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Introduction
On a recent Monday morning, the newspapers presented a grim statistic—a 

New York Times article began with the sentence, “The United States in 2020 

experienced the biggest rise in murder since the start of national record-

keeping in 1960, according to data gathered by the FBI for its annual report 

on crime” (Asher 2021). The statistic—murder rose around 29 percent from 

2019 and affected all regions of the country. In spite of protests against police 

violence and calls to “defund the police,” the role of homicide detectives 

investigating a murder is still clear—they need to figure out who committed 

the murder, preserve the evidence, and protect public safety. 

2018, in Newark, New Jersey, homicide rates hovered at over a hundred 

per year. The clearance rate, or how many murders they solved, hovered 

much lower for the previous ten-year period at 38% (well below the national 

average of 62%) (Murder Accountability Project 2021). The Essex County 

Prosecutor’s Office (ECPO), which is the agency responsible for investigating 

homicides (not the Newark Police Department), faced wide distrust from the 

community and roadblocks to solving cases with people unwilling to speak 

to law enforcement. A research study in Newark that year reflected the high 

level of community distrust of law enforcement. In particular, researchers 

found local concern around shooting responses. In the study, one young 

man described his experience observing law enforcement at the scene of his 

friend’s homicide:

“My man died. He was sitting out there all night … He probably could have 

gotten saved but [the police] left him out there so long that he died on the 

scene. Everyone was out there seeing the body and it was horrible … His life 

was just ended because nobody responded.” (Swaner et al. 2018)

The treatment of a victim’s body is often one area of conflict between law 

enforcement and the victim’s friends and family. While they are having 

a traumatic experience and may want to touch or cover the body, law 

enforcement nearly universally forbids that, viewing the body as evidence 

(Reed et al. 2019). For the interviewee above, the perceived indifference 

towards the life of his friend undermined his confidence in the very agencies 

responsible for holding the perpetrator accountable. 

Researchers have documented that the information received within the first 48 

hours after a homicide is critical to closing the case quickly (Reed et al. 2019). 

However, when communities perceive police treatment of their loved ones as 

disrespectful, it decreases the likelihood of providing information to police. 

Lack of information in the short window following a homicide decreases the 

likelihood that detectives will solve the case. Failure to solve cases—or to do 

so very slowly—is also perceived as disrespectful to community members, 

further widening the divide. It is precisely this cycle that the Essex County 

Shooting Response Pilot hoped to end.

In 2018, the Center for Court Innovation was awarded a grant from the Bureau 

of Justice Assistance to work with the Essex (NJ) County Prosecutor’s Office 

on a three-year project to implement and evaluate the Improving Shooting 

Response and Witness Engagement Initiative. This project sought to answer 

a simple but powerful question: how can law enforcement maximize trust-

building strategies in the critical 48 hours after a shooting or act of violence in 

support of other public safety objectives? To answer this question, the Center 

for Court Innovation and ECPO decided to apply procedural justice principles 

to training and tools designed for homicide unit detectives to treat people 

more fairly, provide them with greater understanding and transparency, 

and create a more cooperative and supportive environment. In turn, it was 

hypothesized that this would build trust and increase witness and community 

cooperation with law enforcement during homicide investigations and 

improve clearance rates (solved cases).

The Essex County Shooting Response Pilot was designed to test the application 

of procedural justice theory in the immediate aftermath of a homicide. The 

pilot framework included providing procedural justice training to all homicide 

unit staff and creating tools to reinforce the principles of procedural justice 

and increase legitimacy. To evaluate the pilot, researchers used a combination 

of surveys with detectives, focus groups with detectives, administrative data 

analysis, and interviews with directly-impacted community members. This 

report summarizes the findings from the pilot that may be useful to other law 

enforcement agencies seeking to build trust with community members in the 

immediate aftermath of a violent crime. Specifically, this report provides an 

overview of procedural justice theory, the implementation approaches used in 

the creation of the pilot tools, research findings, and lessons learned. 

“My man died. He was sitting out there all 
night … He probably could have gotten saved 
but [the police] left him out there so long that 
he died on the scene. Everyone was out there 

seeing the body and it was horrible.”

Swaner et al. 2018

1. In response to community concerns, the Essex County Prosecutor’s Office 
has taken steps to increase dignity and privacy for homicide victims by using a 
screen to protect bodies from onlookers a screen during the investigation at the 
crime scene and  expediting and respectfully removing victims once necessary 
forensic evidence has been gathered.
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Essex County, New Jersey, is one of many jurisdictions nationwide that have 

struggled with community violence, a poor community-police relationship, 

and low homicide clearance rates. A three-year investigation found “vast racial 

disparities in arrests, widespread corruption, and a long history of excessive 

force” (KSBY 2021), leading to a consent decree (an agreement between the 

local police and the Department of Justice) in 2016 to overhaul their police 

department. According to Uniform Crime Reporting, clearance rates for 

homicides in Essex County from 2008-2018, the ten years prior to the start of 

the pilot, was on average 38%. The number of murders in the county reached 

its highest level in 2013 with 147. In recent years, the number of murders in 

the county has decreased to below 100 since 2018, even bucking the national 

trend of increasing murders in 2020. However, the homicide rate still remains 

high (Murder Accountability Project 2021).

release for 20 days or more after the incident (State of New Jersey 2015). 

And yet, information like this is often what community members—in particular 

family and friends of the deceased—ask of crime scene investigators.

Community members want to feel valued 
and to understand what is happening 

at crime scenes, while law enforcement 
wants to conduct their investigation 

without distractions and preserve the 
integrity of the crime scene.

Essex County Context The Essex County Prosecutor’s office provided additional data on homicides 

that occurred from 2012 to mid-2021. The top cause of death by homicide 

during this period was gunshot wounds (83%). Three-quarters of county 

homicide cases (76%) occurred in Newark, and victims were predominantly 

Black and male. Homicides with white and Hispanic victims were significantly 

more likely to be successfully cleared than those with Black victims. There 

were 24 police-involved shootings in the time period, representing 2% of all 

cases. Homicide motivation data was largely missing, but available information 

suggests that disputes, domestic violence, drugs, robbery, and retaliation 

were top motivators. 

Conversations with community members as part of the project planning pro-

cess in Essex County reveal that community members and law enforcement 

often have conflicting priorities. Community members want to feel valued and 

to understand what is happening at crime scenes, while law enforcement wants 

to conduct their investigation without distractions and preserve the integrity of 

the crime scene. For example, the New Jer-

sey Office of the Attorney General’s guide-

lines for police investigations states: 

“An employee of a law enforcement agen-

cy shall not … share information learned 

in the course of the use-of-force investi-

gation, including but not limited to police 

video recordings or information learned 

from reviewing such videos, with any prin-

cipal or other law enforcement or civilian 

witness without such prior authorization.” 

(State of New Jersey 2015) 

The policy further dictates that the public 

release of video involving police use 

of deadly force can only occur “upon 

substantial completion of the initial 

investigation,” which could delay the 

2. For the Uniform Crime Report, an offense is considered cleared when three 
conditions are met: someone is (1) arrested, (2) charged with the committing of 
the offense, and (3) turned over to the court for prosecution. The clearance rate 
is the number of offenses cleared, not the number of people arrested, as the 
arrest of one person could clear multiple offenses (FBI 2018).

Figure 1: 38% Homicide Clearance Rate in Essex County, NJ,  
2008-2018 (495 of 1,315 total homicides cleared)

Number of victims 1,100
Victim gender 
Male 88%
Female 12%
Victim race
Black 86%
Hispanic 9%
White 5%
Average age 32 
years
Cause of death gunshot wound  83%
Number of suspects identified 747%
City where incident occurred 
Newark 76%
Irvington  9%
East Orange 5%

Characteristics of the Case

Table 1: Homicide Victim Characteristics  
in Essex County, 2012 2021
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Advancements in evidence collection and significant investment from agencies 

like the Bureau of Justice Assistance have improved the sophistication of 

law enforcement investigations and prosecution of violent crime. However, 

levels of trust between the public and law enforcement continue to erode. 

Community trust in the aftermath of homicides and other violent crimes can 

dramatically impact law enforcement’s ability to gather pertinent information 

regarding victims and suspects, leading to their reliance on evidence such 

as video and other technological material. Acknowledging that trust-building 

is necessary for case investigation and prosecution, many law enforcement 

agencies around the country are turning to procedural justice to connect with 

communities, build trust, and solve cases.

In criminal justice, procedural justice focuses on respectful interactions 

between justice system actors and community members and clearly explained 

processes in order to improve public trust and law-abiding behavior. Key 

elements of procedural justice embraced by practitioners and researchers 

have included voice, understanding, respect, and neutral decision-making. 

The Essex County Shooting Response pilot sought to test whether providing 

homicide unit staff with procedural justice training and resources if that 

could lead to changes in how they interact with community members in the 

aftermath of a homicide, and, if so, if that could lead to increased trust in the 

homicide task force and, ultimately, increased clearance rates.

Theory

Research in procedural justice suggests that community members are more 

likely to accept and comply with justice system actors’ decisions when they 

feel they are treated fairly (Schulhofer et al. 2011). Dozens of studies have 

outlined the specific components of improving trust and increasing compliance 

in various contexts, from policing to prisons  (Tyler 2011; Farley et al. 2014; 

Bierie 2012). As defined by Yale researcher Tom Tyler, the leading researcher 

on the topic: 

The procedural justice approach is grounded in empirical research 

demonstrating that compliance with the law and willingness to 

cooperate with enforcement efforts are primarily shaped not by 

the threat of force or the fear of consequences, but rather by the 

strength of citizens’ beliefs that law enforcement agencies are 

legitimate. (Tyler et al. 2011) 

Studies consistently show that people are more likely to perceive the process 

to be fair when they: 1) feel they have a voice in the process, 2) are treated 

with dignity and respect, 3) understand the process, and 4) believe that 

decisions are made neutrally (Tyler 1990). However, researchers have also 

found limitations to procedural justice. A study testing the use of a procedural 

justice environmental design and training in a Manhattan courthouse found 

that many underlying concerns that people had with the justice system are 

beyond what can be addressed through procedural justice tools (Swaner et 

al. 2019). 

Although procedural justice has been the subject of numerous studies, 

there have been few police- or prosecutor-led initiatives in this area. Some 

law enforcement agencies have partnered with local faith-based leaders or 

community-based providers to address their need to build trust and provide 

resources to victims. For example, the NYPD has a “God Squad” in a Brooklyn 

precinct that responds to shootings alongside investigators; and Newark, 

New Jersey, has created a “Newark Clergy Alliance,” through which clergy 

members participate in police ride-alongs. Despite their best intentions, 

however, efforts like these are not easily scalable and are not integrated 

sufficiently into agency protocols in such a way that they can be deployed 

anywhere at any time. Additionally, they leave the relationship-building to 

external partners without changing local police culture. 

2. Testing Procedural Justice

Studies consistently show that people are more 
likely to perceive the process to be fair when they: 
1) feel they have a voice in the process, 

2) are treated with dignity and respect, 

3) understand the process, and 

4) believe that decisions are made neutrally (Tyler 1990). 
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For the purposes of this pilot, project manage-
ment included extensive pre-implementation 
planning, creation of pilot tools (i.e., palm card, 
resource guide, tip line intake form, tip line 
voicemail), development and coordination of 
detective and prosecutor training workshops, 
and data collection, and overall management 
of the pilot. 

3. Project Design  
& Implementation

Summary of Pilot Timeline 

In November 2018, the project kicked off with a meeting with executives 

from the Essex County Prosecutor’s Office and Center for Court Innovation 

project staff to discuss the award, determine who would staff the project, and 

finalize the time/task plan. Between November 2018 and November 2019, 

the project planning team met monthly to outline project goals and provide 

status updates following interviews with local and national stakeholders. In 

March 2019, the Center for Court Innovation coordinated a meeting with a 

local community group representing residents directly impacted by homicide 

and ECPO. During this meeting, community members expressed their 

feelings about law enforcement responses to homicide and trust-building. 

Recommendations from this meeting and from interviews are presented 

throughout the implementation sections. 

In June 2019, Center staff presented a pilot menu to the ECPO outlining 

intervention ideas from which they selected a palm card, resource guide, and 

tip line form (all described in further detail below) as the tools they would like 

to implement. Between July 2019 and October 2019, the project management 

team (defined further in section 3.2) developed the pilot tools. 

Between October 2019 and January 2020, the Center 

facilitated four training sessions on procedural justice and an 

introduction to the tools for detectives, one training session 

for prosecutors, and one training session for administrative 

staff. Following the final detective training in January 2020, 

the pilot period began. 

The pilot period lasted until June 2021. During this time, 

detectives used the procedural justice tools in their work. 

The COVID-19 pandemic did affect the detectives’ ability to 

implement the tools as much as expected. During this time, 

Center for Court Innovation researchers conducted evaluation 

activities, including a pre-implementation survey, two follow-

up surveys, and a focus group with detectives near the end of 

the pilot period. They also conducted interviews with community members 

directly impacted by homicide and analyzed administrative data.  

Summary of Implementation Approaches

A multidisciplinary project management team oversaw the development 

and execution of the project activities. The project management team 

consisted of leadership within the ECPO Homicide Unit, several Center 

for Court Innovation staff, including training and technical assistance staff, 

and a researcher. Prosecutors from around the country, community-based 

organizations who work to address gun violence in urban communities, local 

organizations, and community members helped during the planning phase 

with identifying procedural justice best practices in responding to homicides 

and gauging community response to pilot tools. Consultants assisted with 

areas requiring external technical assistance, such as the application of 

procedural justice theory to environmental design and graphic design of pilot 

tools and resources.
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Implementation Approach

The project management team conducted a scan of local and national 

best practices to explore 1) approaches law enforcement and prosecuting 

agencies have successfully tested and 2) challenges they have faced when 

building trust with communities in the immediate aftermath of a homicide. 

Four key touch points emerged in standard procedure in the first 48 hours 

after a homicide. Detectives could implement procedural justice tenants at 

these four points, using the community-facing tools and resources, to build 

trust with community members.

1. On-the-scene engagement. Traditionally, the detective-community 

interaction has been the primary touch point when police are called to 

investigate a homicide. It is a critical moment for building trust due to the 

visibility of detective interactions with onlookers and one another. This may 

also include on-the-scene canvassing, which can happen immediately or in 

the following days. Canvassing brings detectives into door-to-door contact 

with communities, where interactions between homicide detectives and 

residents are more private and hold potential for trust-building. For the 

purposes of this pilot, a single resource was created for use during on-the-

scene engagement and canvassing to test the effectiveness of improving 

procedural justice during these early interactions.

In those first few hours immediately following a homicide, law enforcement 

has an extensive list of priorities that they must accomplish, such as 

safeguarding the deceased, collecting and preserving evidence, limiting 

pedestrian exposure to danger, managing crowds, and canvassing the 

area for potential witnesses. The trust-building tool, therefore, needed to 

be small enough for detectives to carry in their pockets, easy to hand out, 

and contain useful information that would be difficult to explain during a 

brief encounter at the scene.

Due to the traumatic nature of a homicide, people often experience 

heightened emotions that influence their interactions with law enforcement 

at the scene. During planning conversations, community members 

expressed that the law enforcement responses were sometimes too 

harsh in light of what they were experiencing. For example, community 

members pointed out that the tone law enforcement uses when telling 

residents to stand behind a perimeter or to limit their reactions (e.g., 

crying, screaming, cursing) is too loud and aggressive. In addition, they 

explained that law enforcement sometimes forcibly moves residents 

behind a perimeter, which exacerbates the existing tensions and further 

fractures the relationship with the community. 

While the ECPO homicide unit detectives are responsible for investigat-

ing the homicide, Newark Police Department (NPD) officers are usually 

the first ones on the scene to secure the perimeter. Community mem-

bers on the scene might not know the difference between the two agen-

cies, thus misidentifying the agency of the officer with whom they had a 

problematic interaction. A negative interaction with an NPD officer could 

reflect poorly on the ECPO homicide unit detectives during their inves-

tigation. During pilot planning meetings, ECPO detectives recounted 

frustration about this dynamic and felt it was a barrier to trust-building. 

Therefore, it was important for the tool to distinguish the ECPO, the 

second law enforcement agency to arrive on the scene, from the Newark 

Police Department, which provides immediate response to 9-1-1 calls 

or ShotSpotter notification(s). Additionally, the tool needed to provide 

transparency around the process residents were observing, as communi-

ty members expressed a lack of understanding around law enforcement 

protocols and the role of the ECPO.

Finally, there were concerns from both community members and ECPO 

detectives that individuals who accept materials handed out by law 

enforcement (such as detective’s business cards) at the scene could be 

viewed as having cooperated with (or “snitched” to) police and be at risk of 

retaliation. When there is significant concern about retaliation, detectives 

discreetly tell community members to meet them somewhere else to have 

their discussions in private. The risk of being seen with a document from 

the homicide task force could be fatal; thus, it was important to ensure 

that any document provided to community members at the scene of a 

homicide or during canvassing was discrete.

2. Next of kin notification. Next of kin notification is an extremely 

important touch point for both the ECPO detectives and prosecutors. 

Detectives providing this notification have the difficult job of letting a 

person know their father, mother, son, daughter, or other loved one 

was murdered. Not only do the detectives need to be prepared for any 

reaction to that news, but they also have to gather information about the 

deceased that will aid in the investigation. As previously noted, the trust 

between the ECPO detective and family members can greatly impact the 

detective’s ability to gain pertinent information. The resource created 

for this touchpoint needed to convey empathy for the loss suffered and 

provide resources to help navigate the next steps. 

Detectives identified several challenges that occur during these 

notifications. Family members are often in a state of shock. Detectives 

have found that families often forget the information provided once 

the detectives leave; they frequently have to repeat the information 

during later meetings at the ECPO office. The resource designed for this 

touchpoint needed to include commonly asked questions and answers 

that loved ones could review to prepare themselves for the initial meeting 

at the ECPO office.

Prosecutors versus Police: Essex County is one jurisdiction 
where the prosecutor’s office’s own detectives investigate 
homicides, as opposed to the police department. By contrast, 
homicide investigations in New York City are carried out by 
the New York Police Department, not by prosecutors. Often 
both agencies (detectives from the ECPO homicide unit 
and officers from the Newark Police Department) will be 
represented at the scene of a homicide, with the detectives 
investigating and speaking to witnesses while NPD provides 
a secure perimeter. NPD will also be the first to arrive at the 
scene, while detectives might first come to the hospital.
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Another challenge is difficulty gathering information from loved ones 

during the notification. Homicide investigators gather a variety of 

information about the deceased to assist in solving their cases. With the 

expansion of social media, cell phone passwords, social media handles, 

and the like become increasingly important to understanding the victim’s 

life. When detectives ask loved ones for this information, it can be difficult 

to locate it immediately, and it is, most likely, not the family member’s 

priority. The resource, therefore, needed to provide space for capturing 

this kind of information to share with the detectives later.

3. Meeting with detectives at the ECPO. Detectives attempt to 

schedule subsequent meetings with witnesses and loved ones of the 

deceased as soon as possible after their first communication. Often this 

means a meeting at the Essex County Prosecutor’s Office within 24 hours 

of the initial meeting. During a tour of the ECPO facility, detectives raised 

several concerns about how witnesses came into the building. One of the 

concerns included difficulty finding the office. Although the Essex County 

Prosecutor’s Office is accessible by train, bus, and car, it is not easy for 

visitors to find their way into the building. Even GPS is not a reliable 

solution because the office address does not place visitors at the correct 

entrance. In addition, the ECPO is in a shared municipal building, which 

makes internal navigation difficult as the signage does not clearly provide 

directions to the various agencies within.

Once inside the homicide unit office, the detectives raised concerns about 

the waiting area. Detectives explained that the safety of witnesses and 

loved ones was compromised because the waiting area does not have a 

door and those waiting are therefore visible to passersby. Suspects and 

others questioned by detectives walk past the same waiting area where 

witnesses and loved ones sit. Simply waiting to speak to a detective is, 

therefore, a high-risk gamble for witnesses. Additionally, witnesses and 

loved ones meet with detectives in the suspect interrogation rooms. These 

rooms lack windows, have poor lighting, and have handcuffs and/or chains 

on the ground. Detectives expressed that the mere sight of the room 

can cause many witnesses to cease their participation in an investigation. 

Moreover, a mannequin used to display wound trajectory to witnesses and 

prepare for trial was on display in the office. The mannequin had several 

hundred holes from the repeated use of trajectory rods. Prosecutors and 

detectives raised concerns about the visual impact of the mannequin on 

witnesses.

The majority of the concerns raised by the detectives and prosecutors 

on the project management team were about the architectural and 

environmental aesthetics of the municipal building that housed the ECPO 

office. Although the pilot project did not include an environmental design 

component, the significance of environmental design became a priority 

during the walkthrough with the project management team. The expert 

assistance of Designing Justice Designing Spaces (DJDS), an architectural 

nonprofit organization that builds infrastructure to address the root 

causes of mass incarceration, was engaged to address the architectural 

and environmental concerns. The project management team worked with 

DJDS to create a toolkit demonstrating how procedural justice theory 

can be applied to environmental design, allowing for trust-building and 

healing for victims, survivors, and loved ones. The full toolkit is included 

in Part II of this report.

4. Tip Line: During the local and national best-practice scan, the project 

management team learned of different techniques the ECPO Homicide 

Task Force uses to connect with community members who may have 

During the local and national best-practice 
scan, the project management team learned 
of different techniques the ECPO Homicide 
Task Force uses to connect with community 
members who may have information about 

unsolved homicide investigations. 

information about unsolved homicide investigations. One of these 

techniques is the use of a tip line. The tip line is a toll-free number that 

goes directly to the Homicide Task Force administrative assistant’s desk. 

Though the line is open 24 hours a day, seven days a week, a live person is 

only available during traditional business hours (weekdays between 9:00 

a.m. and 5:00 p.m.). Outside of those hours, the tip line has a voicemail 

system that the administrative staff or an on-call detective routinely 

checks. Information collected from incoming calls was collected using a 

tip line form and shared with the lead detective on the case. For the pilot, 

the tip line touch point was broken into two parts: the voicemail greeting 

and the tip line form.

The voicemail message is potentially one of the first interactions a 

community member has with ECPO Personnel explained that once the 

caller is on the line, the goal is to get as much information as quickly as 

possible because of the low probability that the caller will stay on a call 

for an extended period. For the pilot, the tip line greeting, therefore, 

needed to be welcoming, reassuring callers that their message would be 

returned, and expressing the confidential nature of the call.

The tip line forms, last modified in 2008, did not provide enough space to 

collect all the information that staff needed to collect, leading them to use 

the back of the page to collect additional pertinent information. The tip 

line forms also must be redacted and logged within case files, then turned 

Additionally, witnesses and loved ones 
meet with detectives in the suspect 

interrogation rooms. These rooms lack 
windows, have poor lighting, and have 

handcuffs and/or chains on the ground. 
Detectives expressed that the mere sight 
of the room can cause many witnesses to 

cease their participation in an investigation. 
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over to defense counsel in a trial. The pilot tip line form needed to provide 

ample space for administrative staff to collect pertinent information and 

include prompts to encourage callers to provide the specific information 

experienced staff know to ask for.

Pilot Tools and Resources

The information gathered from the local and national scan influenced the 

development of the pilot tools, resources, and training materials. The project 

management team worked on several iterations of the tools and resources. 

Four tools and resources were created and used to infuse detective and 

community member interactions with procedural justice principles to increase 

trust and cooperation with law enforcement.

1.  Palm Card. The project staff created this tool for use during the first 

touchpoint—on-the-scene/canvassing. The Homicide Task Force would 

distribute palm cards to anyone present at the scene of a homicide or 

anyone they encountered during canvassing in the aftermath of a homicide. 

The palm card was small enough to fit inside a person’s pocket (when 

folded, approximately the size of a business card). This way, it was discrete, 

and hopefully more people would keep it as a reference. We selected the 

imagery on the card to convey understanding and empathy for the loss felt 

by the deceased’s loved ones and the community. Equally important was 

making the palm card a useful victim-witness resource, inviting community 

members to contact the Homicide Task Force with information. The ECPO 

Homicide Task Force wanted to convey respect for the friends, family, and 

community of the victim through the palm cards.

Crucial to building individualized trust on-the-scene was providing the 

community with information about the homicide investigation process. 

This information would help community members recognize who was on 

the scene and give them an understanding of what to expect next. The 

card provided an overview of the expected process and phone numbers 

for commonly requested resources. It was also an opportunity for the 

ECPO detectives to provide transparency about their mission.

The palm card needed to give community members several ways to voice 

their concerns or provide information. Our scan of best practices found 

that the homicide unit typically receives three types of information, so 

we designed the palm card to direct people to the appropriate phone 

numbers. The main number was displayed for community members 

seeking information about a case. Each card included lines for the lead 

detective to provide their cell phone number, giving the caller a direct 

line to the detective in charge. Additionally, the card provided the tip line 

number for community members to share information about the incident.

2. Resource Guide. The second critical touchpoint was the next-of-kin 

notification. The project team sought to provide a resource that could build 

trust after notifying a family member of their loved one’s death. The idea 

for the resource guide came from the booklets women receive after giving 

birth at a hospital which contain helpful information parents can refer back 

to when questions arise. 

Community Palm Card

In recognition of the sensitivity of the interaction, and ECPO’s respect 

and empathy for the loved one receiving the notification, we created the 

tool to provide information that would be pertinent for the recipient’s 

understanding and processing during the days and weeks following the 

homicide. A note from the ECPO Homicide Unit expressing condolences 

and explaining the unit’s goals set a tone of empathy similar to the palm 

Community Resource Guide
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was important to re-record a new and improved greeting to maintain any 

trust that may have been built by the detectives while on the scene or at 

next-of-kin notifications. The new greeting promoted the same sense of 

security and confidentiality that the tools aimed to convey.

The new message aimed to show respect by providing the message in 

English and Spanish, thanking the caller, and offering options for how to 

provide the information: either receiving a call back or providing information 

anonymously. In addition, the message promoted understanding by 

providing information about investigator availability and the hours when 

a live person was available. This was also an important factor in providing 

transparency to ensure that callers knew that if they decided to have 

a detective call them back, the information would not be anonymous 

because they would be providing their name and phone number.

We expanded the tip line form to include space for common information 

ECPO administrative staff collect during calls. Initially, the project team 

sought to create a script to guide the administrative staff through tip line 

calls. However, the complexity and nuance of each call would not allow for 

a script to be effective. Therefore, the project management team settled on 

incorporating several prompts to encourage a caller to continue providing 

information while conveying appreciation for the details already provided. 

These prompts were meant to let the caller know that their voice had been 

heard and that the information that they provided was valuable. 

Tip Line Voicemail Message
Hello. Thank you for calling the Essex County Prosecutor’s 
Office Tip Line. If this is an emergency, please hang up and 
dial 911. Our investigators are available 24/7 to serve you. 
If you are calling to provide confidential information about 
an investigation, please leave your name and phone number 
and an investigator will call you back as soon as possible. 
You can also call us Monday to Friday from 9:00 am to 5:00 
pm to anonymously speak with a team member.

card, the resource guide served as both a victim-witness resource and a 

way to gather information for the investigation. It provided information 

about where loved ones could seek funeral assistance, responses to 

frequently asked questions, and contact information for therapeutic and 

legal services. We intended these sections to show the recipient respect 

for their loss and useful information to help them navigate the next steps. 

The frequently asked questions, in particular, promoted transparency by 

providing information that is not readily available and by identifying who 

community members should contact for more information. 

Our second goal for the resource guide was to increase community 

members’ understanding of the investigation process. This was done 

by being transparent about the stages of a homicide investigation 

and defining legal terms that may be unfamiliar to the general public. 

Homicide investigations can vary based on factors outside the control of 

the detective or prosecutor. To limit the potential of raising false hope 

about a case’s outcome, the resource guide provided a basic overview of 

the stages without any specific timeline or expectation of when the stages 

would occur.

Third, the resource guide needed to provide family members with 

autonomy. It showed respect for community members’ autonomy by 

giving them a choice to provide information to the detective after the 

notification, rather than expecting them to locate information immediately 

after learning of their loved one’s passing. The resource guide contained 

prompts to help people remember as much information as possible about 

the deceased. Recognizing that loved ones and witnesses preferred to 

arrive at ECPO on their own rather than being escorted by detectives, 

the resource guide showed respect by providing clear and accurate 

directions to the office.

3. Tip Line Voicemail and Tip Intake Form. Both the palm card and 

resource guide directed individuals to call the tip line number. Originally, 

the tip line greeting was unintelligible except for the word “homicide.” It 

Essex County Prosecutor’s Office - Tip Line Information Form 
 

Today’s Date: ___ / ___ / ______ Call Receiver: _____________________________________________ (print) 

Date of call: ___ / ___ / ______  Time of Call: ____: _____ ☐☐ Voicemail ☐☐ Live Call 

*I want to remind you that this is an anonymous call and I won’t ask for your name or phone number. We encourage 
you to share as much information as you feel comfortable. * 

 

Thank you for this information. Can you please describe the person and/ or location you referred to? 

 

 Thank you for sharing. Can you please describe the weapon and/ or vehicle you referred to? 

We appreciate your call, what would you like to share with us? (who, what, when, where, and why) 

 

Weapon type:    ☐ Firearm  ☐ Knife   ☐ Sharp Instrument   ☐ Blunt Object    ☐ Explosive Devise    

If firearm, what type: _____________________________ 

Vehicle Type: _____________________ Vehicle Color: ____________________  Vehicle Registration State: ___  

Vehicle License Plate: ___________________________ 

Additional description of vehicle: 
_______________________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
_______________________________________________________________________________________________ 

 
First Name:___________________________________ Last Name: _______________________________________ 
 
Nickname/ Alias: ____________________________________ 

Address: _______________________________________________________________________________________ 

Sex: _______ Race: _________ Age: _______ Complexion: _________________ Weight: _________ 

Eye Color: __________ Hair Color: __________  

Identifying Characteristics (ie., tattoos, piercings, scars, etc.):  
_______________________________________________________________________________________________ 
Location of Incident:  

Bldg. / House Number: __________________ Street Name/ Number: ____________________ Apt.: ________ 

City: __________________________ State: _________ Zip Code: _____________ 

Additional description of location: 
_______________________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
_______________________________________________________________________________________________ 

Case Detective: _________________________________ Supervisor: _____________________________ 

Assistant Prosecutor Assigned to case: ___________________________________ HOM/SI #: ______________ 

Submitting Person _______________________________ Date Submitted: _____________________________ 

Caller name: _________________________________ Phone Number: _____________________________ 

Address: ________________________________________________ ☐☐ Refused to Provide 

Tip Line Information Form
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4. Pilot Training. Once the pilot materials were designed, the project 

management team designed a three-hour training for the Homicide Task 

Force and augmented that training for the homicide unit prosecutors 

and administrative staff. Each training followed the same agenda: 1) 

introduction and project overview; 2) local and national challenges; 

3) procedural justice; 4) understanding your audience; 5) on-the-scene 

engagement; 6) next-of-kin notifications; 7) initial meetings; 8) tip line and 

tip form; 9) research design; 10) questions and answers; and 11) conclusion. 

Prior to walking through the pilot materials and how to use them, the 

project management team provided a solid understanding of what the 

pilot was seeking to study, what procedural justice theory was and how to 

incorporate it into their work, and what trauma was and how it could affect 

interactions between the ECPO staff and community members. Once the 

trainers discussed those foundational concepts, participants received a 

sample of the pilot materials, and trainers walked through their design 

and intended uses. Finally, trainers explained the accompanying practice 

guide that would be provided to everyone participating in the pilot. 

The pandemic impacted trust-building activities. The pilot period began 

in January 2020 during a period where shootings were at a record low. 

Two months later and due to the rapid spread of COVID-19 in Newark and 

neighboring cities in New Jersey, Mayor Baraka issued a stay-at-home order 

for all non-essential residents and workers starting March 2020. Like much of 

the country during this time, the Essex County Prosecutor’s Office developed 

a COVID-19 response protocol to ensure the safety of their staff and the 

communities they serve. As part of the protocol, the leadership instructed 

detectives on the homicide task force to limit their contact with individuals 

while canvassing, responding to homicides, and during other investigative 

activities. Additionally, detectives were required to wear personal protective 

equipment (PPE) and practice six-foot social distancing while on duty and 

when working with the general public. The pilot required human interaction 

and relied heavily on the passing of materials from one person’s hands to 

another—activities that were strongly discouraged during the height of the 

pandemic. Unfortunately, pilot activities were not adaptable for distanced or 

virtual interaction.

Social unrest and mistrust of law enforcement on the national level 

affects local sentiments. In addition to COVID-19, several police-involved 

shootings occurred nationally throughout the year resulting in heightened 

levels of social unrest. Although the ECPO staff were confident that their 

relationship with the community was not comparable with media portrayals, 

attempts to build trust through palm cards and resource guides did not take 

into account the sensitive nature of community/law enforcement relationship 

building. Authentic and consistent community engagement—not just in 

response to a homicide—is needed to lay the foundation for meaningful trust-

building. 

Implementation Lessons Learned

Community feedback on tools prior to design is critical to trust 

building. The local and national scan focused on understanding practices 

undertaken by prosecutorial agencies, law enforcement agencies, nonprofits, 

and academics who work to build trust with communities impacted by violence. 

With the exception of community meetings that project staff attended to 

understand resident concerns, the project management team did not seek 

feedback from community members regarding the tools once they were 

designed. Due to research limitations, the project management team did not 

receive community feedback on the actual use of the tools in the field.

Staff participation in the development of pilot activities is critical 

to the success of the pilot. The executive leadership of the homicide unit 

constructed the pilot with staff from the Center for Court Innovation. The 

team iteratively developed the pilot materials over weeks before finalizing the 

prototype for the pilot. Although the project management team represented 

detectives, prosecutors, and administrative staff who would be implementing 

the pilot tools, line prosecutors and detectives were not made aware of the 

pilot, nor were they consulted on the materials before the training. As a 

result, at the training, they raised many questions and concerns about the 

content and messages conveyed by the tools. The project management team 

recreated some of the materials to incorporate the comments and concerns 

raised by detectives. This caused several weeks of delays in implementing the 

pilot. 

Staff turnover can have varied impacts on the project implementation 

team. Detective buy-in and enthusiasm for using the pilot materials was 

largely the result of their trust in their captain, who had supported the project. 

Unfortunately, at the start of the pilot period, the captain retired. This change 

brought about an unanticipated restructuring of the project management 

team, as the departure of the captain resulted in the loss of a direct line to the 

detectives. However, the change did bring increased transparency in the form 

of quicker access to needed data and information.

Practice Guides were created for each of the detectives to 
use as a reference to reinforce the training workshops
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Our findings and recommendations drew on the 
results of surveys with detectives at three time 
points (baseline, four, and eight months into the 
implementation); focus groups with detectives; 
analysis of administrative homicide data; and 
interviews with directly impacted community 
members. All research protocols were reviewed 
and approved by the Center for Court Innova-
tion’s Institutional Review Board. 

1. Pre/post surveys with detectives. The project staff provided an 

initial presentation of the materials and training in procedural justice to 

detectives over three sessions from October 2019 to January 2020. Twenty-

nine out of 34 detectives (85%) participated in those sessions. Before 

each session, the researcher asked participating detectives to complete a 

survey to gauge how they might already apply procedural justice tenets 

and describe their work. The survey included questions about detectives’ 

interactions with witnesses, family members, and the general community 

after their most recent homicide. Twenty-five detectives completed the 

survey (86% of those who completed the training). The survey consisted 

of 70 questions and took approximately fifteen minutes to complete. 

Detectives received two follow-up electronic surveys in May and 

September 2020, after the pilot began. Researchers designed the survey 

to follow up on respondents’ use of the materials and training in their 

everyday work. We sent the survey to all 34 detectives regardless of their 

attendance in one of the training sessions; however, only 12 completed the 

first follow-up survey and 13 completed the second. Since no significant 

differences were found between the responses from the first and second 

round of surveys, responses from the second survey (n=13) are reported 

here. The survey was similar to the one administered at the beginning of 

the program with a few added questions about materials application. Less 

than half (43%) of the detectives responding to the follow-up surveys said 

they remembered participating in the initial training.

2. Detective focus groups. In April 2021, near the end of the pilot, re-

searchers conducted two focus groups with detectives from the homicide 

task force, speaking with a total of 12 detectives. The focus groups lasted 

for 90 minutes and took place remotely via Zoom. The discussion during 

the focus group provided further information about how the task force 

members felt about using the materials, understood procedural justice 

concepts, and built relationships with the families of victims and witnesses.

Methodology 3. Analysis of administrative data on homicides in Essex County. 

The ECPO homicide task force provided data on homicides during the 

nine-year period from January 2012 through August 23, 2021, including 

records for 1,100 victims. This data includes general information about the 

incident (date, time, location); victim characteristics (age, race, gender); 

cause of death; suspect name, gender, and race; detective assigned; and 

potential motive. Researchers from the team analyzed the data using 

SPSS for descriptive statistics. 

4. Interviews with directly impacted community members. Despite 

our best efforts, we had only limited success incorporating the perspec-

tives of those directly impacted by homicide in the community. Challeng-

es largely due to COVID-19, along with stipulations made by partner 

agencies, resulted in hampered outreach and recruitment efforts. Ulti-

mately, we interviewed a total of six people who met the study criteria: 

that they had a friend or family member killed in an adjudicated case in 

Essex County since 2012 and were at least 18 years old. Prosecutors re-

quested that researcher not interview people who might have information 

about an open case. As cases can take years to be closed, we decided to 

include anyone in the study where the case was closed and the homicide 

occurred within the last eight years. The individuals who were interviewed  

provided feedback on their interactions with law enforcement after the 

death of their loved ones. Researchers abandoned initial plans to recruit 

interviewees through the ECPO victims’ services office and local advocacy 

groups due to restrictions imposed by the potential collaborating agen-

cies. Instead, two researchers with connections to the community recruit-

ed potential interviewees through a combination of personal contacts and 

collaboration with a local court-based community organization. 

3. There were 34 detectives at the beginning of the pilot but because of person-
nel changes, this number fluctuated throughout the pilot period and some new 
detectives joined the task force who were never trained. 

4. The data provided by ECPO differs from those reported previously from the 
Uniform Crime Report (UCR) due to different reporting requirements. Clearance 
rates reported over the years from ECPO are higher than those reported in the 
UCR as homicide unit data does not include suspect arrest information. 

4. Pilot Evaluation
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Findings: Use of Tools

During the pilot, the project team initially sought to train all 34 detectives and 

provide them with the relevant materials. Ultimately, however, less than half 

of the detectives adopted the materials during the 18-month pilot period. 

As with department leadership, there was also some turnover among the 

detectives, so some who participated in the follow-up surveys or focus groups 

came to the department after the initial training sessions and did not receive 

the training. Most of the survey respondents and focus group participants 

who reported using the materials as intended found them helpful. However, 

this finding should be interpreted with caution; both the survey and focus 

groups suffered from low participation rates and those who participated may 

likely be predisposed in favor of the pilot (selection bias). Further, only two 

participants said that they used the materials all the time or as fully intended 

(described further below).

1. Palm cards. Each detective on the ECPO homicide task force was given 

one hundred palm cards for distribution. However, only 7 of the 13 

survey respondents said that they received the palm cards. Of those, two 

reported that they handed out all of their palm cards and one did not 

distribute any; the remaining four distributed some cards.

 In both the survey and the focus groups, detectives reported that the 

community response to the cards was positive and generally receptive. 

Six of them reported that they distributed palm cards at the scene of their 

last homicide investigation. The detectives themselves had ambivalent 

feelings towards using the palm cards; their sentiments in the survey 

ranged from positive (“good,” “helpful,” “comfortable carrying them,” 

“great”) to neutral or negative (“I do what I’m told,” “burdensome to 

carry two sets of cards,” “have not seen an impact,” “include too much 

information”). One of those who did not distribute any said it was because 

they were newly assigned. During focus groups, detectives shared that 

it was easier to use the palm cards at the beginning of the pilot when 

everything was face-to-face, but COVID made it more challenging to 

distribute the cards since detectives were required to socially distance, 

limiting their interactions with the public. 

Two detectives surveyed responded affirmatively to the question that 

someone contacted them as a result of the information provided on the 

palm card, though it is unclear if the contact can be attributed to the palm 

cards or business cards many of the detectives distributed along with the 

palm cards. One detective said, “People almost always take the palm 

card. I don’t know how effective it is—I wouldn’t say that they’ve turned 

around and called me. I have a good track history with people calling my 

phone directly. There was no influx in calls; palm cards did not help or 

hurt.” The primary reasons people contacted the detectives were to check 

on the status of a vehicle release, for an update on the investigation, or 

other investigative information. As described in the prior section, one of 

the reasons the palm cards were developed was specifically because the 

planning team had heard that detectives did not use their business cards 

and community members were hesitant to carry a detective’s business 

card for fear of being considered a “snitch”; however, detectives reported 

in focus groups that they did actually distribute their business cards to 

community members and had no problem using them.

Some detectives recommended that the palm cards and resource guides 

would be more appropriately distributed by the victim/witness office since 

that office interacts more closely with the families to determine needs 

while detectives are focused on solving the murders. 

2. Resource Guide. Of those detectives surveyed who received resource 

guides (N=7), most (N=5) reported sharing these guides with families. 

Overall, the detectives who completed the survey provided positive feed-

back (e.g., “helpful,” “good,” “I felt it provides useful information”). Only 

one respondent gave a negative assessment (“people aren’t sure what it 

is”). None of them knew if family members had actually used the guide. 

Some focus group participants suggested that the resource guides were 

helpful to leave with the families that might have additional questions 

after the detectives left. However, at least one detective doubted whether 

families used the information; this individual maintained that people did 

not actually look at the resources provided but just wanted detectives to 

tell them the next steps. “The questions that they ask are answered in 

the resource guide. Maybe they find comfort in speaking to me. I don’t 

know. But I still pick up the calls and answer the questions.” Another 

detective who had found the materials helpful suggested that rather than 

just giving the resource guides to a single family member, the materials 

should be shared with anyone involved, as the information helps them 

understand the next steps of the investigation. No one mentioned in the 

surveys or in the focus group that they used the resource guide to collect 

information from the family. 

3. Tip Line. The tip line voice message was re-recorded to be clearer and 

more welcoming, and to let people know what to expect if they left a 

message. ECPO hoped that the 2020 changes to the tip line would result 

in more people using the line to reach out to detectives. More than half 

of the detectives who completed the survey had received tips through 

the tip line since the beginning of 2020. The type of information gathered 

through the tip line was reported to include possible suspects/motives, 

leads, and suspect location. Survey respondents did not believe that the 

number of tips or quality of information received had changed following 

the implementation of the pilot project. 

5. A closed case is one where the prosecution of the case is completed with a 
conviction or administrative closure. This is difference from a cleared case, which 
usually occurs when the police investigation is completed with the arrest and 
charging of a suspect. For detectives in the homicide unit, the case is cleared 
once there is an arrest and the case is passed on to the prosecutors, who then 
continue to prosecute the case until they can close it with a conviction (Brook-
man et al. 2019).  

In both the survey and the focus groups, 
detectives reported that the community 

response to the cards was positive  
and generally receptive. 
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The ECPO homicide unit provided homicide data to the researchers to identi-

fy trends and impact of the pilot on clearance rates. From 2012 through 2018, 

over a hundred people were killed annually, with a peak in 2013 (155). The 

clearance rate (percent of all homicides solved by the police) for homicide 

cases from 2012 to 2018 was just over half (52%). Following 2018, homicides 

declined and clearance rates rose (2019: 83 homicides, 61% clearance; 2020: 

79 homicides, 73% clearance). While we initially hoped that the use of materi-

als and training on procedural justice would contribute to increased clearance 

rates, it is not possible to attribute the increase in clearance rates to the pilot 

project, especially considering the limited use of the materials by the detec-

tives due to COVID 19. Many other factors contributed to increasing clear-

ance rates, including an increase in video evidence (due to prevalence of cell 

phones), improvements in investigative technology, and the relatively fewer 

cases to investigate resulting in more resources to dedicate to each case. 

Findings: Detectives Perceptions of Procedures

Overall, respondents to the pre-training survey felt that they already applied 

many elements of trust-building and procedural justice in their work. The 

follow-up surveys and focus groups explored how much detectives understood 

and used the elements of procedural justice from the training and materials. 

The detectives who filled in the survey at the follow-up periods were asked 

how often they thought about procedural justice from the training. Nearly 

all (10 out of 13) said that they considered respect daily in their actions with 

the community. Nearly the same number of those who completed the survey 

considered understanding (9), neutral decision-making (8) and helpfulness 

(9) or understanding (8) during daily interactions. Fewer (5) reported that 

they consider giving voice to those they interact with daily. 

1. Respect. At baseline, most detectives considered themselves to be re-

spectful or very respectful to everyone (20 out of 25 respondents). In the 

focus groups, detectives described how they try to be respectful in their 

interactions with the community. “Well, I try to be as courteous as I can 

be, to try to change the stigma our profession has. You try to be courte-

ous until it’s time not to be. Even if the interaction begins negatively, I try 

to make it as positive as possible.” One detective shared an experience 

he had helping a witness who came forward to find a job; to this detec-

tive, this type of helpfulness was an important element of respect. 

2. Voice. Survey respondents reported considering voice more at follow-

up than at baseline (50% versus 43%), suggesting a possible influence of 

the training and materials. The detectives often viewed voice as allowing 

people to “vent” to them about the case or “get things off their chest,” 

even if their anger was directed at the detectives. 

Survey respondents reported that they invited people to speak more 

often at the next-of-kin notification (6 out of 13) than at the scene of the 

homicide (10 out of 13), suggesting that opportunities for voice may differ 

depending upon the type and location of the interaction. 

Table 4.1
Declining Homicide Numbers and Increasing  
Clearance Rates in Essex County, 2012-2021

Year Number killed Clearance rate
2012  125 51% 
2013 155 53% 
2014 121 56% 
2015 142  53% 
2016  126  52% 
2017  112  50% 
2018  104  51% 
2019  83  61% 
2020  79  73% 
2021*   53  57% 

Total  1,100  55% 

Findings: Clearance Rates

3. Neutral decision-making. Most survey respondents (10 out of 13) felt 

that they were neutral in their decision-making and treated all cases the 

same. One focus group participant explained, “[It] doesn’t matter who my 

victim is. Lots of times we’re familiar with the family, or they are suspects 

from other homicides... The victim is always someone’s son, father, friend. 

I treat everyone the same.” Another stated, “We work with people from 

all different backgrounds. No matter if the victim was dealing drugs or in 

a gang—[my job is] treating everyone with the same respect.”

4. Understanding. Understanding was the one procedural justice concept 

that the detectives appeared to resist. They acknowledged the importance 

of providing information about the case to the family and answering 

questions, but also felt that there were limits to the amount of information 

they could share with the public. The detectives in the focus group all 

agreed that their primary job was to get information to solve cases; while 

providing transparency to the family may be helpful, detectives regarded 

providing too much information suspiciously. While they were not able 

to share everything with victim families, focus group participants did find 

that explaining the process was helpful. One detective described how he 

tries to explain the system to families:

Usually when I interact with families, I note that we’re on the same 

team. In light of what’s going on—a lot of people do not trust 

law enforcement—I try to assure [families] that ‘you can trust me. 

I will do my best to get justice.’ A lot of people don’t understand 

how the system works or how law enforcement works. I try to 

build a rapport with people. We understand that their loved one 

was murdered. We try to make it as comfortable for them [as 

possible] without jeopardizing the investigation.

* Data available only through 8/23/21
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Findings: Interviews with family of homicide 
victims

In addition to the information provided by detectives, we attempted to hear 

from directly impacted community members, specifically the family members 

and friends of homicide victims, about their interactions with law enforcement 

surrounding the homicide death of a loved one. Since the ECPO office re-

quired that we only speak to those involved in a closed case and it takes years 

to close a case, none of the interviewees had direct experience with the trained 

detectives or new materials. They did, however, provide us with information 

about how they felt during the time of the homicide about law enforcement 

and what would have been helpful. It can also be helpful for informing future 

adaptations of the pilot. 

Of the six directly impacted community members interviewed, only one had 

spoken with law enforcement in connection to the death of their loved one. 

One was never even approached by detectives, though the person killed was 

their live-in partner. Another interviewee said he would have spoken with po-

lice if they had asked him, despite feeling uncomfortable, because he knew 

they were just doing their job. The rest decided that they did not want to 

make a formal statement or be interrogated or involved. Two supported family 

members who spoke with the detectives but did not speak with detectives 

themselves. A final interviewee had lost many friends to violence; he chose 

not to speak with the police in this instance because they had not solved the 

other cases. 

The one interviewee who did speak with detectives expressed frustration with 

their communication. She received phone numbers to call for information 

about the investigation, but no one ever answered the numbers or responded 

to messages. She wanted to talk to the detectives, but they “just ignor[ed] us 

during the whole process. It was already hard for us to deal with and that made 

it harder. Not having any answers.” While she reported that they generally 

treated her with respect, she felt that the detectives did not explain things 

clearly and frequently left her in the dark without any resources. “A lot of the 

time, officers treat us like we’re just another case. It would be better for them 

and us if they treated us as if the victims of these crimes are their family mem-

bers. They did their job, but I would change some of the interactions we had.”

2. Voice. One community member emphasized the corollary to the procedural 

justice concept of voice—listening. Whereas procedural justice empha-

sizes authorities giving people the opportunity to speak and share their 

thoughts, this person emphasized active listening to understand what 

people are saying and responding accordingly. “They should be more 

open-minded and listen more… that’s where it starts. You got to listen to 

know the problems.” Relatedly, one interviewee expressed that although 

the case was closed, it would have gone a long way towards building trust 

if someone from ECPO had reached out to her on the anniversary of her 

loved one’s death.

3. Neutral decision-making. One family was left with questions about the cir-

cumstances surrounding the shooting death of a nephew. They believed 

the detectives’ failure to help them understand was because he died during 

the commission of a crime. While they understood that police might view 

him as a perpetrator instead of a victim, they still wished that police had 

treated the family with compassion after losing a family member.

4. Understanding. In at least two of the interviews, people mentioned that 

improved communication and updates on the case would build trust. The 

community organization also recommended that it would help them to 

trust ECPO more if there were better access to task force representatives 

to answer questions about current homicide cases. In the interviews, an-

other family member echoed this sentiment and the need for better ac-

cess/awareness of victim benefits.

“A lot of the time, officers treat us like we’re 
just another case. It would be better for them 
and us if they treated us as if the victims of 
these crimes are their family members. They 
did their job, but I would change some of the 

interactions we had.”

Community perspectives on procedural justice

These interviews revealed areas that community members felt should be 

addressed to build trust. Although first and foremost the family members 

interviewed said that solving the case was the most important thing detectives 

could do to build trust, procedural justice suggestions peppered their responses. 

1. Respect. As noted at the beginning of this report, one issue mentioned was 

the need to cover bodies immediately, rather than leaving them in view of 

the public, as people considered that to be highly disrespectful. 

“What I’ve always done, I don’t know if the 
training helped, but I find that talking to 

people, allowing them to vent, telling me what 
they’re feeling … usually leads to a call from 
them or a family member and leads to more 

information. People feel like we care more. They 
think ‘He took a few more minutes to walk me 

to my car, he’s not like the rest of them.’”
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Findings: Building Trust Beyond the Pilot

During the initial training, detectives offered several different reasons why 

community members did not cooperate with investigations. These reasons 

included fear of reprisal for cooperation, possible involvement with other 

crimes, and a culture of “no snitching.” The detectives also acknowledged 

that prior negative experiences with law enforcement made it difficult for 

community members to trust the homicide task force detectives. 

While many of them felt that they were individually trying to implement 

procedural justice and treat people fairly, they also felt that no matter what 

they did individually, the negative interactions with other members of law 

enforcement and representations in the media challenged their own narrative. 

“Unfortunately, we can try to change the narrative every day—that we’re 

human too, good people, etc.,” one officer reported. “As soon as people turn 

on the TV, there are some bad apples that make it hard to have a breakthrough. 

It’s other areas that make it hard for us.” 

“I can’t control what happened in Minnesota. 
What other cops do in Newark. Will that change 

the narrative? Probably not. But if they see 
ME again … I know I’ve left with a positive 

experience. People’s past experience with law 
enforcement and the current climate impact trust. 

People watch the news, they see what goes 
on … and you know a lot of people have a lot 
of distrust. I don’t blame them. But I know the 

team of people I work with; no one has ever done 
anything to make anyone uncomfortable. Working 

with the men and women in the homicide unit, 
they try to explain as much as possible. As much 
as we can. The community, in general, has a lot 

of distrust and that’s where the problem is.” 

(not just the victim services office) to be trauma-informed and better 

equipped to interact with families in the aftermath of the homicide. 

4. More (positive) community interactions

“They should come around to talk, get to know the neighborhood, not just 

when they want something.” 

Another recommended that they “have meetings with the community, get to 

know one another. So it won’t just be a job. It’d be more friends in a community 

and a work in there.” 

“I think that if police officers were more invested in our community, it will 

make us trust them more.” 

One detective made a similar comment, “There are roles in our office that are 

specific to homicide. I am from the community. I am here on the weekends. 

I have not once seen people from our office out in the community on the 

weekends. We should be there.” 

5. Trauma-informed care 

Another recommendation from both groups was for anyone speaking with 

victims’ families to receive special training in trauma-informed care and 

communication. Feedback further supported the development of a standard 

operating procedure for approaching work through a trauma-informed lens. 

Some detectives also expressed interested in this during the initial training 

session.

Recommendations for Building Trust

Detectives nearly unanimously believed that the most critical step to building 

trust is for them to do their jobs and arrest the people responsible for 

homicides in the community. Detectives mentioned additional methods for 

building trust, including moderating their tone of voice, showing empathy, 

and gaining support from community leaders. 

1. Tone of voice

“How you talk to people, the tone you use. If you remain calm, they remain 

calm… They understand that you have a job to do.” 

“People generally want a voice of compassion, to make them feel better.” 

2. Empathy 

“If the victim trusts you, they will talk to you. I try to put myself in the 

family’s shoes; to go forward in their shoes. I try to relate to them. I try 

to put myself on their level, so they understand that I know what they’re 

going through ... If the [case] is solved or not, they will know you did your 

best to do right by them.” 

3. Support from local community leaders 

“I don’t think we need to add more people to the physical investigation. 

But if community leaders can get the community to rally around us. We’re 

the good guys. If someone took someone else’s life, and we’re here 

to find out who that was. 90% of suspects are people who live in that 

community… I think if community leaders did a little bit more it may help 

bridge the gap between community and police. I like to think we have a 

good relationship [with community leaders].”

Community members suggested that if detectives were more present 

in the community and active beyond just investigating homicides, they 

would have better relationships with people when it came time to conduct 

investigations. They also wanted everyone involved in the investigation 

“Community members suggested that 
if detectives were more present in the 

community and active beyond just 
investigating homicides, they would have 
better relationships with people when it  

came time to conduct investigations.”  
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Evaluation Challenges & Lessons Learned

This evaluation faced several challenges. Some challenges, such as the 

COVID-19 pandemic and national protests over police brutality, affected 

people across the country; other challenges were more specific to the Essex 

County Prosecutor’s Office and Newark. 

The evaluation itself suffered from a low response rate to the survey and 

no real comparison group. Only about a third of the detectives completed 

the follow-up surveys each time and of those, only half attended or recalled 

attending the training or receiving the materials. In addition to the other 

challenges noted above, there were also quite a few personnel changes in the 

task force that made it difficult to follow up with everyone in the pilot. 

Understanding potential research constraints at the proposal phase is critical. 

Homicide investigations can be a lengthy and layered process. Due to the 

nature of our research inquiries and concerns by prosecutors over creating 

information that could potentially be subject to subpoena or discovery during 

trial, research was limited to closed cases. The pilot tools and resources were 

designed for use during the first 48 hours after a homicide. Assessing the 

impact of these tools on the community—though the palm card and resource 

guide were distributed by the detectives as the pilot required—was ultimately 

not feasible, as anyone receiving the tools may have been a witness to or have 

knowledge of the incidents and therefore could not be interviewed.

Both the pandemic and the deep community mistrust of the Essex County 

Prosecutor’s Office contributed to difficulty evaluating the pilot. As part of the 

research, we hoped to interview people directly impacted by the homicide 

death of a loved one. However, few community members were interested in 

participating in the research. Staff who were helping to recruit for the study 

identified some issues that they felt prevented successful recruitment. 

l   The Newark community was hit particularly hard by COVID-19. Study staff 

were asking people to give time and emotional energy that they did not have 

during a time that people had lost their jobs and could not pay the rent. 

l  People were hesitant to participate because they did not see any benefit 

to their families in reopening old wounds. 

l  Researchers offered potential participants a cash stipend to reimburse for 

their time, but potential participants felt the stipend was insufficient for the 

amount of emotional energy they would spend on the project.

l  Not everyone had access to technology for a virtual interview and estab-

lishing a reliable internet connection was often difficult. The sensitive na-

ture of the topic added further complications for those without a secure, 

private location from which to connect. 

l  Many people mistrusted the researchers and were unwilling to participate 

when they heard that the project was connected in any way to ECPO, of-

ten without allowing for an opportunity for the researcher to explain the 

purpose of the research. 

l  Few people met the requirements set by ECPO for inclusion in the study. 

Low clearance rates meant that many cases remained open and thus ineli-

gible to participate. Even if someone was charged with the murder, it could 

then take years before anyone was convicted of it. Thus, most of those 

interested in participating were ineligible. All of the incidents took place 

between three and seven years ago, which might have affected the ability 

of people to recall what happened. 

• Finally, in light of the tragic murders of Breonna Taylor, George Floyd, 

and Elijah McClain, among others, at the hands of police officers and the 

national wave of social unrest in their wake, the project team felt that the 

materials developed to enhance procedural justice were not enough to 

bridge the deep distrust between law enforcement and Black communities.

The project management team was motivated by a desire to build trust in 

law enforcement in a community where deep distrust exists. The perceived 

connection between the research team and the prosecutor’s office (or any 

law enforcement) was an obstacle to reaching the community with research 

questions. For future research in a similar setting, we recommend that the 

community research portion be entirely separate from the agency involved. This 

will allow researchers to maintain their independence and have control over who 

can participate. It will also reduce mistrust. We also recommend building more 

time and resources into the budget and project timeline for developing and 

fostering relationships within the community to establish legitimacy. Although 

we were in a unique circumstance with the COVID-19 pandemic, and we were 

unable to roll out the research as intended, a more established relationship 

with the community would have helped our work move forward more quickly. 

Our reliance on community organizations with existing relationships in the 

community meant that we did not allocate enough resources to develop our 

own relationships, which was necessary for such a sensitive project. 
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Summary & Conclusions

Despite an inability to measure the influence of the tools on the clearance 

rate and trust-building, there were positive outcomes. Due to Center project 

staff raising issues with the ECPO leadership team, they developed a new 

protocol for shielding the body at the scene of a homicide when they arrive. 

The prosecutor’s office received a new mannequin in response to criticism 

about the old, well-used one they had. The ECPO provided more information 

and resources to the community through the palm cards and resource guide. 

Members of the ECPO staff realized that they have work to do towards 

developing greater trust in community. They incorporated some procedural 

justice practices into their work, especially trying to help people understand 

the process better. 

One takeaway emphasized by the ECPO detectives was that they wanted 

the community to know that they were not the same as the Newark Police 

Department. Stating that on the materials is a first step, but a priority for 

the ECPO next step is to establish their own, independent identity and 

relationships within the communities where their investigations primarily 

happen. They have fewer opportunities to interact with people casually in 

the course of their daily activities, but by their own admission an improved 

relationship does not come from one-off interactions. Trust-building comes 

from sustained relationships and long-term interactions with families even 

after the homicides are solved. While the number of interviews conducted 

with community members who had had a loved one killed in Essex County 

was small, all of those interviewed had either experienced multiple people 

dying by homicide or knew others who had lost family members similarly. 

Sadly, often the people who have lost loved ones to homicide in Essex County 

are not experiencing isolated incidents. Building long-term relationships with 

people in the community as a department would be a step towards building 

trust that could potentially lead to solving future homicides. 

Summary & 
Conclusions
This project sought to answer the question: 
Can procedural justice be used as a framework 
to increase trust between law enforcement 
and community member in the critical 48 
hours following a homicide? The goals were 
to help law enforcement agencies build 
trust and increase witness and community 
cooperation with law enforcement during 
homicide  investigations, reduce violent crime, 
and improve clearance rates. Unfortunately, 
unforeseen circumstances (the COVID 19 
pandemic, nationwide protests against police) 
hindered the project management team’s 
ability to conduct and test the pilot as intended.

Authentic and consistent community engagement, not just in response 

to a homicide, but throughout the year by the ECPO is required to lay the 

foundation for trust-building. Once that foundation is established, the use of 

palm cards, resource guides, and procedural justice could work to bolster that 

trust in the aftermath of a homicide. 
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Detective Training Deck
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Detective Training Deck, continued
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Detective Training Deck, continued

Community Palm Card

Detective Training Deck, continued
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Community Resource Guide
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Essex County Prosecutor’s Office - Tip Line Information Form 
 

Today’s Date: ___ / ___ / ______ Call Receiver: _____________________________________________ (print) 

Date of call: ___ / ___ / ______  Time of Call: ____: _____ ☐☐ Voicemail ☐☐ Live Call 

*I want to remind you that this is an anonymous call and I won’t ask for your name or phone number. We encourage 
you to share as much information as you feel comfortable. * 

 

Thank you for this information. Can you please describe the person and/ or location you referred to? 

 

 Thank you for sharing. Can you please describe the weapon and/ or vehicle you referred to? 

We appreciate your call, what would you like to share with us? (who, what, when, where, and why) 

 

Weapon type:    ☐ Firearm  ☐ Knife   ☐ Sharp Instrument   ☐ Blunt Object    ☐ Explosive Devise    

If firearm, what type: _____________________________ 

Vehicle Type: _____________________ Vehicle Color: ____________________  Vehicle Registration State: ___  

Vehicle License Plate: ___________________________ 

Additional description of vehicle: 
_______________________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
_______________________________________________________________________________________________ 

 
First Name:___________________________________ Last Name: _______________________________________ 
 
Nickname/ Alias: ____________________________________ 

Address: _______________________________________________________________________________________ 

Sex: _______ Race: _________ Age: _______ Complexion: _________________ Weight: _________ 

Eye Color: __________ Hair Color: __________  

Identifying Characteristics (ie., tattoos, piercings, scars, etc.):  
_______________________________________________________________________________________________ 
Location of Incident:  

Bldg. / House Number: __________________ Street Name/ Number: ____________________ Apt.: ________ 

City: __________________________ State: _________ Zip Code: _____________ 

Additional description of location: 
_______________________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
_______________________________________________________________________________________________ 

Case Detective: _________________________________ Supervisor: _____________________________ 

Assistant Prosecutor Assigned to case: ___________________________________ HOM/SI #: ______________ 

Submitting Person _______________________________ Date Submitted: _____________________________ 

Caller name: _________________________________ Phone Number: _____________________________ 

Address: ________________________________________________ ☐☐ Refused to Provide 

Voicemail MessageEPCO Tip Line Form

English:

Hello,

Thank you for calling the Essex Coun-
ty Prosecutor’s Office Tip Line. If this 
is an emergency, please hang up and 
dial 911.
Our investigators are available 24/7 
to serve you. If you are calling to pro-
vide confidential information about 
an investigation, please leave your 
name and phone number and an in-
vestigator will call you back as soon as 
possible. You can also call us Monday 
to Friday from 9:00 am to 5:00 pm to 
anonymously speak with a team mem-
ber.

Spanish:

Hola!

Gracias por llamar a la Fiscalía del 
Condado de Essex. Si tienes una 
emergencia, cuelgue y marque el 911.

Nuestros investigadores están dis-
ponibles 24/7 para servirle. Si está lla-
mando para proporcionar información 
confidencial sobre una investigación, 
deje su nombre y número de teléfono 
y un investigador le llamará lo más an-
tes posible. También puede llamarnos 
de lunes a viernes de 9:00 am a 5:00 
pm para hablar anónimamente con un 
miembro del equipo.

Community Resource Guide Tip Line Form  Voicemail Message
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On-the-Scene

Practice Talking Points

Next-of-Kin
Notification

Initial Meeting

Tip Line

>  Cover victim’s body (when appropriate)
>  Hand out palm card (on-the-scene and when canvassing)
>  Explain your role & what you are doing
>  Work with community advocates (when present)
>  Provide updates (when possible)
 

>  ”I’m with the Homicide Task Force. Here’s a resource that may 
answer questions you have about what we’re doing.”
>  ”Does anyone need assistance?”
>  “We can talk wherever you’re most comfortable.”
>  ”The medical examiner is on their way. We cannot move the 

deceased until they arrive.”
>  ”Due to the (weather/location/other and the importance of a 

thorough investigation) we are unable to cover your loved one 
at this time.” 

>  “Good (morning/afternoon/evening), my name is _____ and I’m 
from the Essex County Prosecutor’s Office. My job is to _____.”
>  “I’m sorry for your loss.”
>  “We can talk wherever you’re most comfortable.”
>  ”Are you willing to come to our office, or any place you feel 

comfortable, to discuss your loved one? It is very helpful to our 
investigation.”
>  “What questions do you have at the moment?” 

>  “Good (morning/afternoon/evening), my name is _____ and I 
am a _____ at the Essex County Prosecutor’s Office.”
>  “I’m sorry for your loss.”
>  “What questions do you have at this point?” 

>  “Thank you for taking the time to call. This is an anonymous call 
and I won’t ask for your name or phone number. We encourage 
you to share as much information as you feel comfortable.”
>  “Thank you for this information. Can you please describe the 

person and/or location you referred to?”
>  “Thank you for sharing. Can you please describe the weapon 

and/or vehicle you referred to?” 

>  Check voicemail every morning
 Detectives will check on weekends
>  Log tips on revised Tip Line Information Form
>  Answer all tip line calls during normal business hours
 

>  Arrive in discreet car
>  Introduce yourself and explain your role in plain language
>  Ask for permission to enter location (e.g., house/apartment)
>  Hand out Resource Guide — Point to your contact information 

within Resource Guide
>  Ask if they have any questions or if there are additional people 

your should inform
>  Explain next steps and who to contact
>  Conclude meeting with additional condolences 

>  Introduce yourself and explain your role in plain language
>  Explain purpose of meeting and how long it should take
>  Ask if they have any questions prior to getting started
>  Provide water and instructions to restroom
>  Use an interpreter (when appropriate)
>  Identify standard; explain atypical circumstances
>  Value the information provided during your meeting
>  Conclude meeting with recap and next steps; who/how to 

contact in the meantime 

Shooting Response Practice Guide

Shooting Response Practice Guide
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