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Abstract

Studies show that policing, when violent, and community fragmentation
have  a  negative  impact  on  health  outcomes.  This  current  study
investigates  the  connection  of  policing  and  community  fragmentation
and  public  health.  Using  an  embedded  case  study  analysis,
semi-structured  interviews  were  conducted  with  21  African-American
female and male residents, ages 21–64 years of various neighborhoods
of  high  arrest  rates  and  health  and  socioeconomic  depravation  in
Baltimore City, MD. Baltimore residents’ perceptions of policing, stress,
community fragmentation, and solutions are presented. Analysis of the
perceptions  of  these  factors  suggests  that  violent  policing  increases
community fragmentation and is  a public health threat.  Approaches to
address this public health threat are discussed.
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Introduction
Social cohesion—the ability of a community to stand together
—contributes to population health by giving members of the community a
sense of control and the power to affect what occurs in the community. 1 , 2
Community fragmentation, or lack of social cohesion, can result from
many processes and is associated with poor health. 3 – 9  One process that
may be linked to community fragmentation and ill health is violent
policing.

AQ3

Baltimore, MD, experienced its share of heightened attention to the
problem of police violence after Freddie Gray, a young black man, was
killed in police custody April 19, 2015. Across the city, residents
organized and protested against police violence and economic deprivation.
Six officers were indicted for police violence and homicide.10  While the
case had not been tried as of this writing (2015), civil claim payouts to the
family of this victim of a spinal cord injury during a van ride occurred
quickly in the highest amount in Baltimore’s history, $6.4 million. 11

The public outcry reflects the fact that there is a long history of police
violence and expanded use of police power against the most marginalized
in Baltimore. 12 , 13  “Undue Force,” an investigative series by the
Baltimore Sun newspaper, revealed that between 2011 and 2014, 317
lawsuits were filed against Baltimore City police officers, alleging civil
rights and constitutional violations including false arrest, battery, and false
imprisonment. 14  These lawsuits resulted in 102 court judgments and
settlements for police brutality, with payouts of about $5.7 million. The
series concluded:
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battered dozens of residents who suffered broken bones —
jaws,  noses,  arms,  legs,  ankles  —  head  trauma,  organ
failure, and even death, coming during questionable arrests.
Some residents were beaten while handcuffed; others were
thrown to  the  pavement....  City  policies  help  to  minimize
transparency of the scope and impact of beatings from the
public.

Violent policing at very high rates harms not only individuals but also
communities. Under the “Zero Tolerance” policy enacted in Baltimore in
2005, police officers targeted low-income and African-American
communities with high crime rates. 15 , 16  In 2005, more than 100,000
arrests occurred in a city of 640,000 people; 17–35 % of arrests were
interpreted as “no probable cause,” and arrests ending with “release
without charges” increased between 2000 and 2005. 15 , 16  At that rate of
arrest, the policing became a form of structural violence and had a major
effect on day-to-day community life. 17 – 19  Because violent policing is
linked to a number of harms to individuals and to communities, it might
contribute to community fragmentation and poor health, a connection that
will be investigated in this paper.

Method
This study employed an embedded case study method to analyze the role
of policing in community fragmentation and public health. 20  The study
was designed to see if community perception of police action linked it to
community fragmentation and poor health.

Timeline of the Study
The study was carried out over a period of 8 weeks, April 1 to May 31,
2015. The arrest and injury of a young African-American man—Freddie
Gray—by Baltimore city police occurred on April 12 in Sandtown-
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19, Freddie Gray died of injuries suffered during his arrest, and his death
was ruled a homicide. Peaceful protests began on April 18 and continued
with mass protesting and uprising after his funeral on April 22. During the
uprising on April 22, looting occurred, and businesses and cars were set on
fire across several Baltimore neighborhoods, resulting in the deployment
of state troopers and the National Guard. A curfew and state of emergency
were declared during the week after the uprising. Peaceful protests
continued during and after this week. On May 1, five of the six police
officers involved in the arrest were charged with murder by the state
prosecutor’s office with the issuance of the medical examiner’s report that
he “Suffered a critical neck injury as a result of being handcuffed, shackled
by his feet and unrestrained inside the BPD [Baltimore Police Department]
wagon.” 21  The sixth officer was charged with second-degree assault,
misconduct, and false imprisonment. During the weeks after charges were
brought against the police officers, police response to calls for help
decreased and shootings increased.

Community Health Data
The Baltimore Neighborhood Indicator Alliance, The Jacob France
Institute (BNIA) 22  in Baltimore, MD, provided information on health and
socioeconomic status, based on data from the US Bureau of Census 2010
decennial census and the American Community Survey for the period
2009–2013. Data on gun violence and probation/parole was obtained from
the Baltimore City Police Department. Data on infant mortality and life
expectancy were obtained from the Maryland Department of Health and
Mental Hygiene Vital Statistics Administration. These data were used to
create Table 1 . Data on vacancies were obtained from the Baltimore
Housing department, mapped by BNIA. Neighborhoods are categorized as
community statistical areas (CSA) using BNIA’s geographic boundaries
and may include multiple zip codes and census tract areas.
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Socioeconomic and health demographics of neighborhoods
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Indicators Clifton/Berea
Madison

East
End

Oldtown/Middle
East Pimlico Sandtown-

Winchester

Total
population
(2010)

9874 7781 10,021 11,816 14,896

Percent of
Black/African-
American
population
(2010), by
quintile

5th 5th 5th 5th 5th

Percent of
household
earning less
than $25,000
(2009–2013),
by quintile

4th 4th 5th 5th 5th

Percent of the
population
aged 16–64
unemployed
and looking
for work
(2009–2013),
by quintile

3rd 5th 5th 4th 5th

Percent
population
over 25 with
less than a
high school
diploma
(2009–2013),
by quintile

4th 5th 5th 5th 4th

Gun-related
homicide rate
per 1000
(2013), by
sextile

5th 5th 4th 4th 5th

a

b

c

d

e
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Indicators Clifton/Berea East
End East Pimlico Winchester

Percent adult
population on
parole or
probation
(2013), by
quintile

5th 5th 4th 4th 5th

Mortality aged
less than
1 year rate by
10,000 (2013),
by quintile

5th 3rd 4th 5th 5th

Life
expectancy
average years
(2013), by
quintile

5th 5th 3rd 5th 4th

Quintiles are 2.7–20.4 %, 20.5–38.0 %, 38.1–69.0 %, 69.1–88.2 %, and 88.4–96.7 %

Quintiles are 9.0–22.3 %, 22.4–31.5 %, 31.6–40.7 %, 40.8–51.2 %, and 51.3–66.3 %

Quintiles are 2.8–5.4 %, 5.5–8.3 %, 8.4–10.5 %, 10.6–13.2 %, and 13.3–17.0 %

Quintiles are 1.2–7.4 %, 7.5–14.6 %, 14.7–20.9 %, 21.0–28.3 %, and 28.4–39.7 %

Quintiles are (per thousand population) 0, 0.10–0.14, 0.15–0.30, 0.31–0.60, and 0.61–1.16

Quintiles are 0.6–2.2 %, 2.3–4.6 %, 4.7–7.0 %, 7.1–9.1 %, and 9.2–14.5 %

Quintiles are (per ten thousand population) 9.0–22.3, 22.4–31.5, 31.6–40.7, 40.8–51.2, and
51.3–66.3

Quintiles are (average years) 66.0–68.8, 68.9–71.3, 71.4–74.5, 74.6–78.8, and 78.9–85.3

Neighborhoods were selected because they were known to be sites of high
police activity. 23  Participants for this case study lived in the following
areas: Clifton/Berea, Madison/East End, Oldtown/Middle East, Sandtown-
Winchester, Southern Park Heights, and Pimlico. Table 1  shows the
socioeconomic and health indicators of neighborhoods where interviews
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six neighborhoods ranked in the worst quintiles—4th and 5th—on four of
five socioeconomic indicators of depravation (households earning less than
$25,000; population over 25 with less than a high school diploma;
gun-related homicide rate per 1000; percent of adult population on parole
or probation). Five of the six neighborhoods studied ranked in the worst
quintiles for infant mortality. Five of six neighborhoods ranked in the
worst quintiles for life expectancy.

Community Interviews
Semi-structured/key informant interviews were conducted with community
members in different neighborhoods in Baltimore, MD, to obtain
perceptions of policing, community fragmentation, and stress in their
neighborhoods. Eligibility criteria included ability to provide informed
consent, age 18 and older, and working or living in the targeted
neighborhoods.

Participants were engaged while sitting on their stoops or standing on
street corners or were referred by other interviewees identified by these
methods. The demographics of the participants in key informant interviews
are presented in Table 2 . One-hundred percent of those interviewed
identified as Black/African-American. The author approached 24 people
and 21 agreed to being interviewed (an 87.5 % response rate).

TABLE 2

Demographics of key informants of semi-structured interviews

Participants
n

21

Age range
Years

22–68

Age groups (years) n

 21–30 6
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 41–50 3

 51–60 4

 61–70 1

Gender n

 Female 7

 Male 14

Race/ethnicity %

 African-American 100

Community statistical area (CSA) n

 East Baltimore

  Madison East End 3

  Clifton/Berea 4

  Oldtown/Middle East 4

 West Baltimore

  Sandtown-Winchester/Harlem Park 4

  Pimlico/Arlington/Hilltop 2

  Southern Park Heights 4

Living in community (years grouped) n

 1–10 7

 11–20 5

 21–30 5

 31–40 2

 41–50 1

 51–60 0

 61–70 1
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and pen and paper was used to document responses. Prompt questions
explored perceptions of policing, encounters with police, stress,
community fragmentation, fear of police, and community
improvement—what do you think about policing in your neighborhood?
Have you or anyone you know had any encounters with the police? Are
you afraid/do you worry about the police/do you think folks in your
neighborhood are afraid/worry about the police? What about the police, do
you think they are afraid of folks in your community? Do you think
policing affects your community being fragmented? What do you think are
solutions/challenges to changing/improving your neighborhood?
Interviews lasted between 60 and 90 min. Responses were coded for
violence, stress, and fragmentation. A community advisory board from the
East Baltimore community approved the design and implementation of this
study.

Strengths and Weaknesses of the Study
The great strength of the study is that it interviewed people in poor
neighborhoods at a time when the issue of police violence had reached a
high level of salience. As a street intercept study, the author talked to
people who were outside and those most likely to have encounters with the
police. This helped to understand the ways in which the community
encounters the police, but may have inflated the perception of the
frequency and violence of police encounters.

Results

Desertification of the Neighborhoods
The map in Fig. 1  shows the rates of vacant and abandoned properties in
Baltimore, MD, with the darkest colors representing the highest rates of
vacancy. The solidity with which the map is colored belies the actual
fragmentation of the landscape that one encounters in the high-vacancy
neighborhoods that were the focus of this study. The desertification of the
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African-American neighborhoods in Baltimore.

FIG. 1

Percent of properties that are vacant and abandoned, 2013, Baltimore.
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As one walks through these neighborhoods, consecutive blocks of fully
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may be no houses boarded. On another, there may be one house occupied,
with the remaining houses on that block boarded (Fig. 2 ). In the backyard
of many of the abandoned and boarded houses, trash piles are present.
There are sofas, refrigerators, and mattresses present in some empty lots
and behind boarded houses. Some of the boards on the windows and doors
of some abandoned houses have been removed, and one can see into what
was once a home. Often it is mostly dark inside, some with trash on the
floors. Some have no roofs while several had tree branches covering the
windows. One house had a tree growing up from the earth inside. The
feeling is a sense of desertification, abandonment, and fracturing. On some
streets, the feeling of hope is gone, a sense of injury and pain remains. On
some blocks, though not boarded, no one sits on the stoops. On the blocks
where people are on the corners or sitting on the stoop, there are others
sitting on their stoops (Fig. 3 ).

FIG. 2

Images  of  boarded  neighborhood  in  Sandtown-Winchester  and
Clifton/Berea.

FIG. 3

e.Proofing http://eproofing.springer.com/journals/printpage.php?token=m...

12 of 27 12/23/15 5:07 PM



Living in Fragmentation
Despite high levels of desertification and depravation, residents of the area
remain friendly and interested in talking about their situation. The issue
was on people’s minds and they had a lot to say. They were clear that the
community was fragmented. Many had isolated themselves as a way to
manage the difficulties. One noted

So will the community come together? No. I wish this place
was  better…maybe  people  would  start  getting  along  with
each other. A lot of fighting…way too much beef, attitude,
anger,  hatred,  jealousy.  Majority  of  time  for  something
dumb,  don’t  need  to  be  dying  and  fighting.  (22-year-old
female, 4 years in CSA)

The rate of murder in the neighborhood—some of it a result of the “beef,
attitude, anger, hatred, jealousy”—was very high. There had been 38
murders during one month of this fieldwork. One study participant noted
“Police don’t have to go out and kill us, we killing ourselves…”
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shift in ethos that had taken place.

When I was brought up, if I didn’t go to church I couldn’t
go outside.  8  PM be on the  step,  9  PM inside the  house.
Playing was fun, that’s it. But now parents they got so much
on their mind. The kids running around and throwing stones
at cars for fun, little kids… not nice. I  just tell  them God
don’t like ugly. (65-year-old female, 13 years in CSA)

She continued, commenting on the community-police relationship, in the
same vein of disapproval for loss of control of young people’s behavior, a
major sign of community fragmentation:

[Police]  trying to do their  job.  Not  afraid of  us.  I  respect
them. Younger generation want to be smart with them. They
play games with the police. Some of the police play too but
some of  them don’t.  Some of  the  kids  play  in  the  wrong
way with them and the police retaliate. Parents don’t bring
the kids up right. (65-year-old female, 13 years in CSA)

How Did Police Act?
All the interviewees related some personal or observed occurrence of
police violence in their neighborhoods, including 18 who reported they had
personally been stopped by the police. While at least one person
acknowledged that there were some good and some bad police, the overall
impression was that the police used intimidation and racial assault to carry
out their work. One informant explained

It’s a hate crime thing, a racial type thing. When they harass
black men and women for no apparent reason, to see it  is
different…has a lot to do with the color of your skin. Back
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(50-year-old female, 35 years in CSA)

Informants’ observations consistently confirmed the sense that the police
were policing the people of the neighborhood, rather than protecting the
neighborhood from crime. An interviewee remembered

When  I  worked  on  Monument  a  police  was  stopping  a
woman  walking  down  the  sidewalk  with  her  dog.  Back
then, you couldn’t walk your dog on the side walk. He was
yelling at her, calling her black “bitch.” Sheila Dixon was
walking by, was on the City Council at that time…said the
officer  did  not  have  to  talk  to  the  woman  like  that.  The
officer told Sheila Dixon that she should shut up and keep
walking.  Next  thing you know, she called Sheila  Dixon a
black  “bitch”  and  started  calling  her  names,  grabbed  her,
cuffed  her,  and  had  her  sitting  on  the  side  walk.  [Note:
Sheila  Dixon  was  later  Mayor  of  Baltimore,  2007–2009]
(55-year-old male, 50 years in CSA)

Another interviewee underscored this sense of “us” and “them” in
describing multiple experiences of police harassment.

I get stopped and harassed all the time…always think I was
a guy…walking and they tell me to “stop and stand against
the wall, put your hands on top of your head, don’t move,
where’s  your  ID  at,  do  you  live  at  the  address  on  the
ID…tired of getting harassed in Baltimore. We were just in
PA  and  no  one  harassed  me.  Started  getting  harassed  at
16…I  think  they’re  violent  and  they  think  we’re
violent…that’s  why  they’re  so  violent  first.  We  afraid  of
them too, to a certain extent…every time you see a po-po
[police]  you  think  you’re  getting  harassed  (30-year-old
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As noted by previous speakers, the harassment started at a very young age.
One interviewee explained

Police  don’t  look at  kids  as  kids,  look at  them as  grown,
adults. Then they start treating them in a certain way. I see
the  police  cussing  them,  slamming  them  on  the  ground,
verbally abusing them. These kids they 12 and 13 but 6 feet
tall.  But  the  police  treat  them  like  they  grown.  I’m
disgusted with how they treat  them. They went to college
but  not  doing  right  by  the  job.  They  have  kids  too…I
respect you if you respect me. I disapprove of when they go
and question a 9 or 8 years old kid, not right. Not their job
to question babies…but they’ll  tell  them what they see so
that’s why they harass them. Of course when they question
your  kid  then  they find  out  a  bunch of  stuff  (65-year-old
female, 13 years in CSA)

The harassment started young, but continued throughout life, as reported
by a number of middle-aged men. One interviewee noted

First  time  I  was  harassed  was  16.  Since  then  I  get
harassed/stopped  at  least  once  every  year.  This  is  all  a
system problem…What happen with Freddie Gray is not a
one-time occurrence. Last time I got harassed, I was driving
and  pulled  over,  profiled.  Some  guys  walked  past  and
distracted the police. They just left me there, told me to go.
Didn’t  pull  me over for  anything.  They have to meet  that
quota. (38-year-old male, 10 years in CSA)

Might Police Action Have Added to Community
Fragmentation?
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free-moving street life of a community is essential to its functioning.
Interviewees described the highly disruptive police actions in this
presumably public space. This story of harassment of shoppers captures
this fundamental harm to neighborhood life:

We’re just standing in front of the Chinese carry out…just
waiting  for  our  food…and the  police  come and tell  us  to
move  along.  Move  along?…we’re  waiting  for  our
food…thought the side walk was public property…we can’t
stand on the corner in our own community? They want to
pat  us  down…ask  us  if  we  have  guns…we  call  it
“SWB”…you  know  what  that  means?  Means  “standing
while  black”…if  you  black  you  can’t  stand  on  the
corner…did  you  know  that?  Not  the  first  time  I  been
harassed  or  seen  other  people.  Too  many  times  to  count.
Affects me, all of us…it makes us angry…we have so much
anger inside…pushed down…because they keep treating us
all  like  criminals…see  two  of  us  together  and  we’re
criminals…how  can  we  be  together  in  our  community?
What do we do with this anger? We can’t even talk on the
corner, SWB (45-year-old male, 8 years in CSA)
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story:

Another  time,  I  was  on  Jefferson  street  in  the  afternoon.
This police got out off the car and told everyone standing
on  the  sidewalk,  sitting  on  their  stoops,  to  get  into  their
houses because this was his street and nobody was allowed
outside. I don’t know what to think about that…felt like this
could  be  a  German  gestapo,  know  what  I  mean?
(60-year-old male, 50 years in CSA)

People did not feel free to move about in the neighborhoods because of the
constant threat of being stopped by the police. One man noted he made it a
point to be in the house by 10 PM. Another concluded “Police harassment
breaks the community down. People stick to themselves. Middle age kind
of stick to themselves… Everybody in their own area.” (50-year-old male,
35 years in CSA)

In addition to the loss of freedom of movement, community fragmentation
was augmented by the social, psychological, and economic costs of arrest.
One man spent two months in jail for a false arrest. A woman reported that
she had to pay a large fine to get her daughter out of jail, and this had
thrown off her ability to pay her gas and electric bill. The daughter’s
criminal record made it hard for her to get employment. In general, the
lasting stigma of arrest created an important obstacle to employment. One
interviewee noted

Feel  like  [the  community]  don’t  want  no  criminals
involved, make me feel like I can’t get no job either. Cause
once you arrested, you can’t get a job…I had an interview
at  EBDI  [East  Baltimore  Development  Inc.]  security  and
they  said  they  would  hire  me,  say  it’s  okay  that  I  had  a
record. Then they didn’t call and when I call them they say
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tell  me  anything  about  my  record.  (30-year-old  female,
30 years in CSA)

Other interviewees spoke of the talent many previously incarcerated
people had:

How come you won’t  hire an ex-convict? Why can’t  give
them  a  break?  Ex-convicts  have  a  lot  of  skills,  some  of
them  really  smart.  Can’t  find  a  job.  (32-year-old  male,
5 years in CSA)

On the one hand, the community was stressed by the actions of the police.
On the other hand, there was real crime in the neighborhood, for which the
police were needed. This became particularly acute in the aftermath of the
Freddie Gray murder, when the police started a slowdown action and
refused to enter the neighborhoods at all:

Finally someone at the top did the right thing [referring to
the indictment of 6 policer offers for the murder of Freddie
Gray  less  than  one  month  ago  in  Baltimore].  See  what
happened?  The  police  stop  working.  We  need  them.  Just
need them to stop harassing black people… Now you see
them retaliating.  Not  coming  out  to  the  community  when
we  call.  They  retaliating  against  us.  That’s  not  right.
(65-year-old female, 13 years in CSA)

What Did Interviewees Think Should Be Done?
Interviewees were clear that the fundamental resources for community life
were needed if things were to change. These included housing, recreation,
education, and employment. One participant pointed out
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Got so many homeless people, no place to live, sleeping in
vacant  house;  get  together  with  another  homeless  person
and  cause  some  trouble.  They  giving  the  police  so  much
money but they not doing their job. Need money to clean up
the  streets.  I  love  Baltimore,  don’t  want  to  go  anywhere
else. Start with this house, they need to fix it. I rent, he’s a
slumlord. but I  have to try and fix it  myself.  (65-year-old
female, 13 years in CSA)

That alone, it was widely agreed, would not stop the police violence.
Numerous proposals were made to improve the behavior of the police,
including hiring local people who would be sympathetic to the community,
holding the police accountable when they were wrong, putting civilian
intake personnel in the jail system to protect those arrested, and improving
evaluation of police recruits. Most interviewees mentioned that the “war
on drugs” was really a “war on black people” carried out by corrupt police
officers and should be stopped. They felt the focus should be on all crime
in the community, not only the problem of drugs:

Biggest  gang  around  are  the  police.  Some of  them good,
most of them crooked. If they see you and they don’t like
you,  pat  you  down  for  drugs,  plant  things  on  you
sometimes.  Cops  are  corrupt…we  don’t  respect  them
because they don’t do their jobs. (34-year-old male, 2 years
in CSA)

For the part of the problem that had to do with collapse in the community’s
ethos of behavior, schools, prayer, and recreation were thought to be the
major interventions that might help. One dedicated community leader said

Right now we got money coming into Baltimore after  the
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people,  the  same  pipeline.  People  trying  to  fix  the
unfixable. We need crime, part of everything, you need it.
This is life. Have to face this, and manage and balance the
crime  with  the  good  things.  That’s  reality.  That  said,  we
have  to  balance  the  table.  Get  more  rec  [recreational]
centers, youth organizations, more good to fight the bad. If
you think you can eliminate the bad you dreaming. Have to
balance it.  I  have this mentoring center here, grandmother
lived in that  house across the street  [the block is  boarded
and abandoned]. Never left. (38-year-old male, 10 years in
CSA)

Discussion
Results of this study suggest that Baltimore’s poor, African-American
neighborhoods, which have been disinvested and fragmented, are prime
targets for the “war on drugs” policies. This hyper-targeting of
neighborhoods increases the risk of police violence. Residents felt that
these conditions of disinvestment and deterioration were havens for police
violence. Police violence was enacted through racial profiling, corruption,
and insufficient training. Residents felt that police violence increased
fragmentation and decreased cohesion and healthy social networks. Stress
and worry, resulting from fear of police harassment and a sense of
disempowerment, were reported as contributors to community
fragmentation and poor health. Residents felt that the criminal justice
system lacked transparency and accurate data collection. They felt it
needed accountability to acknowledge the history of police violence and
identify ways to remedy and prevent its continuation. Residents also
recognized that the systems that maintain disinvestment in education,
employment, housing, recreation, criminal justice, and segregation needed
to be changed.

This study confirms previous qualitative studies reporting police violence

e.Proofing http://eproofing.springer.com/journals/printpage.php?token=m...

21 of 27 12/23/15 5:07 PM



predominantly African-American. 24 – 27  It offers empiric analysis of
community fragmentation and stress as a result of police violence. This
study supports the hypothesis that policing results in community
fragmentation. The results suggest that police violence increases the risk of
negative health outcomes from chronic exposure to stressful environments
and therefore is a public health threat, supporting previous studies on
violence and public health threat. 9 , 28 , 29

One short-term approach in addressing violence by police is mandatory
data collection of injuries reported by those affected. Another is to increase
funding for evaluation and training for culturally competent policing.
Another short-term approach to addressing policing enacted through the
“war on drugs” in distressed communities is to require more research to
determine evidence-based practices which will lead to improved public
health for everyone. 30 , 31

A long-term approach requires a cross-sectoral action. This will require
affected community, planners, policy makers, and advocates of law
enforcement, public health, economic and community development,
schools, recreation, and housing to be at the table to identify how each
impact and is impacted by crime, policing, and police violence. The
sequela of segregation of communities and its role in affecting the existing
fragmentation and vulnerability to drug markets and hyper-policing
requires further investigation. A root cause analysis and policy and funding
to systematically desegregate and equalize such communities should be a
long-term goal. 32
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