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Executive Summary 
The purpose of this project was to explore perceptions of crime in the St. Paul Promise Neighborhood 
and compare them with reported crime. We utilized focus groups to identify resident perceptions of 
which areas in the Promise Neighborhood are safe and which are unsafe. These perceptions were 
mapped by each individual focus group participant, aggregated into one overall map, and then 
overlaid on reported crime data maps from the City of St. Paul Police Department. 

The Promise Neighborhood initiative in St. Paul, MN, encompasses a 250-block area that includes 
the Frogtown Neighborhood and part of the Summit University Neighborhood. This initiative is a 
collective effort to create “a community where all children succeed in school and life.” (Strong 
Schools, Strong Communities: Saint Paul Public Schools Strategic Plan 2011-2014, 2010). The St. 
Paul Public School system is in the process of transitioning from a school choice model to a 
community schools model, which encourages students to attend schools near where they live (Ibid.). 
This change will have a significant impact on how students travel to and from school; parents in this 
area must have confidence that safe pathways to school are available for their children.  Equally 
important when considering perceptions of crime is the feeling of overall safety for residents, which 
affects the willingness of residents to use public spaces and interact with neighbors. 

Results from the focus group and mapping activities indicate that resident perceptions are on target in 
some areas, but more frequently, residents perceive the Promise Neighborhood to be more unsafe 
than the reported crime rates reveal.  Several areas were specified as unsafe when they had a 
relatively lower rate of reported crime from the city of St. Paul. Conversely, of the four blocks in the 
neighborhood with the highest rates of crime, only one of the blocks was indicated to be unsafe by 
more than a few focus group participants. 

There were limitations of this study, namely, the small sample size and the short amount of time 
available for research. Focus groups were conducted at already established community meetings, so 
the number of participants was dependent upon those who attended each meeting. This research 
project was conducted in three months from start to finish. Researchers were only able to scratch the 
surface of neighborhood crime perceptions, leading focus groups at only three community meetings. 

This research finds that strengthened neighborhood relationships will bridge the gap between 
perceived crime and reported crime. The results of this research recommend further work in building 
neighborhood ties between the Promise Neighborhood initiative and residents, in an effort to reach 
more residents in the neighborhood. Relationships between residents should be supported to build 
neighborhood cohesion and trust, with special focus on activities that will encourage sharing and 
helping between neighbors. Neighborhood cohesion will enhance positive perceptions of the 
neighborhood by residents and encourage everyone to feel responsible for public spaces. Finally, 
relationships between residents and institutional service organizations in the area, such as the police, 
city, and garbage service, should be strengthened to promote trust and to demonstrate the dedication 
of the institutions to the neighborhood.  
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Introduction 

The St. Paul Promise Neighborhood 

Located in the heart of the city, the St. Paul Promise Neighborhood is a 250-block area that 
encompasses all of the Frogtown (Thomas-Dale) neighborhood and part of the Summit-University 
neighborhood in St. Paul. The Promise Neighborhood Initiative in Saint Paul, MN is a collective 
effort to create “a community where all children succeed in school and life.”  The initiative kicked off 
in 2010 with the receipt of a Promise Neighborhood Planning Grant from the U.S. Department of 
Education. The cradle-to-career initiative has targeted two public elementary schools in the 
neighborhood: Jackson Preparatory Magnet School and Maxfield Magnet School. Students attending 
these schools, and children and families in the Promise Neighborhood community face serious 
challenges that negatively impact their success in school, at home, and in their communities.  
Examples of these challenges include high rates of poverty, low household incomes, lack of adequate 
transportation, poorly performing schools, language barriers, and inadequate access to healthy foods 
and activities (Summary of Results from the 2011 Community Assessment and Segmentation 
Analysis, August 2011). The Promise Neighborhood initiative seeks to galvanize community 
resources that strengthen the neighborhood and support increased student achievement (Saint Paul 
Promise Neighborhood Residents: Their major social, demographic, and economic characteristics 
n.d.). 

The boundaries of the Promise Neighborhood are Lexington Avenue to the west, Rice Street to the 
east, the Pierce Butler Route to the north, and Selby Avenue to the south. This neighborhood was 
chosen to be a Promise Neighborhood due in part to the demographic and economic make-up of the 
area: fifty-seven percent of households have incomes below $35,0001, twenty-eight percent of adult 
residents lack a high school degree, and one-third of residents are younger than the age of 18 (ACS 
Survey 2006-2010 n.d.).  In comparison, forty percent of households have incomes below $35,000, 
thirteen percent of adult residents lack a high school degree, and one quarter of the population of St. 
Paul is younger than the age of 18 (ACS Survey 2006-2010 n.d. and Census 2010).  

The St. Paul Public School system is in the process of transitioning from a school choice model to a 
community schools model, which encourages students to attend schools near where they live (Strong 
Schools, Strong Communities: Saint Paul Public Schools Strategic Plan 2011-2014 2010).  This 
change will have a significant impact on how students travel to and from school.  The school choice 
program provides busing to students who live outside of a particular radius of their school while 
neighborhood schools will be much closer and enable students to commute by walking or biking. 
Parents, however, must be assured that their children’s pathways to school are safe.  

Perceptions of Crime Project 

The Amherst H. Wilder Foundation, a non-profit health and human services organization located 
within the Frogtown and Summit-University neighborhoods, conducted community research in 2011 
as part of the planning phase for the Promise Neighborhood Initiative. During their research, staff 
noticed that while crime data told one story of neighborhood safety, resident perceptions told yet 
another (Martin 2012). The Wilder Center for Communities works with individuals and organizations 
to introduce people to the fundamentals of civic involvement, to nurture and build the skills of 
emerging leaders, and to renew the energy and commitment of experienced leaders.  The Center 
1 All currencies are given in 2010 constant dollars. 
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proposed a research project to identify neighborhood crime hot-spots derived from St. Paul crime 
data and to compare those hot-spots with crime perception hot-spots identified by Promise 
Neighborhood residents. The goal of the project was to explore the differences between resident 
perceptions and reported crime, to explain the source of differences between perceived and reported 
crime, and to propose potential strategies to improve the accuracy of crime perceptions among 
residents in the Promise Neighborhood. This paper aims to summarize the literature on crime 
perceptions and fear of crime, provide data on Promise Neighborhood residents’ perceptions of 
crime, and propose strategies to address the discrepancy between reported and perceived crime while 
continuing to work toward the goal of strengthening the neighborhood and enhancing student 
achievement. 

Literature Review 
Introduction 

Professionals from disciplines such as sociology, psychology and urban planning have attempted to 
uncover why and how residents develop perceptions of crime and their impact on behavior and the 
neighborhood. In this section we will review research that seeks to identify how perceptions of crime 
develop, the factors that impact perceptions and the effectiveness of programs to address residential 
perceptions of crime.  

Fear is a natural emotion that is justified when perceived risk is congruent with objective risk. 
However, when fear is out of proportion to objective risk, it becomes dysfunctional by constraining 
behavior, personal opportunity and community cohesiveness (M. Warr 2000).  Increased fear of 
crime in conjunction with actual decreases in the incidence of crime has created a renewed focus 
among researchers to try to understand this complex phenomenon (Ferguson and Mindel 2006). 

Formation of Perceptions and Impact of Personal Characteristics 

Early research on fear of crime did not distinguish between the two important cognitive aspects of an 
individual’s experience of crime victimization: the perception of crime—the assessment of the 
likelihood of victimization; and the fear of crime—an emotional response to the threat of crime 
(Rountree and Land 1996).  More recent research has begun to differentiate between these two 
aspects of the individual’s experience. Jackson (2011) proposes that fear of crime is informed by two 
factors: perception of crime and assessment of risk.  Both of these factors are informed by a series of 
personal and environmental factors (Jackson 2011). (See Appendix C for a visual summary of this 
cognitive process.) 

Perception of crime is informed by one’s understanding of three major elements: the presence of 
crime in the area, personal control, and environmental control.  Both the perceived level of social 
cohesion and other factors in the environment inform the perceived presence of crime. Social 
cohesion is the level of connectedness amongst neighbors; when a neighborhood has little social 
cohesion, it is perceived to be less safe (Jackson 2011).  Factors in the environment can act as signals 
of the responsiveness of residents in the area. For example, markers such as personalized plantings 
and lawn art can convey a non-verbal message that residents take ownership of the block and will 
actively respond to inappropriate behaviors or will call on institutional actors (such as the police) to 
assist them to respond. In contrast, littered surroundings and unkempt properties signify that residents 
will be less likely to effectively respond to undesirable behaviors. The combination of these physical 
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environmental factors and one’s confidence in the police and other institutions affect a person’s sense 
of environmental control, and influence an individual’s perception of crime and assessment of risk in 
the area.  

A person’s assessment of risk is composed of three components: crime avoidance, crime prevention 
and the ability to imagine one’s victimization (also known as the availability heuristic). Crime 
avoidance refers to whether and how a person makes decisions about their behavior to eschew 
locations that are felt to be unsafe. For example, a person avoids a potentially dangerous situation by 
choosing to walk alone along a poorly lit and unpopulated route only during the day, rather than at 
night. The common belief that precautionary measures, such as placing valuables in the glove 
compartment of a parked car rather than the back seat, may decrease the likelihood of criminal 
incidents reflects an individual’s conception of crime prevention. The availability heuristic, or the 
ability to imagine oneself as the victim of a crime, can be affected by witnessing violence in a movie, 
reading crime blotters, personal experience and learning of others’ experiences. Dissemination of 
reported crime has been proven to increase fear of crime, as it heightens the awareness of crime in an 
area (Brown and Wycoff n.d.).  Non-violent crimes can also cause a fear of violent crimes, even if the 
offenses are not reported (LaGrange, Ferraro and Supancic 1992).  Jackson’s model of the cognitive 
development of perceptions of crime can provide insight into how to evaluate potential programs 
designed to decrease perceptions and fear of crime. 

Both individual characteristics and the type of crime being considered affect the extent to which an 
individual believes that she or he has the ability to prevent or mitigate victimization. Crimes 
committed against individuals (personal crime) may be more likely to decrease a woman’s perception 
of her self-control than on a man’s, particularly for sexual assault or rape (Reid and Konrad 2010). 
Similarly, older adults may feel less confident in their self-control than younger adults (Rountree and 
Land 1996). Notably, when burglary of a home is considered, there are no significant differences 
between the self-perceptions of men and women as they consider their sense of control (Rountree and 
Land 1996). 

When individuals judge the consequences of a crime to be particularly severe, the likelihood of the 
crime does not have to be high to cause an elevated fear (P. Warr 1987).  For instance, even though 
auto theft occurs more frequently than homicide, people are likely to have a greater fear of being 
murdered than having their car stolen; this dynamic is referred to as risk sensitivity. Risk sensitivity is 
further mitigated or exacerbated by the individual’s sense of his or her own personal vulnerability, 
which can be affected by personal characteristics such as gender, age, or appearance, as well as the 
individual’s perception of their ability to handle the victimization (Jackson 2011).  Police presence 
and relationship with the public is another important factor in an individual’s perception of 
consequence.  Collective fear can actually be intensified by visibility of the police if their presence is 
perceived as being representative of criminal activity (Brown and Wycoff n.d.). 

The perception of self-control is also influenced by social control, which establishes and regulates 
behaviors amongst people. Social control can be formally institutionalized through departments and 
policies or informally enacted by private citizens. A person’s ability to imagine themselves as a 
victim in concert with the perception of a space’s social control can result in varying levels of 
fear.  For example, Rountree and Land (1996) found neighborhood disorganization, which refers to 
the general appearance of disarray, to be more highly correlated to levels of fear for whites than for 
people of color. Subsequent research has disputed this finding. Sampson (2004) found that a person’s 
racial identity had no effect on perceptions of crime but that the perceived racial identity of the 
particular neighborhood and area did.  Other informal control factors include casual conversation 
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about crime, as well as cohesion, trust, and shared values among neighbors (Renaur 2007).  An 
individual’s perceived risk of crime is a strong predictor of his or her fear of crime. The formation of 
perceptions of crime is an important process to understand in the consideration of programmatic 
interventions; awareness of the factors that impact perceptions of crime may also aid in the processes 
of program design and evaluation.  

Importance of Social Context 

In the 1970s, scholars developed social disorganization theory, which assesses the effects of 
community structure and social organization on crime and delinquency (Kubrin and Weitzer 2003). 
Social disorganization theory posits that various neighborhood norms create conditions favorable or 
unfavorable to crime and delinquency. For instance, intervention during an episode of family 
violence by a neighbor of calling the police may not be acceptable in some communities; if this is the 
case, it’s likely that the perceptions of neighborhood safety of all neighbors who bear witness to the 
episode will decrease. Social controls, which regulate behavior, are signaled throughout physical and 
social neighborhood elements.  Norms of environmental and personal control determine what is 
socially acceptable; for example, a car parked in a person’s yard could contribute to environmental 
disorganization, which affects the entire neighborhood’s norms and actions (Kubrin and Weitzer 
2003). Degrading social controls in a neighborhood will lead to other areas of degradation, as well. 
As the residents become acclimated to an area of environmental disorganization, other social 
controls, such as reporting crimes, will decline as well.  

Ferguson and Mindel (2006) studied twelve variables and their impact on perceived risk of crime. 
Neighborhood satisfaction reflects how comfortable a person is in his or her neighborhood, and a 
feeling of belonging and pride in the area. This confidence in the neighborhood can overshadow prior 
victimization, as a resident’s dedication to the neighborhood can outweigh the particular 
consequences or crime victimization (Marzbali, et al. 2012).  The Ferguson and Mindel (2006) study 
found that neighborhood satisfaction was the strongest predictor of a lower perceived risk of crime. 
They also found that perceived risk of crime was the number one predictor of fear. However, Taylor 
and Covington (1993) find that the relationship between neighborhood incivilities, violations of 
visual or behavioral norms, is only indirectly linked to the fear of crime. Incivilities are fear inspiring 
as they result in broader problems, such as loitering, theft and assault (Taylor and Covington 1993).
  

Research completed by Sampson and Raudenbush (2004) stands in stark contrast to much of this 
research. Where the previous studies posited that disorganization induced fear of crime in the study’s 
subjects, Sampson and Raudenbush propose that disorganization is a subjective interpretation highly 
affected by the perceived social and economic characteristics of the neighborhood. Further, they find 
that rather than disorganization causing greater fear of crime, these feelings were triggered by the 
perceived poverty and racial identity of the neighborhood. This study also concluded that there was 
no significant variation in perception of fear across the racial identities of the subjects when the same 
neighborhood was examined (Sampson and Raudenbush 2004).  

Factors in the Physical Environment 

Disorder, the visible violation of widely shared norms about public behavior, signals a lack of social 
control, which establishes and regulates behaviors among people. This lack of social control creates 
the both the opportunity for and the fear of deviant behavior (Skogen 1990).  Considerable attention 
and weight have been attached to the “Broken Windows Theory.” This theory postulates that visual 
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cues in the environment can elevate the fear of crime among residents and serve as an invitation for 
the actual perpetration of crime (Wilson and Kelling 1982). Wilson and Kelling also posited that a 
vacuum of community-level social controls was created when the role of police changed from that of 
watchmen to crime fighters. These informal social controls, for example, stopping neighborhood 
children from petty vandalism or asking people to pick up their litter, signal that deviant behavior will 
not be tolerated. As these informal social controls decrease, disorder increases, and residents perceive 
more problems and lose confidence in their neighborhood. This becomes a self-fulfilling cycle: the 
loss of confidence results in even weaker social controls, which provides opportunities for criminal 
incidents. Research consistently finds a significant, positive relationship between neighborhood 
incivilities (litter, vandalism, abandoned buildings, for example) and the perceived risk of and fear of 
crime among residents (Ferguson and Mindel 2006). 

Early research that sought to test the Broken Windows hypothesis focused on establishing a 
connection between disorder and fear, although this exploration utilized subjective rather than 
objective perceptions of disorder measures (Perkins, Meeks and Taylor 1992). Ralph B. Taylor and 
Jeanette Covington (1993) conducted a study that examined fear based on objective measures of 
disorder. They led a block-by-block physical survey of neighborhoods in Baltimore, noting the 
physical dilapidation of individual buildings as well as the deterioration of streets, alleys, and 
sidewalks. Observers noted the presence of abandoned buildings and storefronts, graffiti, and litter. 
These factors were then compared to resident morale and calls for police service. Controlling for 
actual deterioration of the neighborhoods as well as demographic characteristics of the residents, the 
study revealed that objectively defined neighborhood disorder was a strong predictor of perceived 
crime. Regardless of the level of actual crime incidence, residents perceived that crime was occurring 
in neighborhoods that exhibited community disorder (Perkins, Meeks and Taylor 1992). 

In addition to negative, fear-inducing cues in the environment (such as dilapidation and graffiti), 
some researchers have also investigated the impact of positive cues. In the past people have 
incorporated positive cues into the built environment in terms of how people interact with and form 
expectations for a space.  C. Ray Jeffrey developed Crime prevention through environmental design 
(CPTED) concurrent with Oscar Newman’s theorization of defensible space in the early 1970s 
(Robinson 1996).  Perkins, Meeks and Taylor (1992) examined how territorial functioning and 
defensible space affect perceptions of crime. Territorial functioning includes property maintenance, 
beautification, and personalization; defensible-space buildings are oriented to encourage natural 
surveillance by residents. These positive cues signal that the residents are invested in their 
neighborhood and pay attention to daily activities (ibid.).  Without territorial defense features and 
defensible-space buildings, spaces, and the behaviors that belong in and around them, remain 
undefined. While the authors did not come to a conclusion about the impact of territorial defense on 
perceptions of crime, Marzbali, et al. (2012) determined that while the use of CPTED has coincided 
with a decrease of criminal incidence and victimization, they could not conclude that the use of 
CPTED has an impact on fear of crime. 

Potential Solutions for Reducing Inaccurate Perceptions of Crime 

Crime is both enacted and perceived at the scale of specific street corners, not the census block scale 
(Braga, Hureau and Papachristos 2010).  Thus, all solutions should be considered on a micro scale. In 
addressing methods to resolve an inaccurate fear of crime, research has settled on two methods: 
formal or informal control.  Formal control results from established structures, such as police 
presence and government sanctions. Informal control results from social norms and interactions that 
reinforce local values (Hirschi 1969). 
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In general, the most important aspect of formal control is the relationship between police and the 
community.  A fear of police increases the fear of crime; better relationships with police, as well as 
improved encounters between police and citizens, decrease both the fear of crime as well as crime 
itself (Renaur 2007).  Research in a neighborhood in Houston, Texas, measured the impact of several 
interventions on residential fear of crime. Interventions that resulted in a decrease of fear included 
establishment of a police community station, citizen contact patrol, and to some extent, community 
organizing.  Residents were able to visit the community station for information about safety, or to 
report concerns to a police officer.  Citizen contact patrol refers to a patrol officer whose sole job is to 
establish relationships with people in the community, including both residents and business owners 
(Brown and Wycoff n.d.). 

Counter intuitively, many tactics undertaken by police and citizen groups to reduce the fear of crime 
actually achieve the opposite. Formal police participation in neighborhood organizations does not 
decrease actual crime or the fear of crime (Ross and Jang 2000).  In the study in Houston, when 
police initiated community organizing efforts there was no effect on crime or fear of crime (Brown 
and Wycoff n.d.).  Victimization prevention programs, victim follow-up contact, and crime 
newsletters were all found to increase fear of crime as they increase residents’ ability to imagine 
themselves as victims of crime (Brown and Wycoff n.d.).  Informal discussions of crime have also 
been shown to increase the fear of crime, which shows that both formal and informal approaches to 
disseminating crime information increase fear among residents (Ross and Jang 2000).  Fear of crime 
victimization will increase as residents learn more about where crime takes place in their 
communities.  

An important aspect of informal social control is neighboring ties, which are connections amongst 
neighbors. There has been little consensus on concrete definitions of what constitutes a neighboring 
tie; thus, varying impacts on perceptions of crime have been found. The studies that found 
neighboring ties to be most effective in preventing crime and lessening fear are those that measured 
neighboring ties via the willingness of neighbors to help and share with one another (Bellair and 
Browning 2010).  Further, neighboring ties can be especially important in neighborhoods with high 
levels of disorder.  Neighboring ties were found to mitigate fear of crime in neighborhoods with high 
levels of disorder, even when formal participation in neighborhood organizations did not have a 
significant effect (Ross and Jang 2000).  Establishing a feeling of neighborhood cohesion was found 
to be more important in decreasing fear of crime than resident involvement in crime prevention 
efforts (Renaur 2007).  Neighborhood ties and social cohesion arise organically through interactions 
and are not programmatic strategies, but they can be established and enhanced through other 
interventions such as community events.  

Safety and a sense of community can also be promoted via environmental approaches.  For example, 
sustained efforts to combat litter and vandalism, as well as increasing the number of public street 
lights and the presence of personalized yard markers and private plantings can promote a sense of 
community and lower perceptions of crime (Perkins, Meeks and Taylor 1992). Environmental 
approaches can also help prevent crime and the perception of crime by diminishing the ambiguity of 
what types of behavior are appropriate in a space and enabling residents to intervene when social 
norms are broken (Perkins, Meeks and Taylor 1992).  Environmental approaches to crime and crime 
perception reduction should be undertaken with caution because not all environmental approaches 
diminish fear and perception.  For instance, pruning trees for higher visibility and increasing the 
transparency of fences have been shown to lower rates of victimization, but do not have any effect on 
fear of crime (Marzbali, et al. 2012). 
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Conclusion 

Neighborhood satisfaction is the strongest predictor of an individual’s perceived risk of crime; an 
individual’s perceived risk of crime is the number one predictor of his or her fear of crime. 
Enhancing neighborhood satisfaction will yield strong results in reducing both perceptions of crime 
and the fear of crime. Existing research indicates that both formal and informal social controls play 
an important role in maintaining neighborhood social organization. These factors have informed our 
project’s inquiry into why perceptions of crime differ from reported crime. 

Methodology 
This project seeks to compare residents’ perceptions of crime with crime data compiled by the City of 
St. Paul. The research process included a review of academic literature, focus groups held with 
residents and stakeholders, and conversations with local community leaders and Wilder Research 
Foundation staff. The research process was submitted for review by the Institutional Review Board at 
the University of Minnesota and was considered exempt from review, as it did not collect identifiable 
information from focus group participants nor did not involve research with vulnerable populations. 
The team conducted a spatial analysis of participants’ perceptions of safety compared with reported 
crime data from the City of St. Paul Police Department to identify particular opportunities for action 
within the Promise Neighborhood. 

Focus Groups 

Focus groups were used to collect information about perceptions of safety from residents of the 
Promise Neighborhood. Focus groups allow the researcher to interact with participants over a short 
period of time, they provide qualitative and anecdotal information that is not easily uncovered in 
other types of information collection, and they allow the conversation to be steered in the direction of 
choice of the moderator or researcher (Morgan 1997).  These informal group conversations help 
researchers access attitudes and experiences of participants by building trust and confidence between 
researchers and local residents and by allowing a deeper discussion of important issues (Kitzinger 
1995). 
 
The team contacted five local community organizations, based on the client’s recommendations, to 
partner on hosting the resident focus groups. One organization chose not to participate with the 
research project out of concern for their stakeholders, having significantly contributed to previous 
research for the Promise Neighborhood and other initiatives along the Central Corridor but feeling as 
though they have seen little follow-through. Staff at every community organization that was 
contacted raised this concern. Scheduling difficulties also prevented a focus group from being held 
with an additional community organization. Three focus group conversations were held during and 
after regularly scheduled community meetings in order to maximize the number of participants. Each 
focus group was designed to be 20-30 minutes in length; researchers first led the group in a cognitive 
mapping activity, and then discussed as a group topics related to the mapping experience.  

A cognitive map is a hand-drawn interpretation of a person’s environment; it represents the 
individual’s spatial perceptions of the world around them. In the cognitive mapping exercise for this 
project, individuals were asked to provide a glimpse of how their spatial perceptions of the 
neighborhood influence their choices and behavior. When multiple individuals complete maps of the 
same area, they can be combined to illustrate the collective perceptions, which are difficult to capture 
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through other methods (Lynch 1960). 

For the mapping activity, each participant was given a blank map of the street grid that composes the 
Promise Neighborhood; only major arterial streets were labeled. Other landmarks were intentionally 
left off the map to avoid implying any kind of bias to that location. A marked landmark could 
communicate to the participants heightened interest in that area on the part of the researchers. The 
maps were marked only with a legend that identifies the boundaries of the Promise Neighborhood, 
roads, and railroads. (See Appendix B for a copy of the blank map used in the activity.) 

Participants were first asked to identify landmarks within the community and to denote them with an 
asterisk. Using triangles to identify places that they believe are unsafe, participants were asked to use 
red to signify locations that are unsafe all of the time, and black to signify areas that are only unsafe 
at night. The participants were then asked to use a square to identify locations where they feel safe; 
using black to signify areas they believe are safe all of the time, and red to signify locations that they 
believe are safe only during the daytime. Finally, the participants were asked to identify areas that 
they feel are safe for children, using a circle of any color. The team did not define “safe,” but allowed 
participants to do so individually since what makes a space safe is an individual interpretation. The 
age range of children was also not specified, but was explained, as children deemed old enough to be 
outside without parental intervention.   

Following the mapping activity, participants were engaged in a group discussion to explore what was 
reported on the maps. The participants were asked to identify why they chose to mark areas as unsafe 
and how safety in these areas can be improved. If time allowed, participants were also asked which 
areas varied in safety by day and night and what contributed to the variation. The discussion was then 
directed toward safety for children; the participants were asked to identify which areas were unsafe 
for children, and why these areas were perceived to be unsafe for children.  

Demographic information was collected from the participants to better understand how well the 
group of participants represented the population of the Promise Neighborhood.1 No information was 
collected that would allow participants to be identified. Knowing the neighborhood context, and 
being white researchers from the University, we did not collect race out of concern for sensitivity. 

All areas marked on the individual cognitive maps as “unsafe” by participants (whether perceived as 
unsafe only at night or always unsafe) were plotted on a map of the Promise Neighborhood using a 
Geographic Information Systems (GIS) database. The total number of times that an area was marked 
unsafe by participants was summed for each census block within the Neighborhood. Proportional 
symbols were used to display, by block, the frequency of indications (Figure 5). Blocks with more 
participants indicating lack of safety are represented with larger circles. These blocks are denoted, as 
having “High” perceived crime levels; generally speaking, these areas were marked as unsafe by 
approximately half of the participants. Blocks with only a few participants indicating lack of safety 
are represented with smaller symbols. These blocks are denoted, as having “Low” perceived crime 
levels. Blocks not marked by a single participant do not have symbols. 

Crime Data  
Data on all criminal incidents that were reported in the Promise Neighborhood in 2011 was provided 
to the team by the St. Paul Police Department in ArcGIS-compatible shapefile formats. For this 
research, crimes unlikely to be witnessed by the public, such as fraud, were removed. The crimes 
included were those that researchers saw referenced in academic articles relating to fear of crime and 
those that the researchers deemed would impact an individual’s sense of personal and property safety. 
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(A full list of included crimes can be found in Appendix D.) In order to standardize measurement across uneven 
census block size, crime incidence was aggregated for each block and then divided by the total 
number of acres per that census block in ArcGIS. Crime incidence is thus mapped per acre by census 
block. 

The perceived crime hot-spot map was combined with the 2011 map of reported crime in the Promise 
Neighborhood to compare the perceived crime hot spots with the reported crime hot spots.1   

For a deeper analysis of the crime data, the team separated reported crimes into two categories, 
personal crimes and non-personal crimes. Crimes included in the personal crime category include 
crimes that create physical harm to the victims or create a clear threat to personal safety. Forcible 
rape, homicide, assaults, robbery and weapons are included in the Personal Crimes map. Non-
personal crimes include all other crime categories that are included in the initial map of reported 
crimes.  

Promise Neighborhood Demographics 

Figure 1: Map of Census Tracts in the Promise Neighborhood 
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St. Paul has undergone significant changes in the last decade. St. Paul’s population decreased overall, 
but greater numbers of foreign-born and minority race residents are moving into the city. Incomes 
have risen slightly but the percentage of people living below the poverty line has increased 
significantly. Education levels have risen. While, in some cases, the St. Paul Promise Neighborhood 
is experiencing trends similar to those experienced throughout St. Paul, in many cases, the St. Paul 
Promise Neighborhood trends are widely divergent. Furthermore, there is also considerable 
demographic and socioeconomic variation between the nine census tracts that make up the Promise 
Neighborhood Demographic data from two sources was utilized (See Figure 1 for map of Census 
Tracts). The 2010 U.S. Decennial Census—an exact count of residents—provided data for the 
following characteristics: age, race, Hispanic origin, vacancy rate, and household tenure. The 2006-
2010 American Community Survey (ACS) pooled sample—a sample derived from data averages 
over five years—was used to obtain information on: foreign-born population, poverty, educational 
attainment, language spoken at home, and household incomes.   

Demographic Factors 

In line with trends in the past few decades, St. Paul experienced a slight population loss between 
2000 and 2010. The population shrank less than one percent across the city. During the same time 
period, the Promise Neighborhood experienced a fourteen percent loss in population. Those 
remaining in or moving to the Promise Neighborhood were much younger than in the city as a whole. 
In 2010, only one-quarter of the St. Paul population was younger than eighteen years of age while 
one-third of the Promise Neighborhood population was as young (Table 1). The percentage of youth 
in a census tract, however, varies significantly across the Promise Neighborhood—from twenty-eight 
percent in tract 324 to thirty-eight percent in tract 336 (See Appendix E).  The large youth population 
puts more pressure not only on institutions to provide more educational and recreational 

opportunities, but also greater pressure on the 
workforce and the informal community to support 
than other areas in St. Paul.   

The racial diversity and national origins of the area 
overall are important to grasping and 
understanding the complexities of the social and 
educational challenges in the Promise 
Neighborhood. In 2010, thirty-nine percent of the 
population identified as Black or African 
American, twenty-five percent identified as White 
and twenty-six percent identified as Asian (Table 
2). Furthermore, compared with St. Paul’s foreign-
born population of seventeen percent, the foreign-

born population of the Promise Neighborhood was estimated at twenty-seven percent in 2010. Across 
the census tracts, racial composition and national origin varies significantly. The population census 
tract 327 has the highest concentration of Asian residents with forty percent. Census tracts 335 and 
336 are more heavily Black, with sixty-four percent and seventy-three percent respectively. Five of 
the census tracts that make up the Promise Neighborhood had higher estimated populations of 
foreign-born residents; these were 324, 325, 327, 336, and 337. This variation of race, ethnicity and 
cultural heritage has important implications for building neighboring ties. 

St. Paul 
Promise 
Neighborhood 

Age 
  Under 18 25% 33% 

18 to 24 years 14% 13% 

25 to 44 years 20% 41% 

45 to 64 years 23% 20% 

65 years and over 9% 7% 

Table 1: Age Comparison 
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An estimated forty percent of the Promise 
Neighborhood population speaks 
languages other than English at home. 
The most common languages are Hmong 
(18%), African languages (8%), Spanish 
(5%) and Vietnamese (4%). Language 
barriers may prove to be difficult 
obstacles to building ties between 
neighbors or building ties between 
institutions and residents.  Translation as 
well as non-verbal communication and 
interaction should be given precedence, 
especially in tracts 327, 336, and 337. 

Social Factors 

Low educational levels in the Promise 
Neighborhood reinforce the need for 
comprehensive education support 
structures in the community. While the 
city of St. Paul as a whole is relatively 
well educated with forty percent of the 
population holding a Bachelor’s degree 
or higher, less than twenty percent of 
Promise Neighborhood residents have 
the same qualifications (table 3). Sixty-
two percent of the population in census 
tract 337 does not have a high school degree (or the equivalent).  

By 2010, the home ownership rate across the Promise Neighborhood was forty percent, significantly 
lower than the fifty-one percent ownership rate in the City of St. Paul. Home ownership rates varied 
significantly across the Promise Neighborhood census tracts, from just seven percent in tract 337 to 
fifty percent in tract 326. The perception of interest in and dedication to the neighborhood is often 
tied to home ownership, thus promoting efforts that increase home ownership may also help increase 
neighborhood social cohesion (Sampson, Morenoff and Gannon-Rowley 2002). 

Vacancy of residential properties has a great impact not only on housing and property values in the 
surrounding areas, but may also attract certain types of criminal behavior, provide the appearance of 
neighborhood disorder and decrease neighborhood cohesion. In 2010, the overall vacancy rate in the 
Promise Neighborhood was ten percent. House vacancy is often cited as a risk for crime and source 
of heightened perception of crime in research and was also mentioned as a concern by residents.  
However, recent research has indicated that both the presence of crime and the presence of home 
vacancies are explained by a similar set of factors, thus home vacancy has less of an effect on actual 
crime than it does on the perceptions of crime (Kirk and Hyra 2011). The three census tracts 
immediately north of University Avenue (325, 326, and 327) have high vacancy.  

The two census tracts east of Dale Avenue and south of University Avenue (336 and 337) both have 

Table 3: Education Comparison 

Table 2: Race Comparison 

St. 
Paul 

Promise 
Neighborhood 

Race 
  White 60% 25% 

Black 16% 39% 

American Indian 1% 1% 

Asian 15% 26% 

Hawaiian/Pacific Islander 0% 0% 

Some other Race 4% 4% 

Two or More Races 4% 5% 

St. Paul 
Promise 
Neighborhood 

Educational Attainment   
Less than High School 13% 28% 

High School Graduate 24% 29% 

Some College 26% 28% 

Bachelor's degree 22% 11% 

Advanced degree 14% 4% 
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high populations of foreign-born residents, high rates of poverty, and lower rates of both educational 
attainment and income. The three census tracts that straddle Interstate 94 and are mostly west of Dale 
Avenue (335, 338, and 339) have relatively low rates of poverty compared to the Promise 
Neighborhood. Additionally, tracts 324 (northwest corner) and tracts 338 and 339 (south of Interstate 
94) have relatively higher proportions of the population that identify as White than the other Census 
tracts.  Further analysis of neighborhood 
characteristics and their implications for 
both perceptions of crime and the 
building of relationships between 
neighbors as well as residents and 
institutions will be important as the 
Promise Neighborhood initiative moves 
forward. 

Economic Factors 

Household incomes were unevenly 
dispersed throughout the Promise 
Neighborhood in 2009 (Table 6). In the 
Promise Neighborhood overall, fifty-
seven percent of households earned less than $35,000 while twenty-nine percent earned between $35-
$74,999. Only two census tracts (338 and 339) had less than 50% of households earning below 
$35,000. In 2009, thirty-six percent of residents in the Promise Neighborhood earned less than the 
Federal Poverty Guideline (FPG) though there was significant variation across the census tracts. Both 
tracts 336 and 337 had more than fifty-two percent of their residents living below the FPG. 
Identifying these concentrations of characteristics is important to being able to target programs and 
services to the relevant populations within the Promise Neighborhood.  

Results 
Crime Data 

The analysis includes 6950 criminal incidents that were perpetrated in 2011 and reported to the St. 
Paul police department.  Figure 2 shows the spatial distribution of reported crimes in the Promise 
Neighborhood.  Reported crime rates in the Promise Neighborhood (for the crimes of interest listed in 
Appendix D) from zero to forty-three crimes per acre. The mean number of crimes per acre is 4.61, 
with a standard deviation of 5.03. While the Promise Neighborhood overall experiences higher crime 
rates than many other areas of St. Paul, roughly half of the Neighborhood’s blocks experienced either 
no crime or very low crime concentrations (one to five crimes per acre) over the course of 2011 (City 
of St. Paul Police Department 2012). The greatest concentrations of crime occur in two bands: along 
University Avenue, spanning the neighborhood, from roughly four blocks north of University 
Avenue to two blocks south of University Avenue; and along the length of Dale within the 
neighborhood, from two blocks west of Dale Avenue to two blocks east of Dale.  A small cluster of 
moderately concentrated crimes occurs just south of Interstate-94 in the western part of the Promise 
Neighborhood in a five-block area near the Oxford Community Center. A few additional areas of 
highly- or moderately- concentrated crime occur only in isolated blocks scattered throughout the 
Promise Neighborhood. The four corners of the neighborhood tend to have low concentrations of 
crime. 

Table 4: Income Comparison 

St. Paul 
Promise 
Neighborhood 

Household Income (2009) 
  $0-$34,999 40% 57% 

$35,000-$74,999 33% 29% 

$75,000  28% 14% 

Poverty   
Below Poverty 16% 33% 
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Figure 2: Reported Crimes 

13

We identified three reported crime hot spots for 2011 as found in figure 2 below:  

• Rondo Library block: one block at the southwest corner of University and Dale 
Avenues (214 crimes, 43 crimes per acre--7.6 standard deviations above the mean) 

• Milton/Chatsworth dealership blocks: two blocks, one on either side of University 
Avenue West of Victoria Street with large car dealerships (276 crimes, 33 crimes per 
acre on the block north of University--5.6 standard deviations above the mean, 22 
crimes per acre on the block south of University--3.4 standard deviations above the 
mean) 

• Dale/Concordia block: one block at the southeast corner of Dale Street and Concordia 
Avenue. (108 crimes, 21 crimes per acre--3.23 standard deviations above the mean) 

All three reported crime hot spots hosted a wide variety of crimes in 2011, from petty offenses to 
more serious offenses. They had high rates of property crimes, personal crimes, Part I crimes, and 
Part II crimes compared with other areas of the Promise Neighborhood. The Promise Neighborhood 
was home to two murders in 2011; the murders occurred in the Dale/Concordia block and within one-
half block of the Milton/Chatsworth dealership block. 

Figure 3 above shows the concentrations of personal crime in the Promise Neighborhood. Personal 
crimes are those that physically threaten or harm an individual, such as assault. This map shows that 
personal crimes are a factor in the reported crime hot spots. The majority of crimes in the Promise 
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Neighborhood are non-personal crimes. They make up eighty-seven percent of the crimes in our 
analysis. When separating personal crimes from non-personal crimes, slightly different trends 
emerge. Personal crimes are more highly concentrated in the eastern half of the neighborhood, east of 
Dale Street (fig 3).  

Figure 4 below shows the concentrations of non-personal crimes reported in the Promise 
Neighborhood. Non-personal crimes refer to incidences that do not directly affect an individual’s 
physical safety, such as property crimes or auto theft. These crimes are widely distributed throughout 
the neighborhood, but with a slightly higher concentration west of Dale Street (fig 4). 

Focus Groups 

Demographics of Focus Group Participants, participant-residents and the Promise 
Neighborhood Population 

Of the twenty-three community members who participated in the focus group process, sixty-five 
percent identified themselves as living within the Promise Neighborhood. However, in our 
conversations with focus group participants as well as community organizations, we encountered a 
lack of familiarity with the St. Paul Promise Neighborhood initiative on a broad scale. Thus, it is 
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likely that a much higher proportion of the participants are residents of the Promise Neighborhood, 
particularly since the service areas of the community organizations with whom we partnered are 
almost entirely within these boundaries. 

Our literature review identified several characteristics that have an impact on perceptions of crime 
and safety: gender, age and race. While we did not collect demographic information based on race or 
ethnicity due to sensitivity concerns, we are able to compare the gender and age demographics of the 
focus group participants and participant-residents with that of the Promise Neighborhood population. 
The age of focus group participants and participant-residents was compromised of a higher 
proportion of individuals 40 and older than are present in the Promise Neighborhood. In terms of 
gender representation, the group of participants tended to be more female than the population of the 
neighborhood. (See Appendix F for tables comparing focus group demographics to Promise 
Neighborhood demographics.) 

Race and ethnicity were not collected in the focus groups to ensure that participants were comfortable 
speaking openly. Questions of race can be polarizing, especially when coming from white 
researchers. In the interest of gaining trust with residents, this issue was not addressed, as the 
information found by collecting race would not be valuable to risk the potential damage a question of 
race could have on focus group interactions.  
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Four additional characteristics of the participants and participant-residents were significantly 
different than that of the Promise Neighborhood population: educational attainment, home ownership, 
children living at home and language spoken at home. The educational attainment of all focus group 
participants and resident participants was significantly weighted towards those with post-secondary 
degrees, a stark contrast to the majority of the population living in the Promise Neighborhood. We 
also spoke with a higher proportion of homeowners than is representative of the Promise 
Neighborhood population. 

The proportion of participants who had children living at home was relative to that of the population 
of the Promise Neighborhood; however, the majority of participant-residents in the focus groups did 
not have children living at home. Due to the relevance of the research question to parents of school-
age children, this is a significant limitation of our project. We also spoke with a significantly higher 
proportion of participants who speak English at home than what is reflected in the Promise 
Neighborhood population. 

Aside from a few areas of relative similarity, the demographic characteristics of participants and 
participant-residents in our project do not reflect those of the population of the Promise 
Neighborhood. Participation in neighborhood and community associations is a voluntary activity; 
thus, participants are likely to have more discretionary time (and so are generally older and less likely 
to have children living at home), very comfortable speaking English in public and invested in the 
community due to a high financial stake (in homeownership). Since the audience of our focus groups 
was limited to neighborhood organizations, it is perhaps unsurprising that the demographic 
characteristics of participants are generally unreflective of those of the Promise Neighborhood. While 

Figure 5: Perceptions of crime from focus groups 
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focus groups are not intended to be statistically significant, ensuring that a representative sample of 
the population is engaged in this research will add depth and salience to the results of a community 
research project and increase community support of any resulting initiatives. To this end, it will be 
important in further research to engage more renters, households with children living at home, 
households with adults who have not obtained a post-secondary degree, and households who do not 
speak English at home as well as males, and adults between the ages 18-30.   

Each focus group evolved differently from the others, which is a limitation of this method. While the 
researchers were still able to gather valuable information, the first focus group contained far more 
informal patterns and more of a group mapping experience. The third focus group had more one-on-
one discussion between participants and researchers, and due to time constraints in the already-
scheduled community meeting, had very little large group discussion. 

Participants were given discretion as to the size of the unsafe areas. The number and size of unsafe 
areas identified by participants varied considerably; some participants marked only one or two 
discrete sub-block areas within the Promise Neighborhood as unsafe while others marked large areas 
covering up to twenty or thirty blocks.  Several participants identified particular businesses or 
buildings they felt were unsafe while others marked locations along a portion of a street.   

The map of the perceptions of crime is found below. The circles indicated areas where multiple 
participants marked the area to be unsafe. The larger the circle, the more residents indicated the area 
was unsafe. The largest circles represent areas that were marked as unsafe by approximately half of 
all focus group participants.  

The majority of focus group participants indicated that the area east of Dale Street and north of 
University Avenue is unsafe. They also indicated that the arterial roads in the neighborhood, 
University Avenue, Dale Street, Western Avenue, Thomas Avenue, and Rice Street are particularly 
unsafe. Participants frequently mentioned Unidale Mall, on University Avenue and Dale Street, as an 
unsafe location where crimes often take place. Some participants marked additional areas scattered 
throughout the Promise Neighborhood as unsafe. The areas perceived to be unsafe by a fewer number 
of participants varied throughout the Promise Neighborhood, but there was some clustering along 
Interstate 94 between Dale Street and Marion Street. In some cases, respondents specified particular 
crimes that plague an area. For example, Thomas Avenue was mentioned as an area with a 
concentration of drive-by shootings and drug problems. The parking lot of Unidale Mall and 
Wendy’s was identified as a gathering place for high numbers of unsupervised youth that frequently 
congregate and cause general disturbances. The businesses near the intersection of University Avenue 
and Dale Street were also noted as being targeted for recent robberies. A few participants reported 
that Sherburne Avenue, west of Dale Street, is a common location for prostitution. Major 
intersections such as University Avenue and Dale Street were noted as being unsafe for pedestrians. 

Participants also noted several trends throughout the neighborhood that while not necessarily crimes, 
contribute to an overall unsafe perception of the neighborhood. This includes vacant houses, broken 
streetlights, overgrown shrubbery and garbage dumping. Many of these non-crimes can lead to 
criminal activity or a perception of criminal activity. For example, participants reported that vacant 
houses are chronic grounds for dumping, copper theft, prostitution, and drug activity. Both broken 
streetlights and overgrown shrubbery create conditions that could hide criminal activity. Residents 
noted that some areas were known to have criminal activity, while others just had an overall unsafe 
feeling.  
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Discussion 
The above map overlays the perceptions of crime found in the focus groups with the reported crime 
data collected by the City of St. Paul. Areas with darker colors (orange and red) indicate a higher 
concentration of crimes per block, as found in the reported crime data. Circles indicate areas 
perceived to be unsafe by residents; the larger the circle, the more participants marked this area to be 
unsafe. The largest circles indicate that approximately half of all focus groups marked the area as 
perceived to be unsafe.  

In some cases, the areas identified by participants as unsafe were also areas of increased crime 
concentration. For example, participants felt that the entire length of University Avenue was unsafe, 
and the St. Paul crime data confirmed the higher than average concentration of crime within the 
neighborhood. The same is true of Dale Street. Of the three-reported crime hot spots mentioned 
earlier, only the Rondo Library block had a high perception of crime. The Milton/Chatsworth 
dealership blocks were infrequently marked as unsafe as reported by the participants, and the 
Dale/Concordia block was not indicated as unsafe by any of the participants.  

Generally, crime is perceived to be higher east of Dale Street than west of Dale Street. There are a 
number of blocks scattered west of Dale with moderately high crime rates that were not as likely to 
be perceived as unsafe by participants. It is whiter west of Dale, poorer and there are significantly 
more homeowners west of Dale Street than to the east of Dale Street.  

The northeast corner of the Promise Neighborhood, along Como Avenue from Dale Street to Western 
Avenue, was indicated as an area that is unsafe by many of the participants. Yet, this area has a much 
lower rate of reported crimes than other areas in the neighborhood.  

 There were also several areas that were not indicated by respondents to be unsafe, yet had high rates 
of reported crime according to the St. Paul crime data. There are a number of areas west of Dale 
Street, both north and south of Interstate 94. One of these blocks is the Dale/Concordia block, which 
is one of the three reported crime hot spots in this area. This corner has a high rate of both reported 
property crimes and personal crimes, yet was not indicated as an area that is unsafe by any of the 
respondents. Along Thomas Avenue near Victoria Street there is also a moderately high rate of 
personal and property crimes, though participants did not indicate it as an unsafe area. One block to 
the north of Thomas Avenue at Chatsworth Street had a high incidence of reported personal crimes, 
but was not perceived to be unsafe by any of the focus group participants.  

Differences between the levels of reported crimes and perceptions of crime on this map might be the 
result of one or more factors. Focus group participants or staff from community organizations alluded 
to some of these others are the results of the team’s analysis.  

Why perceived crime may be higher than reported crime 
People’s experiences and memories of crimes, whether their own or those of their neighbors, and 
other traumatic incidents shape their perceptions of safety by enabling visualization of victimization 
or trauma (Jackson 2011).  These incidents carry a substantial impact on perceptions, an impact that 
extends beyond just twelve months. It is highly likely that many of the participants in this project 
referenced their own memories and experiences that occurred in the neighborhood before 2011. 
There is also a possibility that the criminal incidents participants described occurred sometime in 
2012 prior to their contribution to this project. As the crime data provided by the St. Paul Police 
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includes only those reported crimes from 2011, there is a high probability that the perceptions shared 
by participants cover a greater period of time than the crime data that is used.  Perceptions of spaces 
are intimately connected with the significant events that take place there, even taking into account the 
passing of time (Burgess 1979). The negative influence of criminal activity may last far longer than 
the influence of other day-to-day neighborhood activities. Even if the event has long since passed, it 
will continue to affect residents’ sense of safety for years to come.  
 
This project’s focus groups were held in the contexts and relationships of established community 
organizations. These arenas are commonly a space in which information about reported criminal 
incidents is shared, which may have magnified the awareness of crimes discussed during the focus 
groups.  
 
Physical or social disorder visible in an area could create perceptions that are out of alignment with 
reported crime.  Themes that emerged in individual focus groups were gatherings of unattended 
youth, and problems with broad institutional systems, such as trash pick-up and snowplowing. One 
result of neighborhood disorder is a lack of trust among neighbors, which reflects weakened social 
ties between those who live in the area.  

Another reason that perceived crime may appear to be higher than reported crime incidence in some 
locations is the under-reporting of crime. In conversations with community organization staff and 
participants at each of the focus groups, there was general consensus that residents do not report 
every criminal incident that they witness. Several motivations were provided as an explanation of this 
behavior:  

1. 911 operators are housed at Ramsey County; the operators have told some residents that the 
location they report does not exist. Residents have been frustrated by the responses of 
dispatchers who do not understand their neighborhood or who are not familiar with locations 
in their neighborhood. 

2. Residents don’t feel it will have an effect on the safety of the neighborhood; calling is not 
worth the effort. 

3. People are uncomfortable sharing all of the personal information requested by 911 
dispatchers. 

4. Residents do not trust police intervention; residents have witnessed or have been told of 
police behavior that leads them to infer that the police will respond unfairly.   

5. Residents become complacent towards crimes and forget to call. 
6. Many people do not have time to call the police for less serious crimes. 
7. Some crimes are witnessed on a regular basis over longer periods of time; residents perceive 

police intervention as effecting crime only in the short-term, rather than the long-term.  

Why perceived crime may be lower than reported crime 

Participants did not indicate many areas as being unsafe, yet had a higher incidence of reported 
crimes. Specifically, fewer individuals marked the area west of Dale Street as unsafe, even though it 
has a similar reported rate of crime to the area east of Dale Street. Part of this may be due to the type 
of crime; west of Dale Street had a higher reported rate of property crimes than personal crimes. 
Property crimes may not impact the residents’ sense of safety as heavily as do personal crimes.  
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This gap between perceived crime and actual crime might also be due to the geographic location of 
the actual focus groups. The focus groups were all held in central areas of the Promise Neighborhood, 
along Dale Street. Because of the location, the respondents may have been subconsciously prompted 
to mark areas near Dale Street as unsafe. Residents that attended the focus groups were also more 
likely to live near the meeting locations since distance is likely a factor in attendance of community 
meetings. Participants also may not have been as familiar with areas further away, as most people are 
more familiar with the goings on in the couple of blocks within a short radius of where they live and 
work. 

As mentioned earlier, areas west of Dale Street also have a larger amount of owner-occupied housing 
compared to areas east of Dale Street, which has a majority of renter-occupied housing. The area with 
a higher amount of owners may have stronger ties between neighbors, as the residents are more likely 
to live in the area longer and have more of a vested interest in the neighborhood than would shorter-
term renters. This could lead to more social cohesion in these areas.  

Limitations 

There are several limitations to this type of research; primarily, focus groups are unnatural settings 
for open conversation (Morgan 1997).  In this research, four distinct limitations were encountered:  

• The participants had self-selected to attend the originally scheduled meetings, and were not a 
representative sample of citizens, thus omitting many residents with children, work or other 
evening commitments. 

• Group interaction during the focus group may have biased some residents towards identifying 
particular things as problems that they would not have otherwise. 

• The focus groups were arranged through community organizations, thus participation was 
dependent upon previously established relationships. 

• This project was conducted over the course of only three months, which allowed for minimal 
relationship building between local organizations and researchers.   

Self-selection is a naturally occurring limitation with this type of research. Those who actively 
participate in neighborhood organizations are more likely to both be involved with the community 
and aware of local problems. An individual who has already chosen to participate in the activities of a 
neighborhood organization is likely to be more concerned with increasing the safety and value of the 
neighborhood. The focus groups took place during the evening, which excluded those with time 
conflicts. Those who work in the evenings, people unable to find childcare or individuals who have 
various other commitments would bar a sector of the population from attending community meetings. 
The primary goal of the focus groups was to interact with parents of children in the Promise 
Neighborhood; parents may be less likely to attend neighborhood meetings in the evening due to 
childcare responsibilities.   

Group interaction within a research group is a classic issue in social research. Mutual support of 
opinions is a common strength of a focus group, encouraging participants to speak openly about 
observations and problems (Kitzinger 1995).  Despite this benefit, interaction within a focus group 
can cause a group mentality among participants, resulting in issues of conformity, and unwillingness 
to dissent from popular opinion (Morgan 1997).  Attitudes and conversational patterns can be 
influenced or skewed depending upon which individuals are present for the focus group, as well as 
the personal relationship between participants.  
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Two of the three focus groups were arranged through existing relationships between the project’s 
client and community organizations; the third focus group was arranged though outreach on the 
behalf of the researchers.1  Organizations that have had little contact or interaction with Wilder were 
more difficult to access for meetings, as prior relationships were not established. Focus groups are 
beneficial to investigate a subject within a cultural and relational context (Kitzinger 1995).  
Relationships already established by the client were reflected in interactions between the researchers 
and the organization, both positively and negatively. Positive relationships resulted in strong focus 
groups and valuable conversations. Weaker relationships resulted in difficulties contacting the 
organizations, less interaction, and less commitment to the research and focus groups. It was also 
recommended by the client to hold a focus group with Jackson and Maxfield elementary schools, as 
they are the schools targeted by the Promise Neighborhood grant.  No contact was established with 
Maxfield, and Jackson declined to participate, due to timing issues and previously established 
relationships with the Promise Neighborhood.  

While invitations were issued to several community organizations, researchers encountered difficulty 
in obtaining buy-in from some organizations, primarily reflected through the perception that the 
“community was done being studied,” and that many residents had already participated in research 
efforts as part of the Promise Neighborhood and other research initiatives, but hadn’t perceived 
enough of a return on their time and effort.  

While a few participants marked areas across the 250-block Promise Neighborhood, most participants 
identified unsafe and safe areas within a much more limited area, making all map markings within a 
15-30 block area.  This suggests that the Promise Neighborhood may not be the appropriate unit of 
analysis. We observed that it does not represent the neighborhood in a form that is meaningful to 
individuals or families living within the Promise Neighborhood. Future research on this topic should 
attempt to collect perception of crime data on a smaller scale than the Promise Neighborhood. 

In our focus groups, participants were asked to identify areas where they felt unsafe. Responses were 
then compared to reported crime data. It is important to note that feeling unsafe and perceiving 
crimes are not necessarily identical. People may feel unsafe in locations that are not necessarily 
crime-ridden. On the other hand, residents may not fear locations that they know are crime hot spots. 
For example, one focus group participant stated that despite seeing drug deals happen “all the time,” 
he does not see this activity as a personal threat, and thus does not feel unsafe. 

Conclusion 

The discussion from the three focus groups alongside the comparison of the reported crime data from 
the Promise Neighborhood for 2011 to the aggregated cognitive maps of residents highlight some 
opportunities for bridging the gap between perceptions of crime and reported crime. The Promise 
Neighborhood area does have higher than average crime rates than the City of St. Paul (City of St. 
Paul Police Department 2012).  When considering how and whether to improve the perceptions of 
crime it is important not to lose sight of the fact that the neighborhood would benefit from a decrease 
in crime as well as a decrease in the perception of crime. Promise Neighborhood leadership may want 
to add to the perceptions of crime data by conducting additional focus groups at a smaller scale with 
more targeted populations.  
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Recommendations 
Based on the research that has been completed in this project, as well as in larger studies, we have 
three comprehensive recommendations for the Promise Neighborhood Advisory Board. We 
recommend that the PNAB continue connecting with residents and parents on this topic, identify and 
support programs and events that encourage neighboring ties, and strengthen relationships between 
community members and institutions. 

Continue Connecting with Residents and Parents 

While much has been learned from our group’s research on this topic, not enough residents have been 
engaged in order to devise a comprehensive programmatic approach to improve residential 
perceptions of crime. As the characteristics of the focus groups show, there are significant portions of 
the Promise Neighborhood community that have not yet been given the opportunity to provide their 
opinion on neighborhood safety. Potential avenues to connect with a representative cross-section of 
Promise Neighborhood residents include culturally specific community groups in the area, 
neighborhood associations, resident-parents of students at Maxfield and Jackson schools, rental 
communities, and the Wilder Center for Communities Neighborhood Leadership Program. Particular 
attention should be paid to connecting with non-native English speakers, communities of color, 
immigrants, new residents, and parents of school-aged children. Hosting conversations across these 
various identity groups may lead to richer discussions with residents and encourage further 
neighboring connections amongst neighbors. These discussions could also be used to promote further 
resident engagement in the Promise Neighborhood initiative.  

Supporting a Sense of Community 

Building neighboring ties in a way that promotes sharing and helping between neighbors has been 
shown to create a greater sense of community between residents.  This is the most effective tool for 
increasing perceptions of safety within a neighborhood. The Promise Neighborhood Advisory Board 
should focus on assisting residents in efforts of neighborhood cohesion, including block-level social 
gatherings, as well as supporting and sponsoring neighborhood events. Vibrant neighborhood 
gatherings foster a belief in the safety and strength of the neighborhood, as well as a sense of trust 
amongst neighbors. Several types of programs should be considered, including neighborhood 
gatherings, neighborhood beautification programs, and biking and walking buses to schools. 
Neighborhood gatherings and watch programs may help ease the distress caused by incidents of 
concern that focus group participants identified. Neighborhood beautification programs improve the 
appearance of the physical environment and decrease perceptions of crime. Since criminal activity is 
usually concentrated in very localized areas geographically, such as street corners, and perceptions of 
crime are often formed at the block scale, neighborhood cleanups of vacant properties and 
community gardens are reasonable strategies to undertake.  

Residents also mentioned the need for biking and walking safe routes to schools. As the St. Paul 
School System transitions to a community schools model, safe routes to school will alleviate parents’ 
concerns over their children’s safety while traveling to school. This visible activity in the 
neighborhood will also signal both safety and community interest of the residents.  
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Strengthening Community-Institutional Relationships 

The Promise Neighborhood initiative should work in concert with community organizations and 
institutions that serve the community to facilitate communication and relationship building between 
the two groups and residents. Through our focus groups, we heard about two institutions with which 
residents cited less than ideal relationships: waste service and the police. The PNAB need not engage 
in advocacy but rather support the organization of residents to communicate with institutional 
representatives about their concerns and possible solutions; this will encourage strengthened 
relationships between the residents and institutions, provided all participants perceive they are being 
treated with respect. Three potential strategies for this recommendation include 

● Instituting community connections policing – Dedicated police officers and staff spend time 
meeting with residents simply to discuss resident concerns of safety in the community.  

● Facilitate conversations with County 9-1-1 operators to address resident concerns regarding 
location identification. Facilitate community meetings with the neighborhood’s waste service 
provider to address concerns regarding waste service.  

Relationship building in the sense of formal controls is absolutely necessary for the strength of the 
Promise Neighborhood. Residents have indicated a need for increased police presence in the area, yet 
they also have reported that they do not always call the police for minor disturbances, partly because 
of past experiences with 9-1-1 operators. Relationship building between the community and the local 
police would benefit the residents’ perception of law enforcement in addition to perceptions of crime 
and safety. While it may not be possible to reorganize the emergency response systems of the city, 
neighborhood watch programs or sponsored police community stations could ease the fears of 
residents.  
Police presence alone does not improve police-resident relationships. But police involvement in local 
organizations can improve associations and perceptions of safety. Strengthened ties with the Wilder 
Foundation, the Promise Neighborhood Advisory Board and the local law enforcement would show a 
renewed dedication to the needs of the residents. These ties would show a commitment to the safety 
of local residents, and a dedication to the necessity of local schools and community centers.  

Conclusion 

Decreased difference between perceptions of crime and criminal activity may mean that perceptions 
of some areas having criminal activity taking place will increase as decreased difference will not 
always mean that residents perceive less crime to be taking place. Ideally, residents will feel more 
connected to one another, and while this may not decrease criminal activity; it will empower 
residents to take actions to support one another and care for their neighborhood’s social and 
environmental well-being.  As stated previously, neighborhood cohesion is the most important factor 
in predicting the perceived risk of crime, so improvements to this aspect of community life will help 
residents feel safer.  Once areas are safe for children, they are safe for everyone. 
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 Focus Group 1 Focus Group 2 Focus Group 3 
Date March 13, 2012 March 26, 2012 March 27, 2012 
Time 7:15 p.m. 7:30 p.m. 8:00 p.m. 
Sponsoring 
Organization 

Aurora/St. Anthony Neighborhood 
Development Corporation  

Greater Frogtown Community 
Development Corporation  

Frogtown Neighborhood 
Association 

Areas Served Summit/University, Aurora/St. 
Anthony and Frogtown 
Neighborhoods 

Greater Frogtown Frogtown, District 7 

Website http://www.aurorastanthony.org/ http://www.greaterfrogtowncdc.org/ http://www.frogtownmn.org/about 
Mission To foster positive relationships 

within and between neighborhoods, 
and to support its community 
members in effecting their choices 
relative to the quality of life in their 
neighborhoods. 

To engage the Greater Frogtown 
communities and partners in the 
preservation and development of high 
quality, affordable housing for low to 
moderate-income residents and to lead 
community and economic 
development.  

To strive to conserve, foster and 
restore the well being of our 
neighborhoods through the 
promotion of positive solutions to 
community issues that affect the 
health and safety, physical 
environment, and economic 
resources of its residents, area 
workers, and property owners. This 
is achieved through collaboration 
and shared responsibility with other 
member organizations of the 
community. 

Type of Meeting Community Crime Prevention 
Meeting 

Board of Directors Meeting Community Meeting, Frogtown 
Forum 

Location King’s Crossing Community Room 
Dale Street and University Avenue 

King’s Crossing Community Room 
Dale Street and University Avenue 

West Minnehaha Rec Center 
 

Completed Maps 8 participants 8 participants 7 participants 
Initial Contact 
made by Wilder  

Yes No Yes 

Appendix A: Details of Focus Group Settings 
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Appendix B: Unmarked Cognitive Map Given to Residents 
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Perceptions 
of Crime/

Safety

Assessment 
of Risk

Fear of 
Crime

Assessment 
of Risk

Crime Avoidance

Crime Prevention

Ability to Imagine 
Victimization

Media

Reports from 
City or Police

Personal 
Experience

Accounts from 
others

Perceptions 
of Crime/

Safety

Perception of 
Crime in Area

Social Cohesion

Factors in 
Environment

Perceived 
Personal Control

Perceived 
Environment 

Control

Confidence in 
Police

Factors in 
Environment

What solut ions don’t make 
people feel  safer? 

• Increased knowledge of crime 
statistics 

• Involvement in community 
organizations 

• A run-down, unkempt 
environment (broken windows) 

What makes people feel safe? 

• Relationships with neighbors 
• Feeling like a part of a 

neighborhood 
• An environment that promotes 

safety and values community 
space 

• Positive, trusting relationship 
with police 
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Appendix D: List of Crimes Included on Reported Crimes Maps 

1

Public Disturbance 

• Begging 
• Loitering 
• Urinating in Public  
• Noise Ordinance Violation  
• Disturbance Calls 
• Fights 
• Fireworks 
• Riot 

Property Related Charges 

• Theft 
• Auto Theft 
• Burglary 
• Arson 
• Damage to property 
• Trespassing 
• Graffiti 
• Possession of Stolen Property 

Drugs and Alcohol 

• Drugs: Heroin, Cocaine, Marijuana, 
Inhalants, Ecstasy, Methamphetamines, 
Opium, Paraphernalia 

• Intent to Sell 
• Public Intoxication 
• Liquor Law Violations 

2

Physical Assault 

• Robbery 
• Aggravated Domestic Assault (use of 

deadly weapon) 
• Aggravated Assault (use of deadly 

weapon) 
• Forcible Rape 
• Homicide  
• Assault 
• Criminal Assault 
• Domestic Assault 

Sex Offenses 

• Prostitution 
• Prostitution Solicitation 
• Indecent Liberties 
• Lewd Conduct 
• Molesting 
• Sex Offender Registration Violation 
• Sodomy 
• Statutory Rape 

Weapons 

• Discharge of Weapons in the City 
Limits 

• Carrying Concealed 
• Possession by a Felon 
• Possession of an Assault Weapon 
• Illegal Transportation 

!
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  Census Tracts PN Total 

Saint 
Paul 

 324 325 326 327 335 336 337 338 339   
Total Population      

Total Population 2,817 4,101 3,235 2,584 3,252 1,507 1,599 1,683 1,436  22,214  282,079 

Sex     

Male 49% 49% 52% 49% 49% 46% 50% 49% 46% 49% 49% 

Female 51% 51% 48% 51% 51% 54% 50% 51% 54% 51% 51% 

Age     

Under 18 28% 36% 35% 34% 33% 38% 31% 29% 27% 33% 25% 

18 to 24 years 12% 15% 14% 15% 12% 13% 11% 15% 10% 13% 14% 

25 to 44 years 42% 42% 40% 43% 38% 40% 36% 44% 42% 41% 20% 

45 to 64 years 23% 17% 19% 18% 21% 16% 23% 19% 25% 20% 23% 

65 years and over 7% 6% 7% 5% 8% 6% 10% 8% 7% 7% 9% 

Appendix E: Demographic Characteristic Tables 

Table 1:  Promise Neighborhood Demographics: Sex and Age Distribution (Source: Census 2010) 



 

 36 

Table 2:  Promise Neighborhood Demographics: Race and Ethnicity (Source: Census 2010) 

  Census Tracts 
PN 
Total 

Saint 
Paul 

 324 325 326 327 335 336 337 338 339   
                        
Total Population      
Total Population 2,817 4,101 3,235 2,584 3,252 1,507 1,599 1,683 1,436 22,214 285,06

8 
Race     

White 38% 26% 22% 19% 15% 3% 20% 42% 46% 25% 60% 

Black  33% 26% 27% 31% 64% 73% 35% 42% 37% 39% 16% 
American Indian 
and Alaska 
Native 

2% 1% 2% 1% 1% 0% 2% 1% 1% 1% 1% 

Asian 18% 38% 38% 40% 12% 19% 34% 8% 10% 26% 15% 

Native Hawaiian 
and Other Pacific 
Islander 

0% 0% 0% 0% 0% 0% 0% 0% 0% 0% 0% 

Some Other Race  5% 5% 6% 3% 2% 1% 5% 2% 1% 4% 4% 

Two or More 
Races 4% 5% 5% 5% 6% 5% 5% 6% 5% 5% 4% 

Hispanic Or Latino Origin      
Hispanic or 
Latino 9% 10% 13% 9% 6% 2% 10% 4% 4% 8% 10% 

Table 3:  Promise Neighborhood Demographics: Housing Occupancy (Source: Census 2010) 

  Census Tracts PN Total 
Saint 
Paul 

 324 325 326 327 335 336 337 338 339   
Occupancy Status      
Housing units: 1,186 1,372 992 875 1,283 594 657 682 641  8,282  120,795 

Occupied 90% 87% 87% 87% 91% 96% 93% 90% 91% 90% 92% 
Vacant 10% 13% 13% 13% 10% 4% 7% 10% 9% 10% 8% 
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Table 4: Promise Neighborhood Demographics: Employment & Education (Source: ACS 2006-2010)  

  Census Tracts 
PN 
Total 

Saint 
Paul 

 324 325 326 327 335 336 337 338 339   
Total Population     

Total Population 2,432 4,019 2,666 2,518 3,032 1,580 1,808 1,677 1,482 21,214 282,079 

Employment/Unemployment Status For The Population 16 Years And Over      
Not in Labor Force 40% 42% 36% 36% 36% 35% 62% 30% 21% 38% 30% 

Labor Force 1,092 1,556 1,299 1,169 1,446 554 525 798 827 9,266 154,456 

Employed 95% 88% 85% 84% 89% 81% 90% 80% 90% 87% 91% 

Unemployed 5% 12% 15% 16% 11% 19% 10% 20% 10% 13% 9% 
Educational Attainment For Population 25 Years And Over     
Population 25 Years 
and over: 1,536 2,048 1,463 1,318 1,846 665 944 886 958 

 
11,664  172,462 

Less Than High 
School 14% 33% 27% 38% 26% 37% 62% 10% 8% 28% 13% 

High School 
Graduate  36% 25% 39% 33% 27% 18% 18% 27% 25% 29% 24% 

Some college 34% 30% 28% 21% 32% 42% 14% 27% 22% 28% 26% 

Bachelor's degree 9% 9% 5% 6% 13% 0% 6% 27% 31% 11% 22% 
Advanced degree 6% 3% 2% 3% 2% 4% 0% 9% 14% 4% 14% 
Household Income (2009)     

Total Households 958 1,198 779 779 1,107 594 594 628 621 
 
11,665  111,534 

Below Poverty 28% 39% 29% 46% 15% 62% 42% 30% 20% 33% 16% 

$0-$34,999 55% 57% 50% 65% 52% 84% 75% 44% 41% 57% 40%  

$35,000-$74,999 33% 29% 36% 25% 38% 12% 19% 39% 18% 29% 33%  
$75,000+ 12% 15% 15% 10% 10% 5% 5% 17% 41% 14% 28%  
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Appendix F: Focus Group Characteristic Comparison Tables 

Table 5: Focus Group Demographics: Basic Characteristics (Census 2010) 

  Focus Group Participants   

  All Promise Neighborhood Residents 
Total Promise 
Neighborhood 

Total Population 23 15 22,214 

Reason for Interest in Promise Neighborhood   

Live 65% 100% -- 

Work 48% 27% -- 

Worship/Recreate 22% 33% -- 

Other 4% 7% -- 
Gender   
Male 35% 40% 49% 

Female 65% 60% 51% 

Age*       
18-30 4% 7% 17% 
31-40 13% 7% 10% 
41-50 22% 20% 14% 
51-60 26% 27% 12% 
60+ 35% 40% 30% 

*Census age brackets are one year off from Focus Group brackets 
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Table 6: Focus Group Demographics: Advanced Characteristics (ACS 2006-2010 
  Focus Group Participants   

  All 
Promise Neighborhood 
Residents 

Total Promise 
Neighborhood 

Total Population 23 15 22,214 

Employment Status   

Full-time 64% 50% 54% 

Part-time 14% 14%  

Unemployed 5% 7% 8% 

Not Looking for Work 18% 29% 38% 

Educational Attainment   

High School equivalent or less 4% 7% 57% 

Some college 17% 20% 28% 

College or Technical Degree 43% 47% 11% 

Graduate or Professional 
Degree 35% 27% 4% 

Home Ownership   

Rent 43% 47% 61% 

Own 57% 53% 39% 

Children at Home   

Children 30% 20% 37% 

At Home Language   

Language other than English 9% 13% 40% 


