a living salary - the income required to
meet a four-person family’s basic needs - in the United States for 2022 was around $104,000.2% This discrepancy
between the legal standard of poverty and the realistic standard of poverty demonstrates the need to amend the
legal standards to reflect the experiences of families in America. SNAP administrators could respond to this dis-
parity by increasing the bar to 200 percent of the poverty line, or even greater.

Many welfare programs also implement procedural barriers that make it more difficult for people to apply
for and receive them. From large amounts of paperwork to long wait times after mailing in applications, low-in-
come people face obstacles to receiving benefits.”” Many people simply lack information on how to enroll in
benefits in the first place.?”® Others do not have the means or the time to travel to government agencies to offer
proof of their eligibility.”” Additionally, programs could benefit from federal administration, rather than state ad-
ministration, so requirements could be more uniform across the country, limiting a state’s ability to deny people
access to benefits. Federal funding for these programs is also important, as programs funded fully by the federal
government usually get more support from state policymakers than programs that rely on state funding.*'°

Second, the government should provide more funding for public benefits, so that a) more people can
access them, and b) people can receive more support from the programs. Funding can come from a variety of
places; often, activists call for taxing the rich to invest in low-income communities.?'" Abolitionist theory calls
for divesting from police departments and prisons and reallocating that funding to public benefits.?'? In 2017, the
federal government spent $30 billion on police and $7 billion on corrections; state and local governments spent
$129 billion on police and $86 billion on corrections in 2020.?"3 If even a fraction of this money went to funding
welfare programs, they would see material expansion. While fixing the budget and reallocating funds is a long
and complicated process that requires a strong financial infrastructure, the government must pursue this path to
provide better assistance to people in poverty.>!*
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Third, the government should improve existing public benefits to ensure effective and comprehensive sup-

port for people. As the research on housing demonstrates, public housing and housing vouchers can be problemat-

ic, primarily because they concentrate recipients in neighborhoods with high rates of poverty.?'> More thoughtful

housing assistance could eliminate this de facto class segregation (and racial segregation, considering the relation-

ship between race and class). Governments should invest in poorer neighborhoods while also dispersing public

housing across communities. Other programs, like SNAP and TANF, might benefit from increased coverage and

a revised distribution schedule to ensure maximum access and assistance.

Public welfare programs reforms should be coupled with policy reforms that end the criminalization of
poverty. Many laws and policies currently in place criminalize people in poverty solely for their existence.?'®
Crimes that punish homelessness and inability to pay fees directly criminalize people in poverty. Other crimes,
like theft and disorderly conduct, indirectly significantly impact communities in poverty, since these groups are
more likely to be found guilty of such crimes.?!” If lawmakers rewrote or eliminated these policies that have a
clear disproportionate effect on people in poverty, impacted communities would feel immediate relief.

Finally, abolitionist theory calls for society to eradicate prisons and police to reduce harm.?'® Efforts to
invest in public benefits must be simultaneous with efforts to abolish systems of violence. Prisons in the United
States increase crime, so eliminating these would decrease crime.*”” Policing, as an institution that contributes to
and perpetuates the harms of prisons, should also be abolished. In fact, some studies have shown that intensifying
policing can exacerbate crime rates.””° Thus, consistent with abolitionist theory, to decrease crime, activists in co-
alition with the government must increase access to public benefits, eliminate laws that criminalize poverty, and
abolish police and prisons.

V. CONCLUSION

Studies on public benefits have established a strong inverse relationship between crime and at least four
different programs: welfare payments, food assistance, housing, and medical care. This research points to the
potential power of public benefits in reducing crime, through an abolitionist approach that invests in communities
while eliminating systems of harm. In addition to increasing funding for these programs, governments should im-
prove their existing programs to ensure that they are accessible and effective in providing people with the support
they need. Further research on this topic could explore different forms of public welfare, the impact of reformed
assistance programs, and a more granular analysis of impacted communities. As the existing scholarship makes
clear, reducing crime rates requires supporting marginalized communities.
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