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Chicago is far from being the murder capital of the U.S.

Recent years have seen Chicago named the ‘murder capital’ of the U.S., echoing its past legacy
as a ‘gangster city’. Andrew Papachristos argues that Chicago’s crime and murder rates are at
an historic low, and that is nowhere near being the most violent city in the U.S. By analyzing 48
years of crime date from Chicago, he argues that crime is on a downward trend, and becoming
more gang related. He also writes that these falls have been unevenly distributed geographically,
and that a distinct crime gap remains.

When the FBI named Chicago the “murder capital” in 2012, they fixed the city with a label that
was both misleading and open to interpretation. With 506 murders, Chicago did indeed log more homicides in a
twelve-month period than any other city. However, the city’s homicide rate—the ratio of murders to population—
was by no means the highest in the country.  In fact, Chicago’s rate was four times lower than at least ten other
major cities, including Baltimore, New Orleans, and Newark.

Chicago ended 2013 with 415 murders—fewer total murders in any single year since 1967. A bigger story,
however, is that the overall crime and murder rates in Chicago are at historical lows.

It’s time we put statistics into
context. This is the only way we
can sharpen our focus on next
steps to reduce violence and
increase public safety. End-of-
year totals are convenient
figures for politicians and the
media, but they do not tell the
whole story. When thinking about
crime, both time and history
matter.

A report I recently completed at
Yale’s Institute for Social and
Policy Studies analyzed 48 years
of crime data in Chicago to put
some of these crime figures into
context. When looking at nearly
five decades of data, four
important trends are worth
noting:

First, far from being the most violent city in the U.S., Chicago falls roughly in the middle of the nation in violence
and murder rates. Figure 1 shows the violent crime rate of all U.S. cities with populations of 250,000 residents or
more. Chicago, this figure clearly shows, is not the most violent city in the country. Rather Chicago’s rate of
violent crime is almost half that of cities like Detroit, Oakland, and St. Louis.

Figure 1 – Top 30 Violent Crime Rates Across Major Metropolitan Areas with population of 250,000 or
more residents (2012)
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Second, Chicago is on track to have the
lowest violent crime rate since 1972, and the
lowest homicide rate since 1967. Figures 2
and 3 show the violent crime and homicide
rate per 100,000 in Chicago over the last 48
years.  Both of these figures show that
Chicago—like many other U.S. cities—is
experiencing some of its lowest levels of
violence and murder in nearly five decades.
And, the trend appears to be marching
steadily downward.

Figure 2 – Index Crime in Chicago (rate
per 100,000), 1965 to the present 

Figure 3 – Homicide Rate (per 100,000), 1965 to 2013



Third, gangs have changed considerably over the last ten years.  Chicago has been branded a “gangster city”
since the days of Al Capone, regardless of the city’s murder rate. However, murders in Chicago are, on average,
more likely to involve a member of a street gang than they were a decade ago.  Also, today gang members are
more likely to kill their allies and friends than their sworn enemies.

Finally, falls in crime and murder are unevenly distributed. While nearly every community in Chicago has
experienced a decrease in violence since the mid-1990s, some communities saw greater declines than others.
Figure 4 illustrates this point by mapping the changes in rates of violence crime from 2011 to 2013 by the city’s
77 community areas. More importantly, the difference in crime rates between the city’s lowest-crime communities
and its highest-crime communities are rather dramatic. For example, the average annual homicide rate between
2000 and 2010 in Jefferson Park, located on the city’s Northwest side, was 3.1 per 100,000 residents. In stark
contrast, West Garfield Park on the city’s Westside had a rate of 64 per 100,000. Inequalities such as these
remind us that even though the city as a whole has come far over the past decades, a significant and palpable
crime gap remains.

Figure 4 – Percentage Change in Violent Crime Rate in Chicago by Community Area (2011 to 2013 –
Period from Jan 1 to Nov 30)



These historical trends offer mixed news. On
the one hand, the city often portrayed as the
murder capital of the nation is much safer
than we are often led to believe. On the other
hand, there is a persistent crime gap
between low-crime and high-crime
neighborhoods, with the most distressed
communities not reaping the full benefits of
Chicago’s crime decline.

Sadly, there is no reset button on January 1.
The “first murder of the year” will be as
painful for the family and community affected
by it as one that occurs in the last week of
December. However, a better understanding
of the Chicago’s history and crime rates will
help us make informed decisions about a
way forward. Focusing on how to close the
crime gap between low-crime and high-crime
communities represents one of the most
important next steps we can take.
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