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The many killings of unarmed African American 
residents by police officers during 2020 have 
increased national awareness of the consequences 
of forceful over-policing tactics in predominantly 
Black communities. These senseless deaths have 
prompted a burgeoning call to “Defund the Police” 
– of which, chanting echoes can be heard across the
nation. Although the differentiated interpretation
of its meaning and purpose – reallocation vs.
dismantle – has persisted, the defund the police
messaging has led to honest national conversations
and debates on federal, state, and local funding
for police departments.

According to a Popular Democracy report, between 
20% and 45% percent1 of local municipality 
discretionary funding is allocated toward law 
enforcement departments. A Bloomberg report 
found that since 1977, the United States’ 
policing budget has nearly tripled to $115 billion, 
despite the decrease in crime.2 In another report 
examining state and local budgets spanning 60 
years, Bloomberg found no significant relationship 
between increased police budgets and a crime 
reduction.3

Conversely, studies showing that investment in non-
carceral systems decreases crime. The “Defund the 
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departments..”  
1 The Center For Popular Democracy. (2020). Congress Must Divest the Billion Dollar Police Budget and Invest in Public Education. 
2 Mosendz. P., & Robinson., J.D. (2020). While crime fell, the cost of cops soared. Bloomberg Businessweek. 
3  Bump, P. (2020). Over the past 60 years, more spending on police hasn’t necessarily meant less crime. Bloomberg Businessweek. 
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Police” movement focuses on reallocating funds 
to services that the government has neglected. 
For example, the Affordable Care Act, which 
allowed many low-income individuals to receive 
health care, led to decreased crime.4 Additionally, 
research has found a relationship between a 
decrease in crime and high-quality education.5 
These findings collectively suggest that the 
guided philosophy supporting increased agency 
budgets and expanded police presence in minority 
communities has not yielded6 the desired outcomes 
of reduced crime. However, inflated police budgets 
and increased police presence have dramatically 
increased Black citizens’ contact with police – 

ultimately leading to the currently observed rates 
of police shootings of Black citizens.6

In response to the police shootings and community 
outcry, some cities have started to take action. 
In New York City, Mayor Bill de Blasio vowed to 
reallocate a portion of the city’s $6 billion in police 
funding to social services and programs.7 Los 
Angeles Mayor Eric Garcetti and the city council 
are working to find a way to cut its police spending 
by $100-$150 million with the next budget.8 
Following protests, petitions, and other forms of 
protest from students, colleges and universities 
have ended their relationships with external 
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departments..”
4 Doleac, J. (2018). New evidence that access to health care reduces crime [Blog]. 
5 Boatwright, S. (2020). Defund the Police? We’ve Been Doing That to Education for Years. Education Week. 
6 Belli, B. (2020). Racial disparity in police shootings unchanged over 5 years. Yale News. 
7 Booker, B. (2020). De Blasio On Shifting $1 Billion From NYPD: ‘We Think It’s The Right Thing To Do’. NPR. 
8 Dopp, A., Holliday, S., & Hunter, S. (2020). Defund the LAPD? Garcetti Budget Proposal Takes a Step in That Direction. Rand Corporation. 
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police departments. Yale, Harvard, and the University of Chicago will instead use community-based 
alternatives that provide student support services and crisis intervention.9

As calls for defunding the police have grown, many people have looked to Camden, NJ, which 
abandoned its police department in 2012.10 Some have erroneously drawn similarities to the current 
demand to defund and transfer police resources and power to community alternatives to Camden’s 
restructuring of its police force, which ultimately increased law enforcement presence. It is important 
to emphasize that what happened in Camden is not what the current defund movement is calling 
for. According to the Washington Post, Camden’s restructuring of its police department was grounded 
in philosophies similar to the “broken windows” approach. The broken window model suggested 
that “the cracking down on small fractions would lead to lower incidences of more serious crime.’’12 

Broken windows policing targeted communities in New York City and Camden with severe community 
decay – often predominantly lower-income Black and Latino neighborhoods as high-profile crime 
areas requiring greater police presence and enforcement. The Washington Post report cited a Chicago 
Law Review study that found no evidence that New York City’s broken windows policing strategy 
reduced crime, but it did lead to the disproportionate arrests of Blacks and Latinos. In Camden, the 
Post reported the broken window police strategy led to increased hiring of more police and created a 
dramatically whiter police force.

Both New York City and Camden used the broken windows model to justify increased police spending 
and heighten police officer presence in targeted minority communities. These actions were the catalyst 
to the many social ills witnessed today, including increased police-citizen contact, disproportionate 
arrests of people of color, and increased police shootings of minority citizens in these over-policed 
minority communities. The Post article notes, “It was only tireless efforts from local watchdogs that 

9 Sainato, M. (2020). US students call on universities to dismantle and defund campus policing. The Guardian.
10 Democracy Dies in Darkness. Washington Post. 

Source: E Law Talk
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eventually pressured the new police force to adopt a new force policy requiring officers to avoid 
escalation, training them to do so and requiring them to intercede if another officer was incorrectly 
using force.”10

The argument for defunding police is a national call-out to examine the structure of policing in 
an American society where, in many municipalities, police budgets have grown at the expense of 
investments in social services agencies. Cities such as New York City, Oakland, and Minneapolis have 
large police budgets and little funding for housing, living wage employment, health care, education, 
and transportation.11 Some argue that in suburban neighborhoods, the police are already defunded 
because they have fully-funded schools and access to mental health care and other resources that 
prevent the police from intervening in their livelihoods. A sound argument exists for denouncing the 
broken windows philosophy to suggest that communities with physical decay don’t need more police. 
Rather, they require greater social service assistance to support individuals and families. With this 
approach, defunding police budgets is a rightful call for reallocating resources to support restorative 
community practices that will improve community conditions and empower members by providing 
Black and Brown communities with the resources to live with dignity.

As with other police reform policies, national conversations on defunding the police have fallen victim 
to the politics of message distortion. In response, professional organizations such as the National 
Association of Social Workers and the American Psychological Association have begun to lend their 
support to strengthening alliances with police agencies nationally. As stated by Dr. Angelo McClain, 
CEO of the National Association of Social Workers, “Social workers already work alongside and 
in partnership with police departments across the nation.” Stronger partnerships between social 
workers and police will help communities address behavioral health, mental health, substance use, 

10 Democracy Dies in Darkness. Washington Post (
11 Darby, L. (2020). This Is How Much Major Cities Prioritize Police Spending Versus Everything Else. GQ. https://www.gq.com/story/cops-cost-billions.

Source: ABC News
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 for improved community services.
n Develop partnering relations in municipalities with community mental health and social service 
 agencies to tailor intervention services.
n Establish partnerships with local colleges or research experts to measure the quality and 
  quantity of police-citizen contact requiring specialized social and mental health services.  
n Fund programs and initiatives at the local, state, and federal levels that provide employment 

and training opportunities, after-school youth programs, and educational opportunities for 
people in disenfranchised communities. 

homelessness, family disputes, and other similar calls to 911.12 However, the purpose of the defund 
movement is about transferring resources and power away from policing, not strengthening alliances 
with police. The foundation of the movement is the understanding that police do not make communities 
safer; therefore, increasing collaboration/alliance with police is not the focus of the defund strategy.13 

This is a much-needed policy shift in the broken windows policing initiatives that have led 
to increased police violence in communities of color across this nation.

As state, local, and federal lawmakers, mayors, law enforcement, and other key stakeholders consider 
advancing police reform in their respective jurisdiction, CJR recommends the following:

n Prioritize proportional allocation of budgets to police and social service-related agency types 

12 The Wall Street Journal. (2020). Social Workers Cooperate With Police Forces. 
13 Interrupting Criminalization. The Demand Is Still #DefundPolice.

Source: Education Next
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This action brief is one in a series of issue briefs offering concrete solutions to save lives, 
reduce police brutality, promote equal justice, and build safe, positive relations between 
police and the people they serve. Other action briefs cover:

n Ban Chokeholds

n Duty to Intervene

n Banning No-Knock Warrants

n Qualified Immunity
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The Center for Justice Research, at Texas Southern University, is available to discuss how they can advise on
evidence-based, effective police reform policies and practices on the national, state and local levels – concrete steps that 
law enforcement can take to bridge the racial divide. They can be reached at justice.research@tsu.edu or 713-313-6843.

You can follow the Center for Justice Research on Twitter, Facebook and Instagram @cjresearchtsu.
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