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From 2016 to 2017, the IU Public Policy Institute worked with the MLK Center’s executive director and their 
Neighborhood Advocate to develop a strategy that would best evaluate and communicate the needs of the 
community related to crime prevention. PPI staff attended community crime prevention meetings, worked 
with the Indianapolis Metropolitan Police Department (IMPD) to collect data, and to pull other numbers to get 
a better picture of the community.  This low-level information indicated to PPI and the MLK Center that 
additional work would need to be conducted to understand how crime-related behaviors start in the area, 
particularly among youth served by the MLK Center. After speaking with a group of students, the research 
team quickly recognized the need to perform intensive, community-oriented research.

The research team developed a series of questions related to crime prevention, which varied by group. The 
focus groups contained the following groups of individuals, speaking with over 100 individuals through over 25 
focus groups and interviews.

• Young children, ages 7-9
• Preteens, ages 10 to 12
• Middle and high school students, ages 13 to 17
• Young adults, in their early and mid-20s
• Parents
• Seniors (65+)
• Residents of high-crime apartment buildings
• Employees of community organizations serving the Crown Hill/Butler-Tarkington area

During these sessions, it became clear that the issues these residents are facing are complex and deeply rooted 
in the community. From February 2017- August 2017 nearly 30 focus groups and interviews were conducted. 
These groups discussed a variety of issues related to crime prevention, discussed in more detail throughout this 
report. Overall, the research team identified a series of trends—based in both statistical trends and these in-
depth discussions—to help inform recommendations and programming for MLK-area residents.

The team also compiled statistical trends about the geographical area primarily served by the MLK Center. 
Though the Center’s service area extends to the northernmost parts of Marion County, the majority of the 
center’s clients live in southern Butler-Tarkington and Crown Hill neighborhoods. The following map shows the 
boundaries used: North: 42nd Street, East: Pennsylvania St., South: 30th Street, West: Michigan Road

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
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PROGRAMMATIC RECOMMENDATIONS
• Programs that encourage police officers to interact with neighbors—that focuses on knowing individuals

by name and interests— may help improve trust.
• Sensitivity or implicit bias training may help officers understand the role of race in law enforcement

related decisions, and how they may prevent themselves from engaging in discriminatory practices.
• Diverse police staff, or neighborhood residents joining the police force to reinforce community

POLICE OUTREACH & SENSITIVITY
Community residents and youth of all ages expressed concerns about law enforcement, both within and 
outside of their neighborhood. Residents perceived crime to be much worse in past years than now, which 
some attributed to a greater police presence. Yet, not only was there a general distrust of residents toward 
law enforcement’s motives, but a fear of what police officers might do to potentially harm black residents. 

Many individuals expressed negative interactions with the police due to being black
“Here’s the thing with the police, you can run at me, but as soon as I see your hand go 
like this [puts hand on side where gun is kept] that’s when [makes running noise]. Because I 

know it’s that time.” — Teen Boy
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of students surveyed 
expressed they
felt safer with police 
presence in their 
neighborhood. 

50%
of students surveyed 
think there is a high 
crime rate in there 
neighborhood

25%

FIGURE 1. Rate of juvenile offenses per 1000 population (2011-2015)
Marion County and MLK Geography
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TRAUMATIC EXPERIENCES
Each group talked about traumatic events that occurred in their lives, or in the lives of their family members. 
Throughout the sessions, traumatic experiences were mentioned 98 times. Most of the traumatic experiences 
young people face included observing or participating in violent behavior, physical and sexual behavior or 
abuse, and incidents related to neighborhood crime.

“My grandma got shot in the thigh and then she had to have surgery and then my uncle 
is still in a coma because he got shot. That was last year. The police took too long to get 
there and the people who did it ran. I went out there because I heard my grandma crying 

and there was blood everywhere...” — Preteen Girl

PROGRAMMATIC RECOMMENDATIONS
• Programs that encourage police officers to interact

with neighbors—that focuses on knowing individuals
by name and interests— may help improve trust.

• Sensitivity or implicit bias training may help officers
understand the role of race in law enforcement related 
decisions, and how they may prevent themselves from
engaging in discriminatory practices.

• Diverse police staff, or neighborhood residents joining
the police force to reinforce community

Mentioned
traumatic events   

54x 

42% 
of those traumatic events

were related to sexual abuse

GIRLS

Mentioned
traumatic events   

22x 

4.5% 
of those traumatic events

were related to sexual abuse

BOYS

FIGURE 2. Crimes against person
within one mile of Tarkington Park

July through September 2017
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Source: Indianapolis Metropolitan Police Department, Mapping Application for Public 
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Source: Focus group aggregation 
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HEALTHY RELATIONSHIPS
Participating youth and parents discussed a lack of healthy relationships—romantic or otherwise. Youth were 
particularly unable to discuss what healthy friendships or romantic relationships entailed. Specifically, romantic 
relationships were frequently discussed as a means of manipulation (e.g. a way for young men to control 
women), or of sexual benefit, rather than a more substantive companionship. Some youth were unable to 
describe healthy parental relationships, including step-parents or other individuals who might live with them.

The high school group talked explicitly about having unprotected sex. Preteen girls and boys talked about 
many relatives (sisters, aunts, and mothers) who had to drop out of school due to teen pregnancy. When 
asked if any of their friends were sexually active, several girls recounted instances of sexual assault, rape, 
and molestation. A few girls were unable to distinguish between being sexually active and unwanted sexual 
advances (i.e. sexual assault). 

PROGRAMMATIC RECOMMENDATIONS
• Programming that discusses healthy relationships, both romantic and interpersonal

2011
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2013 2014
       Source: Marion County Health Department

FIGURE 3. Marital status of new mothers (2011-2015)
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Youth discussed negative perceptions of themselves, the quality of their neighborhood, and their school. 
Specifically, participating youth (all of whom were black) associated higher-quality experiences, 
neighborhoods, and wealth with white individuals. While participating girls were able to name celebrity role 
models they could admire, several joked about their race, neighborhood, or media portrayal of black people. 
Teen boys expressed frustration about the lack of young adult male role models in their neighborhood. 

“When you go down to a nice neighborhood or a white neighborhood, you can see nice 
stores and stuff... And as soon as a white neighborhood or a white grocery store gets 

robbed, the police are on it, on it, on it. But down here, they don’t care.”  — Preteen Girl

 “[The media] make the black women look all ratchet and dumb and stuff [on TV]. But 
they make the white people look like they tall and cute, fancy, blonde.” — Preteen Girl

EMPOWERMENT & IDENTITY

PROGRAMMATIC RECOMMENDATIONS
• Programming that promotes positive self-image, especially related to race
• Role modeling exercises for teens who may be old enough to serve as a mentor to younger students
• Reinforcing mentoring opportunities and training for MLK staff or other adults who frequently work with

youth, especially black male mentors

55%

31%

14%

There are attractive homes and
buildings in my neighborhood.

There are many attractive
sights in my neighborhood.

My neighborhood is free
from litter.

FIGURE 4.
Percent of students agreeing with statements about neighborhood perceptions

FIGURE 5. MLK geography by race/ethnicity (2011-2015)
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Residents, parents and youth described many of the barriers they face being due to a community that they 
perceive lacks sufficient support, including youth's experiences with homelessnes and lack of space in their 
homes. All criticized issues related to accessing quality schools and jobs, poor transportation, a lack of 
unawareness of citywide policy decisions, and a lack of consideration of the history of their neighborhood as 
it is considered for development. Residents also felt abandoned by landlords, property managers, and 
community groups. Elderly residents were concerned about developers purchasing their home and other 
neighborhood properties. Older youth and adults were concerned about homelessness, bus rider safety and 
consistency among public (IndyGo) and public school transportation (IPS). 

“They started to take away the things that helped my age group. They took away all the 
help that we could get to get back on your feet. If you feel a little bit kids are seeing that 

too. Kids are seeing the trouble that we are going through. —  Neighborhood Resident

“The only real job option I know about that is worth something is Amazon and that’s a 
warehouse job. Like 12 dollars an hour, and they hire everybody. And then UPS. But UPS 
is like a slave field because you get a lot of mail, you got all this mail coming through, 
and they depend on these people to overwork your bodies... Then they pay you, what 

is it, $7.25? Every two weeks you might get $300 or $400 check. That’s like bubble gum 
and McDonald’s money.” — Adult Man

SYSTEMIC ISSUES & LIFE SKILLS

PROGRAMMATIC RECOMMENDATIONS
• Continue engaging residents through town hall-type meetings and meet-and-greet sessions, where they

can voice their perceptions and concerns
• Provide resident education sessions to separate fact and truth about city-wide and neighborhood trends
• Create clear pipelines from residents to resources, especially to serve as an intermediary for issues such 

as rental properties, economic development opportunities, and city utilities

44.1%
53.1%

57.5% 57.8%

69.4%
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FIGURE 6. Percentage of families in poverty with children under 18 (2011-2015)
MLK and Marion County, 2011-2015

Source: American Community Survey
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Youth frequently reported drug use as commonplace in their neighborhoods, and most were able to identify 
individuals in their household or families who use drugs. Youth reported witnessing drug use among parents, 
and speculated about the source of the drugs. In many cases, drug use was perceived to be normal. Teens 
identified drug dealing as a common occupation, goal, and cause for dropping out of school among their 
peers, due to the ability to earn large sums of money quickly.

“I understand that drugs are illegal... but it’s also a hustlin’ way of making money. 
Especially people who can’t get jobs. Like felons, and all of them. It’s harder for them to 

get jobs... so of course you know what they are going to turn to. And then, that’s going to 
make it worse on them...” — Neighborhood Resident

“I don’t know how to put it, but there is a lot of people over here that have mental 
illness… And it’s a lot of alcoholics and people who are on drugs and stuff… Especially 

by the bus stops....” — Teen Girl

DRUG USE & PREVENTION

Drug offenses have been among the most 
common reason youth have been 

arrested in the MLK service area. 

PROGRAMMATIC RECOMMENDATIONS
• Related to career readiness, identification of occupations outside of dealing drugs
• Programming with discussion of drug use among younger children and a separate discussion for parents

3

5

10

0 0

9
10

2

5

3

2011 2012 2013 2014 2015

Juvenile Offense Charges- Drug Dealing or Attempted Drug Dealing Charges

Juvenile Offense Charges- Drug Possession or Attempted Drug Possession Charges

FIGURE 7. Types of juvenile offense charges in MLK Geography (2011-2015)

Source: Marion County Superior Court, Juvenile Division
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Youth frequently discussed an inability to prevent themselves from acting on their internal frustrations. Many of 
these frustrations were related to unspecified anger, rooted in issues that they were unable to fully express. 
Several youth, particularly girls, discussed a willingness and ability to fight their peers in school, leading to 
suspensions or forms of in-school punishment. Youth across all age groups reported witnessing peers, adults— 
and in some cases— parents physically fighting with others. 

“I was talking about somebody else and he thought I was talking about him so he 
elbowed me in my chin and I punched him back...” — Preteen Boy

“Last time I got suspended was last year and I got in a fight. I choked slammed him 
because he made fun of my dad.” —  Preteen Boy

ANGER MANAGEMENT & CONFLICT RESOLUTION

PROGRAMMATIC RECOMMENDATIONS
• Anger management or conflict resolution training
• Restorative justice practices at schools attended by youth

FIGURE 8. Rate of juvenile felony offenses per 1000 population (2011-2015)
Marion County and MLK Geography
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FIGURE 9. Types of juvenile felony offenders in MLK Geography (2011-2015)
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Parents and youth were concerned with Tarkington Park due to perceived racial tensions with non-
neighborhood residents. Many youth think that the new addition to the park is meant for families from outside 
of the area, and that the old park is for neighborhood residents. Youth were particularly frustrated with 
actions by a designated park ranger, and did not think his actions protected them from harm.

“Like the two parks that’s there now, you got one park over there, they got some dirty 
swings, it’s got some dirty slides, it’s got some graffiti written all over it. And then you go 

literally across the other side of the building and you got this jungle gym, you got this 
nice basketball court and they looking like we don’t wanna play over here on this dirty 
stuff. So why didn’t they just come in and tear it down and make it all new? It’s in one 

spot. It’s like it’s meant for only one culture. So if you separate it like that, that’s how the 
kids are gonna be.” — MLK Parent

PARK USE & SAFETY

FIGURE 10. Percent of students agreeing with statements about Tarkington Park

56%

56%

53%

44%

37%

13%

7%
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The park has activities
for teenagers.

The park is close to many fun
things to do.

The park is a place where people of
all races get along.

The park is a safe place where
children of all ages can play.

The park does not have trash
most of the time.

The park is a place that does not
have crime.

I would let my little brother or sister
go to the park alone.

The park is a safe place to be
at night.

PROGRAMMATIC RECOMMENDATIONS
• Work with neighborhood youth to identify key programs and changes that may benefit their long-term

growth and interests
• Create opportunities for law enforcement to be more accessible to park goers in positive ways, especially

to youth

Source: MLK Student Survey
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At various ages, several youth were not able to discuss preparing for life after high school, and in some cases, 
life after middle school. Middle and high school youth were unaware of technical and other careers that do 
not require college degrees. The majority of boys of all ages discussed pursuing professional sports, and 
often in conjunction with attending college. At the same time, most boys were not fully aware of how to attain 
grades needed for college admission. Adults discussed concerns about a lack of area jobs preventing youth 
from earning sufficient income in the future.

Several youth noted that girls tend to be 
more likely to attend college and do well 
in school than boys. They also noted a 
lack of men in college, particularly from 
their neighborhood. As one teen girl said,

“I don’t feel like... it’s not that 
hard to succeed because it’s a lot 

of black women in college, so 
you can do stuff...I feel like boys, 
like I don’t know a lot of boys in 
college or teachers. I see mostly 

white women, white men, or 
black women.” 
—  Teen Girl

PROGRAMMATIC 
RECOMMENDATIONS

• Exposure to different
neighborhoods and cultures, for
an idea of different types of
career options, opportunities,
and cultural differences to be
able to adjust to different types
of careers

• Discussion and exercises about
career paths that do not require
college degrees

• For college-bound students,
additional opportunities to
discuss realistic financial aid and
scholarship opportunities

COLLEGE & CAREER READINESS

MEDIAN HOUSEHOLD
INCOME (2015)

75% of renters spend at least
30% of income on housing costs

MLK Service Area Average 

$24,217

Marion County 

$42,168
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25%

7%

15%

8%

No HSD

HSD Only

Some college,
no degree

Associate's
degree only

BA only

Graduate/
professional
degree

FIGURE 11. Educational attainment
of population 25 and older

Source: American Community Survey
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Many children discussed fear of gun violence and apprehension in public spaces, like the park.  These 
concerns existed whether or not they experienced gun violence.  Preteen and teen boys discussed fears and 
implications of carrying or not carrying a gun, especially with fear of police or peer retailiation.

 “...I don’t like my neighborhood because they be shooting each other, and people be 
getting killed, and also they be doing bad stuff and they be pulling knives and guns.”

—MLK Child

“My dad had some money, a dude came up with a pistol and threatened to shoot him if 
he didn’t give him the money.” — Preteen Boy

GUN SAFETY & CONTROL

PROGRAMMATIC 
RECOMMENDATIONS

• Safe gun usage training
and situational awareness
exercises

• With trauma-informed
care recommendations,
discussions with counselors
about youth experience
with gun violence and
other activities

FIGURE 12. Day frequency for shots fired, January through August 31, 2017
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