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ABOUT THE ASA 

The American Sociological Association (ASA), founded in 1905, is a non-profit 
membership association dedicated to serving sociologists in their work, advancing 
sociology as a scientific discipline and profession, and promoting the contributions 
and use of sociology to society. As the national organization for over 13,000 
sociologists, the American Sociological Association is well positioned to provide a 
unique set of benefits to its members and to promote the vitality, visibility, and 
diversity of the discipline. Working at the national and international levels, the 
Association aims to articulate policy and implement programs likely to have the 
broadest possible impact for sociology now and in the future. 

THE SPIVACK PROGRAM IN APPLIED SOCIAL RESEARCH AND SOCIAL POLICY 

The Sydney S. Spivack Program in Applied Social Research an~ Social Policy, one 
of ASA's core initiatives, is a multifaceted effort to advance the uses and contributions 
of sociology to social policy. Through policy briefings, special research workshops, 
community initiatives, and fellowship opportunities, the Program links sociological 
knowledge to social policy; promotes social policy based on sound sociology; and pro
vides relevant social research on a timely basis. 
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PREFACE 

Social Causes of Violence: Crafting a Science Agenda is intended as a guide and 

resource for those interested in producing knowledge that can answer the basic ques

tion: What causes violence in U.S. society? No topic better deserves the attention of 

the scientific community and of policymakers involved in setting research funding 

priorities. Whenever society confronts vexing issues with far reaching consequences 

for individuals and social institutions, calls for more research are not uncommon. 

Yet, there is often a gap between acknowledging a need for research and making a 
long-term commitment to generating fundamental knowledge. 

This report serves to bridge that gap. It builds on an intensive workshop of leading 
sociologists working on violence, convened by the American Sociological Associa

tion on June 19-20, 1993. The goals motivating that two-day conference and the 

work that followed were to take stock of extant research on the social causes of vio

lence, to identify promising research directions, and to address the policy issues at 
stake in crafting a science agenda. While over the years other panels and groups of 

researchers have focused on violence, the ASA workshop was unique in its singular 
emphasis on research. In addition, all participants were specialists on social factors 

and dynamics. Thus, they were well situated both to identify research priorities on 

the social dimensions of violence and to consider broader implications for science 

policy and funding. 

One measure of the success of an agenda-setting meeting is to ask whether it gen-

, erates new questions and facilitates new ways of thinking. The answer is a resound

ing "yes." Without doubt, this workshop stimulated a line of exploration about 

present and future research that would not have been possible absent the 1993 work

shop. All of the participants (see Workshop Participant list) provided insights that 

helped shape the direction of this effort. Participants are acknowledged specifically 

for their contributions at appropriate points in the text. All, however, deserve our 
thanks. We are particularly grateful to Rosemary Gartner, Darnell F. Hawkins, Joan 

McCord, Albert J. Reiss, Jr., and James F. Short, Jr., who provided extremely helpful 

reviews of drafts. 
The social causes of violence is one of the key initiatives of the ASA's Spivack 

Program in Applied Social Research and Social Policy. We especially wish to thank 

vii 



Carla B. Howery, Deputy Executive Officer and Director of the Spivack Program, 

who appreciated the importance of violence research as a Spivack initiative and the 
relevance and timeliness of focusing on science policy considerations. Paula 

Trubisky, Special Assistant in the Spivack Program, also contributed extensively to 
many aspects of the success of this initiative from conference planning to manuscript 
review. In addition, the support of the entire Spivack Advisory Committee and Peter 

Dreier, current Committee Chair, is very much appreciated. Committee members 

Cheryl Leggon, Gregory Squires, and Barbara Williams provided very constructive 

comments on the draft manuscript. 

Such an analytic and synthetic report requires considerable feedback if it is to 

capture the current state of what we know and priority areas for further study. Sociol

ogists John Hagan (current chair of the ASA Committee on Publications), David 

Stevenson (U.S. Department of Education), and Christy Visher (National Institute of 

Justice) provided invaluable comments. Bonney Sheahan (National Science Founda

tion) generously, and on more than one occasion, offered important critiques and 

sensible suggestions. Also, Ed Hatcher, ASA Director of Public Affairs and Commu
nications, provided an instructive reading of the draft report. 

Bringing a project like this to fruition requires a support team with professional 
skills and the highest standards of polish. In particular, Phoebe Stevenson, ASA Dep

uty Executive Officer, offered solid ideas and consistent encouragement. Cindy Cos

tello, Director of ASA's Research Program on the Discipline and Profession, 

contributed substantially to the quality of the final product through suggestions, 
micro-level reviewing, and hands-on help with the Executive Summary. Patricia 

Wheelock, Omnigraphics, brought us not only the cover design but also a sense of 

commitment to the entire enterprise. Ultimately the difficult task of moving from 

document to book benefited from the creativity and care of Karen Gray Edwards, 

ASA Publications Manager. She functioned as publisher, reader, troubleshooter, 

keeper of manuscript changes, and overall teammate in making the Social Causes of 

Violence: Crafting a Science Agenda an appealing reality. 
Finally, any productive enterprise, and especially one on a powerful subject like 

violence, requires a mesh of personal and professional support. No individual 

deserves more thanks than Rachel N. Levine, age 10. She fully supported the goals 

of this project, understood the time that it took, and is an effective advocate for why 

we need to do and know more. 
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Felice J. Levine 

Katherine J. Rosich 



CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

BACKGROUND ON VIOLENCE IN SOCIETY 

American society is engulfed in a world of violence. 
Crime is rampant, the incidence of child and spouse abuse 
is staggering, and violence exists in all segments of com
munities across the nation. The media reminds us daily, in 
dramatic and numerous ways, of both the prevalence and 

the consequences of violent behavior. It is evident that the 
most vulnerable members of society-the poor, the young, 
and minorities-have been the most adversely affected. 
Also, violence has had devastating effects on virtually all of 
the core social institutions of society. The pervasiveness of 
violence, its spiralling negative impacts, and the emergence 
of what appears to be an ingrained pattern of violence are 
all manifestations of a crisis at the most fundamental levels 
of our social order. 

We know from routine statistical data collection, studies, 
and media reports, that there are enormous numbers of vio
lent episodes in this country each year. 1 Even though some 
crime statistics indicate that violent crime has declined over 

the past few years, 2 they also show that youth violence has 

been growing at alarming rates. Moreover, people have 
become accustomed to the grim nature of violence in our 
society and particularly to the horrifying nature of specific 
highly publicized acts of homicide and brutality. The sense
less carnage and random murders in schools, restaurants, 
shopping malls, and suburban commuter trains; robbery 

attempts against tourists; injury and killing of children 
caught in the crossfire of gang warfare; and random drive
by shootings are the kinds of incidents that generate public 
outrage and reinforce the perception that there are no longer 
any safe havens. 

No aspect of social life, whether in households, schools, 
health care facilities, recreation centers, workplaces, or 

Violence has had 
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businesses, and no geographic location, whether neighbor
hoods, cities, suburbs, or rural areas, are immune from vio
lence. Based on one national survey, for example, the 
National School Boards Association (1993) indicated that 
better than 80 percent of the districts reported an increase in 
school violence in the past five years, with increases occur
ring in suburban and rural schools, not just in urban 

schools. From whatever vantage one considers and through
out every region of our country, violence touches all Ameri
cans and is a major national concern. 

The costs to society from violence in all of its forms 
have been monumental. In a 1993 address on violent crime 
at the National Press Club, FBI Director Louis J. Freeh 
(1993, p. 1) emphasized that "nearly 37 million people have 

been injured by criminals in this country in the past 20 
years. It is estimated that crime has cost America $19 bil
lion since 1991." The human capital costs to victims, 
bystanders, and even friends and family of victims in terms 
of medical expenses, rehabilitation, and loss of capacity and 
productivity are extraordinary. Also, the effects of violence 
on a wide range of institutions-hospitals, schools, law 
enforcement agencies, businesses-are extremely severe. 

A key social cost of violence in contemporary society is 
the widespread fear that it evokes. 3 While this consequence 
is more subtle than actual loss of or injury to human life, 
fear can have a dramatic impact. Individuals alter their 

behaviors by taking precautionary or protective measures 
(e.g., avoiding public transportation, staying indoors at 

night, purchasing security devices). Communities too make 
adjustments to reduce the likelihood of violence and to 
engender a sense of safety (e.g., instituting neighborhood 
escort programs, developing urban plans attentive to light
ing and landscape). The general insecurity and feeling of 
being threatened by violence, and the widely held view that 
no place is safe, have produced an incalculable toll on the 
quality of contemporary American life.4 



SOCIAL DIMENSIONS OF VIOLENCE 

Based on several decades of work, the social and behav
ioral sciences have contributed fundamental knowledge 
about violence. Despite the comparatively small investment 
in social science research (relative to other research invest
ments), there is already a highly useful and relevant body of 
work at the individual, situational, and community levels. 5 

Yet, the challenge of dealing with violence is formidable 
and requires considerably more scientific study. In many 

respects, what we know about violence reveals both the 
value of social science research and how much more we 
need to know to address a problem of such long-term and 

complex proportions. 
For straightforward reasons, sociological research on 

violence is particularly important: First, individuals are 
social beings whose motivations, impulses, and patterns of 
interaction are strongly shaped by their social worlds, roles, 
relationships, and experiences. Second, violence is a social 
behavior that reflects long- and short-term socialization 
effects, occurs in the context of at least two people, and is 
more probable under certain social situations and condi
tions than others. Third, individual and group perceptions 
of violence and its seriousness are mediated by social 

change and by cultural and social norms about what consti
tutes acceptable and unacceptable behavior. 

This Report emphasizes these social dynamics. The 
body of the document is structured around illuminating 
what is known about the social dimensions of violence and 
how to direct· scientific efforts. Without diminishing the 
importance of other perspectives, this Report asks: What 
social factors are central to an understanding of violence? 
What leads individuals or groups to or away from violence? 
How do societal institutions respond to and affect the likeli
hood of violence? What are the social consequences of vio
lence? And, what would a sustained research initiative on 
violence look like if it sought to address these issues? 

What we know 
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Like other human phenomena, violence is sufficiently 
complex that it demands a multidisciplinary and multidi

mensional framework. The National Academy of Sciences 
(NAS) Violence Report (Reiss and Roth 1993), and the 
three volumes produced subsequently (Reiss, Miczek, and 
Roth 1994; and Reiss and Roth 1994a-b), provide compre
hensive knowledge about violence across scientific fields. 
Also, the NAS Reports on Child Abuse and Neglect 
(UCAN 1993) and High Risk Youth (HRY 1993) add to our 

understanding of how social behaviors are multiply deter
mined. So too the American Psychological Association 
Summary Report on Violence and Youth (1993), and its 
companion volume (Eron, Gentry, and Schlegel1994), con

tribute many insights about the factors that explain individ
ual expressions of violence. Each of these reports 
incorporates research and policy goals. In undertaking this 
Report, the American Sociological Association seeks to 
complement these efforts, 6 but to give singular attention to 
scientific research generally and, specifically, to the social 
causes of violence. 

FRAMEWORK OF THE REPORT 

Violence is a term that incorporates a wide ranging set of 
behaviors. The broadest definition of violence embraces all 

forms of intentional harm or injury, including such threats 
by individuals or groups to another person or persons. Thus, 

as used in this Report, violence includes interpersonal vio
lence (among intimates and strangers) and collective vio
lence (e.g., mob action, hate groups, genocide). Although it 
is not a point of emphasis here, such a definition does not 
exclude state sanctioned or institutional violence (e.g., 
deadly force by law enforcement officials) or violence per
petrated by groups with legitimate power in the United 
States or elsewhere? 

Building on an intensive workshop held by the American 
Sociological Association, this Report aims to help science 



policymakers, legislators, research sponsors, private foun

dation leaders, and other analysts develop an accelerated 

research agenda on violence. In so doing, it is not intended 

to be exhaustive of all research on violence or to cover the 
many substantive areas, diversity of approaches, or theoreti

cal constructs contained in studies. Rather, the purpose of 

the Report is to highlight the nature of scientific research 
that has been conducted thus far and identify priority areas 

for further study. 

Specifically, the chapters of the Report focus on social 

demography, community context, social institutions, social 

groups, social contingencies, social responses, and social 

conflicts and disputes as they relate to violence. Each chap

ter considers the existing knowledge and outlines promising 
research directions. Also, the Report concludes with an 

examination of science policy issues and recommendations 

for crafting and implementing a national research initiative 

on violence. 

The purpose of the 

Report is to highlight 
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CHAPTER 2 

THE SOCIAL DEMOGRAPHY OF 
VIOLENCE 

While violence is pervasive in society, its manifestations 

are neither random nor the acts of a very few. Even though 

research on chronic offenders shows that individuals with 

certain profiles account for a considerable amount of vio

lence, 8 they alone do not explain the high frequency or 

forms of violence that occur in the United States each year. 

In order to better understand who is at risk for violence (as 

perpetrators or victims), we need to examine patterns in the 

social demography of violence. 

U.S. Violence in Perspective 

Although the levels of violence are high in the 1990s, 
they are not uncommon in the United States: At least twice 
before in this century-around 1930 and again around 
1980--murder rates were at comparable levels. An analysis 

of trends over the past two decades shows peaks of violence 
occurring around 1980, followed by a decrease and then a 

sharp increase in violence since 1985. Even though the 

murder rate dropped five percent between 1993 and 1994, it 
was 14 percent above the 1985 level. Most importantly, as 

the NAS Violence Report emphasized, when considered in 

the context of U.S. population growth, "these per capita 

rates are producing unprecedented [absolute] numbers of 

deaths" (Roth 1994c, p. 3; see also Zahn 1989). 

The high levels of serious violence appear to be uniquely 
"American." Despite problems and complexities introduced 

by different counting systems (including those in the United 
States), rates of violence are much higher in the United 

States than in any other industrialized nation (see Fingerhut 

and Kleinman 1990, Lynch 1995). In 1994, according to the 

Uniform Crime Reports, there were 9.0 homicides per 



100,000 people, for a total of 23,305 Americans (UCR 
1995). Based on comparative homicide data for 1990 pre
sented in the NAS Violence Report, the United States has a 
higher homicide rate than any other industrialized nation
nearly double that of Spain, which has the second highest 
rate (see also Roth 1994c, p. 2). 

In recent work, Hagan ( 1994) drew a dramatic contrast 
between levels of violence in Canada and the United States, 
two countries that share a long common border and many 
similar values and cultural traits. For more than half a cen
tury, levels of violence as measured by homicide rates have 
consistently been four times as high in the United States as 
in Canada. Moreover, according to Hagan (1994, p. 22), 
"for about the last third of this century the absolute and rel
ative difference has grown. For example, the Canadian 
homicide rate per 100,000 population in 1972 was 1.4, 
compared to 4.5 in the United States. In 1987, the respec
tive rates were 2.2 and 8.3." From such cross-national com
parisons of serious crime rates, Hagan concluded that the 
United States more closely resembles Mexico and other 
violent nations of the world than it does Canada. 

Violence and Geographical Variation 

In addition to these national trends, within the United 
States patterns of violent crime are far from uniform (Zahn 
1988). Homicide data suggest the possibility of regional 
yariations in violence and in its normative acceptability. 
The 1994 Uniform Crime Reports indicate that 37.4 percent 
of violent crimes occurred in southern states-higher than 
any other single region (UCR 1995, p. 59). Also, Nisbett 
(1993) reported that White southern males had higher rates 
of homicide than White northern males and that these dif
ferences could not be explained by levels of poverty. 
Beyond regional variations, there are also locational differ
ences: Using aggregate data from 1973 to 1990 from the 
Uniform Crime Reports, the NAS Violence Panel found 

Homicide data 

suggest the possibility 
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in violence and in its 

normative 
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that "the smaller the place, the lower the rate of violent 
crime" (Reiss and Roth 1993, p. 79). Based on 1994 data, in 
descending order, the rate of violent crime per 100,000 pop
ulation was 812.0 incidents for metropolitan statistical 
areas, 500.3 for cities outside of metropolitan areas, and 
236.6 for rural counties (UCR 1995, p. 59). 

Violence, Race, and Income 

One of the most striking features of recent trends in 
criminal activity is the large volume and high concentra
tions of violence among minorities, particularly among 
young, African-American males.9 Homicide is the leading 
cause of death among African-American youths. Fingerhut 
and Kleinman (1990) reported a homicide rate seven times 
higher for Black than White males, 15 through 24 years old 
(85.6 per 100,000 versus 11.2). Indeed, throughout this cen
tury, homicide rates of Blacks overall have exceeded homi
cide rates of Whites. 

Although the Center for Disease Control observed a 
steady decline in rates of homicide over the past decade 
for Black males 35 and older, the current situation remains 
disheartening. Beginning with the mid-1980s, rates of vio
lence overall among African Americans sharply increased 
at a time when these rates were not showing comparable 
increases among Whites (Hagan 1994, p. 27). A January 
1994 Conference of African-American leaders in Wash
ington, DC focused on a double tragedy: Although Blacks 
are only 12 percent of the population, they represent 
almost half of the homicide victims where the victim's 
race is known, and the vast majority of the violent offend
ers are other Black males (Duke 1994, p. A1). 10 While 
between 1970 and 1992, the percent of Whites arrested for 
murder increased (from 38.4 to 43.5 percent), still the 
majority of those arrested for murder are Black (UCR 
1994, p. 286). Furthermore, Blacks also account for 
approximately one-third of all arrests and half of all incar-



cerations (Hagan 1994, p. 26). 

It is clear from the work on race that risk factors are dis

proportionately present in certain demographic groups. 
Social scientists, however, emphasize the critical impor

tance of examining income and economic capacity along 

with race in assessing violence patterns (see, e.g., Hagan 

1994; Hawkins 1990, 1993, 1995; Hagan and Peterson 

1995; Sampson 1993; Sampson and Lauritsen 1994). Based 

on four studies, the NAS Violence Report observed a clear 

interaction effect between race and economic status of com

munities (Reiss and Roth 1993, p. 130). Differences in the 

White/Black victimization rates virtually disappear in 

higher income neighborhoods. Thus, what may appear to be 
race effects are more a function of conditions emanating 

from economic deprivation and lack of employment oppor

tunities and from the quality of life and social circum
stances in low-income communities. This inference is 

consistent with research by Loftin, McDowall, and Bou
douris (1989, p. 172-173), which identified a strong influ

ence over time of poverty on homicide rates. 

Violence and Age 

Age continues to be a salient consideration in under

standing violence. The youth of this nation have increas

ingly become both victims and perpetrators of violent 

crime. Violence by our youth is growing more rapidly than 

,in any other subgroup. Between 1985 and 1994, the number 

of persons arrested for murder and nonnegligent man

slaughter increased by 150.0 percent for persons under 18 

years of age in comparison to only 11.2 percent for persons 

18 years of age and older (UCR 1995, p. 221). 

For nonfatal victimizations, risk is also dramatically 
higher for youths (i.e., those below 25 years of age): Based 

on 1992 data from the National Crime Victimization Sur
vey, for Whites, the rate of violent victimization was high
est in the 12 to 15 age group (75.0 per 1,000); for Blacks, it 

The youth of this 
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peaked in the 16 to 19 age group (125.51 per 1,000) (NCVS 
1994, p. 28). Irrespective of race and ethnic background, 
teenagers are most at risk for fatal victimizations, although 
minority homicide rates remain higher than White rates in 
all age groups (Roth 1994c, p. 3). 

Violence and Gender 

While there is some debate about the changing nature of 
women's participation in violent crime (Hagan 1994, pp. 
28-29), most arrestees for crimes of violence are still men. 
(In 1994, 86 percent were male; see UCR 1995, p. 226.) 
Also, the 1994 UCR data on murder victims showed that, in 
single victim/single offender situations, 88 percent of the 
males were slain by males and 90 percent of the females 
were also slain by males (UCR 1995, p. 17). In addition, 
men are three times more likely than women to be victims 
of homicide, although women are more than twice as likely 
as men to face homicide by their spouse (UCR 1995, pp. 
14, 19)_11 These data are consistent with the NAS Violence 
Report, which indicated that women are more likely to be 
victims in intimate or familial circumstances and men are 
more likely to be killed by friends, acquaintances, or strang
ers (Roth 1994c, p. 5). 

RESEARCH DIREatONS* 

Important directions for future research on the social 
demography of violence include the following: 

o Greater attention to race and ethnicity. Much of 
the research and statistical data on violence still divides 
race into only two categories-Blacks and Whites. 
National data on ethnic groups and subgroups other than 
African Americans are sparse. 12 The vulnerability of 
other ethnic minorities to experiences of violence is clear. 

*Darnell F. Hawkins and David McDowall led the 1993 ASA Violence 
Workshop in identifying research opportunities regarding social class and 
social demography in relation to violence. 



For example, research focused on cities and regions indi
cates that the rates of homicide are increasing for Latino 
males and are substantially higher for Latino than Anglo 
males (e.g., Smith, Mercy, and Rosenberg 1988; Zahn 
1988). Data on Native Americans suggest that their risk of 
homicide is about equivalent to that of Latinos (see Yung 
and Hammond 1994). Much more research is needed over 
time and location in order to track patterns and generate 
better explanations of violence within and among differ
ent racial and ethnic groups, including African Ameri
cans. 

o Stepped up study of youths-girls as well as boys. 
Growing indicators of the prevalence of youth violence 
against other youths and against adults underscore the 
need for a long-term investment in studying youth vio
lence. While attention should be paid to youths in differ
ent racial, ethnic, and economic subgroups of society, the 
neglect of girls as a relevant research population has lim
ited our capacity to understand the full complexity of 
youth violence. Much more research is needed in general 
on gender and violence as well as on how social change 
may affect the very definition of violence and produce dif
ferent manifestations or rates of violence and victimiza
tion among girls and women. Also, methodological 
studies are needed to address such issues as underreport
ing and undercounting in sensitive areas like sexual 
·assault. 

o Links between socioeconomic status (SES) and vio
lence. Basic research should examine the links between 
socioeconomic status-income, education, occupation, 
and employment status-and violence. It is essential to 
investigate whether, how, and in what ways the key compo
nents of socioeconomic status lead to a greater propensity 
for violence or serve to insulate individuals from exposure 
to or engaging in violence. Also, studies should focus on 
isolating the independent and combined effects of SES and 
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demographic (e.g., age, gender, race, ethnicity, or marital 
status) factors in relation to violence. 

In particular, future studies should specify variations 
across SES groups in the frequency and forms of violence, 
ranging from minor assaults to homicide. Also, attention 
should turn to examining the situational or lifestyle factors 
that may relate to the commission or avoidance of violent 
acts (e.g., use of drugs or alcohol) and to distinguishing 
between SES influences and those attributable to demo
graphic factors like age, culture, or regional location. In 
addition, research should focus on the mediating mecha
nisms and processes which lead to attitudinal or behavioral 
differences in violence among different socioeconomic 
groups. World views, availability of resources, a sense of 
wellbeing or efficacy are just some of the attributes that 
may vary by socioeconomic status. 

o The role of social stratification and social mobility 
in mediating violence. We need much more knowledge 
about how social stratification affects life chances. Future 
research should address whether and how differences in 
social stratification systems, and perceptions of them, 
influence violence. For example, stratification systems in 
which mobility is limited and social class boundaries are 
more permanent may be associated with higher levels of 
violence than are systems that are less rigid. Researchers 
must devise and test theories that specify how and why 

poverty, inequality, and other aspects of social stratifica
tion relate to violence and how differences in the rigidity 
of social stratification systems might intensify these 
effects. 



CHAPTER 3 

THE COMMUNITY AS A 
SOCIAL CONTEXT 

The community is a crucial setting that can insulate or 
protect people from violence or, conversely, can create or 
enhance risk. Data show that, within the same city, the rate 
of violence can be 300 times higher in some neighborhoods 
than others (Reiss and Roth 1993, p. 88). With national 

trends to greater urbanization and segregation along racial, 
ethnic, and social class lines (see, e.g., Lynn and McGeary 
1990), and with living arrangements like public housing 
exacerbating social segregation (see, e.g., Massey and 
Kanaiaupuni 1993), the neighborhood is critical in deter
mining the life success of its residents (see, e.g., Skogan 
1990; Bursik and Grasmick 1993). Moreover, as the gap 
widens between those who are advantaged and those who 
are not, disparities are created between neighborhoods in 
terms of the quality of life, the availability of public and pri
vate resources, and access to the institutions of mainstream 
society. 

The importance of social context can be vividly seen, for 

example, from what we know about the links between race 

and violence. As noted earlier, individual-level studies and 
studies of the proportion of minorities in a community sug-

, gest that Blacks more than Whites are involved in violence 
as victims and perpetrators (see, e.g., Sampson and Laurit

sen 1994, p. 53). Yet, research makes clear that concentra
tions of poverty, economic inequalities, and the level of 
family disorganization within communities explain the 
apparent effects of race (see, e.g., Blau and Blau 1982; 
Hawkins 1987; Land, McCall, and Cohen 1990; Crutchfield 
1995).13 Thus, contextual studies that focus on the commu
nity, the neighborhood, or other intraurban units of analysis 
(e.g., the census tract or ward) add importantly to our 
understanding of the risk factors linked to violence.14 

The community is a 

crucial setting that can 

insulate or protect 

people from violence 

or, conversely, can 

create or enhance risk. 

13 



Regardless of age, 

race, or sex, 

victimization rates are 

two to three times 

greater in high 

density 

neighborhoods. 

14 

Population Density and Distribution 

The physical environment of a neighborhood, particu
larly as it relates to housing and population density, is a 
key factor explaining patterns of violence. In considering 
much the same literature, both the NAS Violence Report 
(Reiss and Roth 1993) and the Report of the NAS Panel 
on High Risk Youth (HRY 1993) concluded that housing 
and population density correlate with higher rates of vio
lent crime. Sampson and Lauritsen (1994, p. 55) empha
sized that, regardless of age, race, or sex, victimization 
rates are two to three times greater in high density neigh-· 
borhoods. Several studies (Roncek 1981; Schuerman and 
Kobrin 1986) confirmed that percentage of multiple-unit 
dwellings and renter occupied housing in a neighborhood 
are also associated with increased expressions of violence. 

Locational Opportunities 

Even within high risk communities, the incidence of 
violence is not evenly distributed across locations. Above 
and beyond the effects of density of population just dis
cussed, other attributes of location are important. High 
concentration of bars, convenience stores, or "hotspots" 
where youths congregate are more likely to be associated 
with flares of violence. For example, Sherman, Gartin, 
and Buerger (1989) showed the relevance of "hot spots" 
for understanding the spatial distribution of crime events 
by "place." Felson (1994, p. 37), in summarizing this liter
ature, emphasized that "[e]ven within a so-called danger
ous neighborhood, many addresses appear to be quite 
safe, while others are quite unsafe." (See also Felson, Bac
caglini, and Gmelch 1986.) 

Economic Viability 

The economic viability of neighborhoods and the de 
facto segregation of the population create conditions ripe 
for violence. Wilson (1987, p. 62) observed that funda-



mental shifts and restructuring of the economy produce 
concentrations of poverty and a sustained "urban under
class" of individuals and families who are isolated from 
the mainstream of American society. Most researchers 15 

agree on the consequences of such conditions and their 
adverse impact especially on minority populations.16 

Despite the difficulty of isolating the unique effects of 
concentrated poverty (e.g., the relocation of manufactur
ing industries, capital disinvestment, migration of skilled 
and semi-skilled labor, levels of unemployment, concen
trations of families below the poverty line), studies demon
strate strong relationships between economic circumstances 
and violence (see, e.g., Sullivan 1989). 

Residential Mobility 

Rapid shifts in population, particularly those related to 
economic trends, also create destabilizing conditions 
found to be associated with violence.17 Based on the 
research literature, Sampson and Lauritsen (1994, p. 51) 
concluded that mobility out of neighborhoods affects vio
lence: Rates of victimization in high-mobility neighbor
hoods are about twice the rates experienced in low
mobility areas. These linkages between rates of mobility 
and rates of violence within communities appear to be 
related to transitions to poverty in these neighborhoods 
(Sampson and Lauritsen 1994, p. 53). As Wilson (1987, p. 
49) emphasized, "the movement of middle-class black 
professionals from the inner city, followed in increasing 
numbers by working-class blacks, has left behind a much 
higher concentration of the most disadvantaged segments 
of the black urban population .... " 

Sense of Security 

Fear as it is linked to crime and violence similarly pro
duces destabilizing conditions (see especially Bursik and 
Grasmick 1993; Skogan 1986, 1989a; Warr 1994). There 
are ample indicators that fear of crime is both rooted in 
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"disorder" and contributes to neighborhood decline by 
stimulating processes that gradually erode the institutions 
that hold a community together. For example, fear can 
emerge from tensions and conflicts due to changes in 
community ethnic composition. Studies show that vio
lence may be used to resolve disputes as new ethnic 
groups enter neighborhoods and control space (see, e.g., 
Merry 1979). Also, research indicates that the high corre
lation between fear of crime and levels of prejudice by 
White community residents toward incoming Black fami
lies reflects stereotypes about racial groups and concerns 
about market values of homes (Taub, Taylor, and Dunham 
1984; Skogan 1995). 

Social Organization 

A further precursor of violence can be seen in the sub
stantial deterioration of core community institutions and 
structures (see, e.g., Hagan 1994, pp. 90-91; Sampson and 
Lauritsen 1994, pp. 57-61). Such factors as the strength 
and level of social ties, group identity, and social networks 
affect the stability of all social units within the community 
to operate effectively. Social disorganization (for example, 
the inability of a community to control teenage peer 
groups and gangs) contributes to the manifestation of vio
lence. The lack of supervised recreational facilities or 
structured after-school programs and few outlets for the 
unemployed or under-employed are also features of com
munity organization that are associated with greater likeli
hood of violence (see generally Felson 1994, pp. 101-114; 
Brantingham and Brantingham 1981). 

Anderson (1990, 1994) vividly illustrates the break
down of social cohesion that has evolved in socially disor
ganized communities as the moral authority is vested in 
"street-smart" young Black men for whom drugs and 
crime have become a way of life. Based on extensive eth
nographic research, Anderson (1990, p. 4) concluded that, 



as "family caretakers and role models disappear or decline 
in influence, and as unemployment and poverty become 
more persistent, the community, particularly its children, 
becomes vulnerable to a variety of social ills, including 
crime, drugs, family disorganization, generalized demor
alization, and unemployment." 18 

RESEARCH DIREaJONS* 

Based on research to date, we can identify important 
risk factors associated with violence in different locales. 
Yet, we also know that, without precise measurement of 
mediating processes, we are limited in our ability to dis
tinguish between community effects and what might be 
only an aggregation of individual level effects. Therefore, 
much more research is needed focusing on communities, 
but attentive to the interaction of individual and situational 
conditions. As Sampson emphasized in a working memo
randum prepared for the ASA Violence Workshop, a 
multi-level perspective is essential because "it leads away 
from a simple 'kinds of people' analysis to a focus on how 
social characteristics of collectivities foster violence" (see 
also Sampson and Lauritsen 1994, p. 89). 

Key to understanding communities and their potential 
effects on violence is recognizing that many attributes of 
communities affect and are affected by the people living 
within them. To isolate these relationships, contextual 
analysis is necessary because it combines macro-level 
information on communities with individual- and situa
tional-level data. The social and behavioral sciences are 
well positioned to undertake such work because recent 
advances in statistical methods allow unifying levels of 
analysis in one statistical model. 

*This section of the Report builds on the working memorandum prepared 
by Robert J. Sampson for the 1993 ASAViolence Workshop. 
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Important directions for contextual research on commu
nities and violence should include the following: 

o Distinguishing community and selection effects. 
Future violence research should focus on the effects of liv
ing in communities and the self-selection effects of people 
drawn to living in certain areas. Most important is to study 
both neighborhood- and individual-level change to distin
guish between community and selection effects. Control
ling for background characteristics of individuals is not 
enough without examining selection processes. In order to 
establish the unique contributions of individuals and com-' 
munities to violence and to better understand the interac ... 
tion between individual behavior and social context, more 
research is needed using longitudinal designs that follow 
changes both in communities and in the individuals who 
reside there (Reiss 1986, p. 29). 19 

o Mapping the impact of community change on vio
lence. Future research should also focus on community 
dynamics over time and what distinguishes between 
increases and decreases of violence in communities. There 
are substantive reasons to expect that violence has feed
back effects on dimensions of community structure. Com
munities appear to have "careers" in crime (Block and 
Block 1992; Reiss 1986). In order to map these "careers," 
research designs should be formulated in terms of change 
(e.g., increasing concentration of the underclass; disrup
tion of social networks via residential turnover). Further
more, to disentangle community-level social processes 
and the potential reciprocal effects of violence on the 
community, it is important to develop longitudinal designs 
where sequential order can be established and change pro
cesses explicitly modeled. 

For example, one research priority is to better under
stand the interaction between violence and fear of violence 
in a community and the extent to which either or both 
stimulate neighborhood decline. Skogan ( 1986, 1990) 



hypothesizes that apart from any direct effect of crime
rates in a community, fear can precipitate a cycle of deteri
oration leading to a breakdown of the physical and social 
order of a community. Studies should model whether fear 
leads people to withdraw from the life of a community 
and to disinvest in ways that discourage social networks 
and weaken the institutions that restrain crime.20 Also, 
research should focus on the events triggering fear in 
communities, how these relate to community decline, and 
whether and how these changes may lead to violence. 

o Isolating individual patterns of change within 
communities. Much more research is needed about conti
nuity and change over an individual's life span or between 
generations in relation to community life. For example, it 
is essential to increase our understanding about how early 
childhood characteristics lead to adult behavioral out
comes and decision processes relating to where to live. 
Future studies should address how life transitions of indi
viduals (e.g., unemployment, divorce) interact with com
munities to produce violence. Further, we need to examine 
whether and how the intergenerational transmission of 
values about violence or of official labeling (e.g., Hagan 
and Palloni 1990) is affected by levels of community 
social disorganization. 

o Methodological challenges for community-level 
research. There is general recognition of the need for lon
'gitudinal designs for studying violence. Increasingly 
social scientists also see the advantage of a multi-dimen
sional research strategy. One option is to design survey 
instruments that measure social organization and interac
tional processes within a community-based sampling 
frame. For example, survey measures exist to capture 
community-level patterns of informal social control, local 
networks, and organizational participation (e.g., Simcha
Fagan and Schwartz 1986; Sampson and Groves 1989). A 
research priority is the development of more extensive 
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measurements of such characteristics as the ability of a 
community to (1) organize and implement informal mech
anisms of social control; (2) call upon and successfully 
obtain the cooperation of official agencies of social con
trol; and (3) protect neighborhoods from the invasion of 
illegal and vice-related activities that make neighborhoods 
"dumping grounds" or "magnets" of violence. 

In addition to community surveys, there needs to be 
much more ethnographic analysis and systematic social 
observation of violence. It is reassuring that a new genera
tion of qualitative and observational research is beginning 
to focus directly on interactional processes within different 
communities. Comparative ethnographic approaches and 
attempts to integrate ethnographic and quantitative strate
gies are especially promising and essential to identifying 
appropriate prevention strategies. 

Also important is research that fully exploits technologi
cal advances in mapping, geo-coding of events, and spatial 
analysis of archival data. For example, in Chicago, the 
Blocks (Block and Block 1993; Block 1991) have devel
oped an automated early warning system for law enforce
ment that identifies areas that are at high risk for suffering a 
"spurt" of gang-violence and homicide. By exploiting these 
and other techniques for combining event- and temporal
based data (on both victims and offenders) with contextual 
data on places and communities, it should be possible to 
graphically display and statistically analyze the time-space 
nexus of violence (see also Maltz, Gordon, and Friedman 
1991). 



CHAPTER 4 

CORE SOCIAL INSTITUTIONS 
Core social institutions can have a critical impact on the 

occurrence of violence in society.* In particular, the family 
and school are key because of their primary role in socializ
ing the young and in developing prosocial behaviors. 
Research undertaken to date has produced much knowledge 
about these settings and has also added to our understand
ing of the complex interactions and reciprocal relationships 

between these and other contexts, particularly as they affect 
violence among youths.21 

FAMILIES 

The significance of the family has been observed with 
respect to patterns of violence outside and inside of the 
family unit. The Reports of the NAS Panels on Violence, 
High Risk Youth, and Child Abuse and Neglect stressed the 
influence of family structure and family life on violent 
behavior. Also, these Reports emphasized that community 
life has an enormous effect on the structure and organiza
tion of the family and the life chances of individual family 
members, both youths and adults. From a wealth of 

research on families and the development of children (e.g., 
relating to social behaviors, cognitive skills, or coping with 
stress), we know that family dynamics are key to shaping 

the next generation of adults. 

Effects of Family Disruption on Violence Patterns 

Family factors that are antecedents of violence include 
prior exposure to physical punishment, alcoholic or crimi
nal parents, and "disharmonious parents who are likely to 

*Richard 0. Lempert and Colin Loftin led the 1993 ASA Violence 
Workshop in identifying research opportunities regarding institutional settings 
in relation to violence. 
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separate or divorce" (Reiss and Roth 1993, p. 368).22 Other 

features of the family like episodes of abuse or neglect, lack 
of nurturance, absence of adult supervision, and extreme 
parental stress or conflict are also broadly cited as risk fac
tors for violence (Reiss and Roth 1993, p. 105). Indeed, 
holding neighborhood and social class constant, these risk 
factors are more compelling for individuals than whether or 
not a family is headed by one or more parents (McCord 

1990). 
Factors associated with family disruption also have an 

impact on communities. Research at the community level 
shows that increased family disorganization is related to 
neighborhood levels of crime. Environments with high den
sities of disorganized families-where quantity and quality 
of parenting is minimal, where family conflict and disrup
tion is high, and where abandonment of children is more 
common than not, crime and violence are more likely to 
occur (Skogan 1989b, pp. 244-45). 

The effect of disruption on families is not uniform across 
demographic groups. Studies indicate that the impact of 
changes in family structure is more pronounced in Black 
families than in White families. There is a mounting body 
of research indicating that family disruption has had the 
most adverse impact on Black females (Sampson 1986, p. 
305; see also Sampson 1987). More than any other group, a 
higher proportion of Black women suffer the effects of lim
ited economic opportunities, poverty, racial discrimination, 

male joblessness, and higher rates of out-of-wedlock births. 
As Hawkins (1987, pp. 199-200) concluded, the devalua
tion of Blacks in society may result in providing less pro
tection and serious attention to Black women and their 
children. Therefore, while we know that, in general, family 
disruption has a strong independent relationship to vio
lence, we need to further study the causal linkages among 
black poverty, economic discrimination, family disruption, 
and black criminality (see also Sampson 1986, p. 305). 



linking Neighborhood and Family Factors 

Research has also added knowledge about the effects of 
community characteristics on families. The breakdown of 
communities discussed earlier takes its toll on families and 
creates the conditions ripe for family disruption and vio
lence. Community factors like crowded housing, aban
doned buildings and littered streets, the absence of adequate 
schools or community services, racial discrimination, and a 
lack of job opportunities contribute to family disruption, 
poverty, and stress. So too, neighborhoods with a high pro

portion of family "disruption" are more likely to undergo 
deterioration when residents are preoccupied by their own 
abject circumstances and are without the resources and net
works to sustain community life (see Sampson and Laurit
sen 1994, p. 56). 

Nature and Extent of Family Violence 

Scientific studies show that family violence is widely 
prevalent in American society. Much of the research to date 
has focused on spouses and children. In contrast, there has 
been little attention to parents (especially the elderly), sib
lings, and other family members. 

While only rough estimates of the full scope of family 
violence can be derived23 because of underreporting and 
conceptual (e.g., changing notions of family) and method
ological (e.g., variations in definition, data collection, mea
surement) problems, there is no doubt that "the incidence of 

intrafamily violence remains extremely high" (Straus and 
Gelles 1990, p. 111). The Uniform Crime Reports indicate 
that in 1992 intrafamily homicides accounted for approxi
mately 12 percent of all homicides (UCR 1994, p. 285).24 

Moreover, women and children are the most vulnerable to 
this most violent of family crimes: About 32 percent of 
these victims are wives; 21 percent, children; and 13 per
cent, husbands (UCR 1995, p. 19). 

While there is general agreement (see, e.g., Fagan and 
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Browne 1994) that the National Crime Victimization Sur
vey provides conservative estimates of family violence in 
contrast to other surveys (e.g., Straus and Gelles 1990),25 

the data from the NCVS (1994, pp. 149-153) offer a con
sistent picture: Based on the crime categories measured by 
the NCVS in 1992 (crimes of rape, robbery, or assault), 
family violence accounted for seven percent of all violent 
crimes, and the vast majority. of these were assaults (86 
percent). Furthermore, the rate of victimization for 
women was substantially higher than for men (3.8 per 
1,000 women compared to .8 per 1,000 men).26 

The NAS Violence Report (Reiss and Roth 1993, pp. 
223-224) highlighted distinctive features of family vio
lence: Its dynamic quality resulting from a continuing and 
ongoing relationship between the victim and perpetrator, 
greater opportunity for its occurrence due to typically 
sharing the same living arrangements, a higher probability 
that such violence will be repeated, the relative powerless
ness of one or more family members, and the very real 
possibility that family violence will go undetected or 
unreported to the police. All of these attributes are impor
tant in understanding the scope and nature of violence in 
the family. 

Factors Associated with Family Violence 

While family violence is not confined to low-income 
households, studies have consistently shown that it is 
related to such stress factors as poverty, unemployment or 
part-time employment of males, pregnancy in the case of 
wife abuse, or single-parent family status in the case of 
child abuse (Gelles 1990, pp. 115-116; Fagan and Browne 
1994, pp. 201-206; UCAN 1993, p. 83). Other factors that 
shape the likelihood of family violence toward children 
and adults include social isolation, excessive drinking, the 
presence of children with special needs, and a large num
ber of children in the household (Gelles 1990, pp. 115-



116). As these findings suggest, the same elements of fam

ily structure and disruption that link to family violence 
were those considered earlier as significant factors linking 
to violence levels more generally. 

RESEARCH 0/REatONS 

Important directions for research on families and vio
lence should include the following: 

o Changing nature and dynamics of the family. Stud
ies are especially needed on the changing demography and 

structure of the family (e.g., increases in single, female
headed households; divorce; teenage mothers; female 
employment; proportion of children living in households 
below poverty) as they relate to violence. An agenda of 
research should go beyond what might appear to be associ
ations of such factors to violence and identify spurious rela
tionships as well as real and interaction effects. Also, 
special attention should be directed to understanding how 
family interaction and dynamics may inhibit or promote the 
expression of violence within the family and external to it. 
It is important to examine systematically the links between 
parenting skills, family coping mechanisms, and dispute 
resolution strategies (e.g., between adults in the family unit, 

between parent and child) in order to understand better the 
factors that promote violence and those that protect or insu
late people from such acts. 

0 The causes of violence in families. No issue within 
the family is a higher public policy concern or more ripe for 
continued scientific study than family violence. We need to 

undertake longitudinal and multi-method prospective stud
ies to illuminate what triggers violence under circum
stances that appear to be similar on their face. Sustained 
study of the intergenerational heritability of violence from a 
sociological rather than a biological perspective has much 
to offer. For example, future research should examine 
whether violent parents and siblings teach children that vio-
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lence is an appropriate response, and whether the stresses 

caused by growing up in an· abusive family trigger tenden

cies to abuse others. While extant data suggest the answers 
are "yes," much more rigorous research is required to deter

mine the circumstances and high- and low-risk conditions 
within the family that lead to violence (UCAN 1993, p. 

140-141; Reiss and Roth 1993, p. 239; HRY 1993, p. 249-

250). Without more refined measurements, we cannot ade

quately design intervention strategies for dealing with fam

ily violence, whether between adults or between adults and 

children. 

0 The family as a social context. Since families do not 

stand alone, research energy must be directed to examining 

families in their social context. The next round of research 

should unravel whether violence is a function of internal 

family dynamics or part of a larger picture of family deteri
oration and disruption brought on by such factors as the 
erosion of family networks (to other families and social 

groups), isolation from community organizations, or the 

loss of employment. It is also crucial to track the impact of 

intervention and prevention efforts by undertaking system

atic evaluations of family support programs and other ongo
ing efforts to keep "dysfunctional" families together. Both 

the NAS High Risk Youth (HRY 1993) and the NAS Child 
Abuse and Neglect (UCAN 1993, p. 9) Reports emphasized 

the need to examine the impact of social factors on family 

life: "The influence of family ties and organizational affilia

tions (including employment and education) are poorly 

understood but increasingly recognized as powerful forces 
in shaping parenting styles and family functioning." Investi

gating the interaction of these and other contextual condi

tions must be a high priority for future research. 

SCHOOLS 

Because of the salience of youth violence, the school is 
an important context for study. It is the single social institu-



tion where large groups of youths are located and where 
predatory violence, aggressive behaviors, or conflicts with 
the potential to escalate into violence can occur. Even 
though research on school violence is limited, we know 
enough to recognize that what happens in schools can either 
increase the risk of violence or buffer children from it. 

Beyond the family, no setting is more relevant to the 
socialization of youths than the school. The process of 
instruction, the operating rules and procedures, and even 
the organization and administration of the school comprise 
the informal curricula that teaches children about the nature 
of permissible and impermissible behavior, the dynamics of 
authority and peer relationships, and the meaning of just 
and unjust practices. Furthermore, specific situational con
ditions (e.g., an aggregation of youths; students with low 
self-esteem or low motivation; an absence of institutional 
resources; a curriculum that does not engage students; gang 
activity on school premises) may make schools ripe for the 
expression of violence. 

Scope of School Violence 

Over thirty years ago, there was awareness of the need 
to know more about violence, disruption, and safety in 
schools (e.g., see Stinchcombe 1964). In 1976, the 
National Institute of Education (NIE) undertook a massive 
survey of students (31,373) and teachers (23,895) injun-

, ior and senior high schools in rural areas, suburban com
munities, and small and large cities (NIE 1978). Based on 
these data, Toby (1983, 1990, 1993/1994) and G. Got
tfredson and D. Gottfredson (1985) have identified the 
appreciable levels of everyday violence occurring in 
schools. Zahn similarly concluded that "about 2.4 million 
secondary school students have something stolen from 
them in a given month at school and about 282,000 are 
attacked in a given month. Among secondary school 
teachers, some 5,200 are physically attacked, with 1,000 
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needing medical attention as a result, another 6,000 have 
something taken from them by force, weapons or threats" 

(1993, p. 4). 
As noted in the Introduction to this Report, recent stud

ies show that violence in schools is increasing, both in 
rural and urban centers. The 1993 National School Boards 
Association survey of school districts reported not just an 

increase in the incidence of school violence but also a dra
matic increase in the seriousness of these events (NSBA 
1993, p. 4). In addition, a 1993 survey conducted by the 
Harris Poll for the Harvard School of Public Health . 

reported that some 135,000 guns are brought into school 
each day and, even in elementary school, one-fourth of the 
suspensions are for violent incidents (Metropolitan Life 

Survey of the American Teacher 1994). 

Factors Associated with School Violence 

Using primarily the NIE data, researchers have exam
ined what accounts for violence among those attending 
schools or among intruders who see the school as a vulnera
ble site. For example, Toby found greater stranger violence 
in big-city schools, where more individuals may be 
unknown to each other or where there may be more intrud
ers on the premises or loiterers in the vicinity (1983, pp. 18-
20). Also, the NAS Violence Panel concluded that higher 
rates of violence may occur in schools where social control 
is ineffective (e.g., poor discipline in the classroom, weak 

administration, arbitrary enforcement of rules) and where in 
the aggregate students demonstrate low levels of commit
ment and attachment to dominant values evident in schools 
(Reiss and Roth 1993, p. 156). Such a situation may be 
brought on by the school environment itself or may reflect 
the self-selection that occurs when students of the best aca

demic talent have greater options to gravitate to schools 
where there are fewer behavior problems and fewer demor
alized teachers and administrators (Toby 1983, pp. 36-38). 



School Violence in its Social Context 

In focusing on the potential impact of the school envi
ronment in producing violence, it is important to recognize 
that, like other social institutions of society, the school is 
not freestanding. That the rate of in-school violence is 
higher in districts with higher crime rates and with a greater 
number of gangs is an indicator that schools in large mea
sure reflect their communities (Toby 1993/1994, pp. 7-8). 
Given that schools are embedded in communities, and 
youth behavior is linked to family functioning, it is very dif
ficult to disentangle interaction effects among these social 
environments. Just as youths' experiences and conflicts in 
school affect their functioning in other domains, so too do 
their lives within the family and community spillover onto 
how they function within the school context. (See, e.g., 
Gottfredson 1995.) 

RESEARCH 0/REG/ONS 

Important directions for research on schools and vio
lence should include the following: 

D Schools as a social setting. Much more research is 
needed about how youths interact in school or school
related functions. As the ~AS Violence Report (Reiss and 
Roth 1993, p. 341) emphasized, there is a "dearth of infor
mation on the frequencies, causes, and special conse
quences of violent events in [schools]." Studies should 

address why and under what circumstances violence 
breaks out in certain school situations and what factors 
within the classroom, climate, or organizational structure 
of educational settings lead to, or away from, violence. It 
is also important to determine whether. observed violence 
in school activities is related only to young people assem
bling in the same place, potentially without supervision, 
or whether it is a direct effect of the activity itself (e.g., 
sporting events may heighten competitiveness and aggres
sion, or the dynamics emerging out of strong in/out group 
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identification). In addition, research should focus on strat
egies or features of school life that support constructive 
conflict resolution and prosocial behavior. 

o Schools as a context for study of high-risk youth. 
The school is an excellent context for long-term study of 
young people at high risk for violence-both as perpetra
tors and victims. The school environment can serve as a 
microcosm for insights about violence both inside and 
outside of the school setting. The accessibility of a broad 
youth population, required attendance, and the cost effec
tiveness of research in an institutional context commend 
the school as an important site for research (UCAN 1993, 
p. 184). Essentially more research is needed about youth 
behavior and interaction in schools because, by focusing 
on schools, we can learn more about how to engender 
safer educational environments more conducive to learn
ing and learn more about youth violence generally. 

0 Schools as a site for violence prevention. Schools 
are an important intervention point for violence preven
tion. The next round of research should examine how edu
cational programs affect the general quality of schools 
(e.g., intensive programs to build reading or leadership 
skills) and influence the expression of violence. In addi
tion, evaluation studies of policies such as school uniform 
requirements, staggered closing times, presence of police, 
metal detectors, and campus confinement rules should be 
done. So too incentive programs, such as promises of col
lege education for those who stay in school, must be 
examined, ideally prospectively and with matched con
trols. Similarly, there is a need and an opportunity to com
pare schools that have successful violence-reduction 
programs with those that are less effective. Whatever the 
intent of the intervention or policy for reducing the inci
dence of violence, without rigorous evaluation, it IS 

impossible to determine what does and does not work. 



OTHER INSTITUTIONAL SECTORS 

Other societal institutions require examination in their 

own terms and, most importantly, in interaction with others. 

For example, the church, voluntary and social organiza
tions, the workplace, and the welfare system all affect the 

lives of people and shape their understandings of the norms 
of appropriate behavior. Important directions for research in 

other institutional contexts should include the following: 

RESEARCH DIREaJONS 

0 The workplace as an illustrative sector. More atten

tion should be paid to the increasing incidence of violence 

in the workplace. Isolating the factors that account for the 
manifestation of violence among employees and between 

employers and employees is important. Also, because of the 

time people spend at work, research must address spillover 
effects of violence from other contexts into the work setting 

(e.g., a violent spouse who stalks an employee at work) and 

vice versa (see also UCAN 1993, p. 13). Further, it is essen
tial to investigate occupation-specific issues such as why 
some jobs have higher rates of worker violence than others, 

what features of job sites may make them vulnerable to vio

lence, and even whether certain occupations attract vio

lence-prone people.27 So too, research is needed on the 

consequences of violence beyond injury to victims (e.g., lost 

wages, impact of fear on productivity, staff turnover), and 

'on workplace interventions that can be effective in pre

vention. 

0 Interactions across institutional sectors. To date, 

research on violence has tended to focus on specific social 

processes and settings without sufficient attention to the 
links and interactions across social institutions. Prior studies 

demonstrate that individuals are influenced simultaneously 
by multiple social roles, institutions, and contexts. The next 

round of research should be devoted to how precisely these 

contexts interact to produce or inhibit violence. 

Research on violence 

has tended to focus on 

specific social 

processes and settings 

without sufficient 

attention to the links 

and interactions 

across social 

institutions. 

31 



Violence is exhibited 

not just by individuals 

operating alone but 

also by more than one 

person engaged with 

others in collective 

activities that render 

harm to others. 

32 

CHAPTER 5 
SOCIAL GROUPS 

Violence by youths and adults is exhibited not just by 
individuals operating alone but also by more than one per
son engaged with others in collective activities that render 
harm to others. The contexts for such group-level behaviors 

and the dynamics underlying their occurrence vary greatly. 
Group violence includes actions by temporary or transitory 
social groups (such as seen in mob violence or riots) or by 

groups characterized by some form of social organization 
and perceived purpose (such as groups motivated by politi
cal, social, or economic ends). Violent manifestations may 

be in response to a real or perceived threat or grievance, 
may have protective or reformist goals, and may be directed 
locally or more broadly against specific individuals, groups, 
or public or private sector organizations, including govern
ment institutions and agencies (see also Gurr 1979, p. 492). 

GANGS 

In the literature on crime and violence, the most notable 
social group receiving attention is the gang. Indeed, social 
science research on gangs dates back almost seventy years, 
with the publication in 1927 of the classic study of 1,313 
gangs in Chicago by Frederic Thrasher. Much of the atten

tion to youth delinquency has focused on gangs because of 

the saliency of peer group participation for the young. In 
the 1960s, at least in major metropolitan areas and in cer
tain communities within them, gang violence was such a 
serious and repetitive problem that it received intensive 
study (see, e.g., Cloward and Ohlin 1960; Short and Strodt
beck 1965; Klein 1971), often aligned with community 
interventions (Spergel1984). 

If anything, recent research suggests that gangs have 
increased in number, and gang violence has escalated. 
According to Klein, there has been an "enormous explo-



sion" in gang activity over recent years.28 Based on reports 
from police departments, Klein (1995) indicates that more 
than nine out of ten cities with populations over 100,000 
have a gang problem. While fewer smaller cities report 
gangs, the numbers appear to be growing rapidly even in 
cities with populations of less than 10,000. Klein estimates 
that as many as 1,100 cities now have gang problems. 
About half of these cities indicate the emergence of gangs 
over the last decade. Although the investment in research 
has not kept pace with this growth in gangs, the extant liter
ature does provide a more informative picture of gangs and 
their links to violence than can be gleaned from popular 
accounts (Moore 1990). 

The Nature of Gangs and Gang Violence 

Research reveals that gangs vary considerably in terms 
of their social organization and cohesion; that they change 
over time; that they enhance a propensity for violence 
among their members; and that their form and function can
not be understood without greater attention to the commu
nities in which they emerge and live. Based on this 
literature, the contemporary situation can be summarized as 
follows: 

Gang violence has been increasing, with a higher pro
portion of incidents involving gang members in their late 
teens or early twenties; drug gangs are evident in certain 
<;ities, but are not as common as popularly depicted; and 
the notion of gangs as "youth" gangs is blurring as older 
individuals remain affiliated with gangs for a longer time 
as economic opportunities have declined. While gangs 
overall remain homogeneous in terms of ethnic identifica
tion and gender, they are diverse in their composition and 
purposes and vary from one city to another as well as from 
one ethnic group to another (Moore 1990, p. 168). The 
nature of the community and the social environment are 
particularly important; increasingly, for example, "young 
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gangs" such as those in Los Angeles and Milwaukee, are 
rooted in what Wilson insightfully termed the growing 
"underclass" (Moore 1988, pp. 6-8). 

If there is variability in gangs at different points in 
time, what do we know about the reasons for violence? 
Research provides some understanding of the conditions 
under which it occurs. Status concerns, wanting to outdo 
others, group solidarity, the desire for resources, territori
ality, racial and ethnic conflict, and even reaction or resis
tance to social control efforts are factors explaining gang 
violence. Jankowski (1991, p. 176) observed that the "root 
cause" of violence is "fear, ambition, testing, and frustra
tion." In studying East Los Angeles gangs over time, 
Moore also noted the significance of rivalry. She empha
sized that violence peaked during adolescence when a 
gang clique "wanted to match or outdo its predecessor 
clique in standing up for the gang name" (1990, p. 166). 

Gangs and Homicide 

While the diversity among gangs makes it difficult to 
generalize about their role in promoting violence, there is 
no doubt that gang violence is a serious and escalating 
problem within and across cities. In making comparisons 
to gangs of the past, researchers report increased inci
dence of gang-related deaths (Block and Block 1993).29 

Klein and Maxson (1989) observed that there may be a 
cycle to gang-related homicides, but each successive itera
tion "seem[s] to end with higher rates and retreat to higher 
plateaus before surging forward again." 

What seems to be the most common element across 
gang homicides is the degree of violence. Based on an 
analysis of gang and nongang homicides in Los Angeles, 
Klein and Maxson concluded that "gang violence is more 
complex, more violent, and more visible than otherwise 
comparable nongang violence" (1989, p. 224). Similarly, 
the study of gangs in Chicago by Block and Block (1993, 



p. 7) reported that most gang-related homicides involved 
guns, with a dramatic increase in the use of high-caliber, 
automatic, or semi-automatic weapons. Also, Jankowski 

(1991) makes the same point based on a ten-year study of 

gangs in Boston, New York, and Los Angeles: "Violence," 

he emphasized, "increases geometrically when such 

weaponry is used" (p. 172). 

Gang Violence and Drugs 

The rise in both gangs and crack cocaine dealing over 

recent decades has led to the popular assumption of an 

invariable connection between gangs, drugs, and gang 

violence. Research, however, shows no simple relation

ship (Moore 1990, p. 171). Indeed, although Jankowski 
(1991, p. 120) reported that nearly every gang tries to 

engage in drug dealing, studies suggest that variation 

among gangs is considerable. For example, research by 

Block and Block (1993, p. 3) of major street gangs in Chi
cago from 1987 to 1990 found substantial differences in 
drug activity ranging from 19 percent of the illegal activ

ity for the Latin Kings to 56 percent of the activity for the 

Vice Lords. 
Research on gangs emphasizes the degree to which 

they are economically entrepreneurial, especially in their 

pursuit of illegal markets (see, e.g., Jankowski 1991). 

Overall, however, studies suggest that it is the rare gang 

that specializes in specific forms of illegal activity like 

drug trafficking. According to Klein and Maxson (1989, 

pp. 210-212), while some gangs do specialize, most 

engage in a more "cafeteria" lifestyle. The 1992 Report of 

the Bureau of Justice Statistics (BJS) on Drugs, Crime, 

and the Criminal Justice System (hereafter cited as BJS 
Drug Report) similarly emphasizes that "drug distribution 

is not usually an organized activity of youth gangs" (p. 

58). 
Despite the prevalence of violence in gangs, there is no 
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indication that drug-related activities per se increase gang 
violence. As reported by Fagan (1989), while drug use is 
common in gangs, its use among gang members is not 
necessarily connected to violent behavior. In his study of 
151 gang members in three cities, Fagan concluded that 
"[s]erious and violent behaviors occur among a majority 
of gangs. Drug use occurs, however, both independently 
of other crimes and also as part of a general pattern of 
deviant behavior" (1989, p. 660). In addition, Fagan noted 
that gang "involvement in use and sales of the most seri
ous substances does not necessarily increase the fre
quency or severity of violent behavior" (1989, p. 660). 

Neighborhood Characteristics and Gang Violence 

A recurrent theme throughout the literature is that 
gangs and their proclivity for violence need to be under
stood within the larger context of the neighborhood and 
community (see generally Bursik and Grasmick 1993, pp. 
112-147). A rich, albeit small, set of ethnographic studies 
yields important insights about the interaction between 
gangs and their social locations. Central to this body of 
work is attention to the impact of community deteriora
tion-particularly the economic viability of the commu
nity and institutions within them-on the emergence and 
escalation of gangs. Building on Wilson's work (1980, 
1987, 1991), research has shown how the disintegration of 
community structures has caused the weakening of social 
institutions and how gangs have emerged as a coping 
mechanism to a desperate economic situation. 

Hagedorn's in-depth study (1988) of nineteen Milwau
kee street gangs vividly described a city where loss of pri
mary sector jobs and the exodus of White working class 
and middle class Blacks out of the city produce a transfor
mation in its economic base. During the 1980s, ratios of 
Black unemployment to White unemployment were the 
highest in the nation. According to Hagedorn, although 



many of the gangs' founders did not come from disrupted 
family situations, "Milwaukee's changed economic and 
educational conditions in the seventies and eighties pro
vided not the next step upward for their children, but the 
first step downward into the underclass" (1988, pp. 42, 
116). To Hagedorn, changed economic circumstances 
institutionalize gangs as a means for coping with eco
nomic distress and social isolation. 

Hagan considered Hagedorn's study as well as studies 
by Padilla (1992) and Moore (1991) to analyze how the 
absence of economic and cultural capital for people in a 
community creates an environment ripe for the production 
of gangs and gang violence. Padilla's Puerto Rican youths 
turned their gang, the "Diamonds," into a drug business 
when the schools and private sector failed to provide 
means to a future, but Hagan noted that, however entre
preneurial the activity, the Diamonds "are not able to rep
licate the social mobility of past groups" (1994, p. 84). 
Similarly, reflecting on Moore's Hispanic gangs, Hagan 
saw gang members as "not so much rebels," ... but "indi
viduals left out of the credentialed ordered society built on 
traditional forms of cultural capital" (1994, p. 84). Hagan 
essentially reasoned that the lack of resources in a com
munity (e.g., no jobs) and the presence of alienating insti
tutions (e.g., impoverished schools) push youths to 
disinvest in socially acceptable pathways and to pursue 
,illegal and often violent alternatives. 

RESEARCH DIREatONS* 

While extant studies have contributed to clarifying the 
relationship between gangs and societal violence, support 
for research has lagged behind changes in gang behaviors 

*James F. Short, Jr., and Doug McAdam led the 1993 ASA Violence 
Workshop in identifying research opportunities regarding gangs, group 
processes, and collective behavior in relation to violence. The analytic 
reviews of Klein and Maxson (1989), Moore (1990), and Klein (1992) also 
contributed to shaping this illustrative research agenda. 
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and activities. Important directions for research on gangs 

and violence should include the following: 

0 The meaning of gangs. The proliferation of gangs has 
stimulated fresh questions about the very definition and 
nature of gangs. While researchers have wrestled with defi
nitional issues and problems presented by the potential tau
tology of defining gangs by the presence of illegal activity, 
a new round of study is needed to define gangs. Such issues 

as gang structure, form, and cohesiveness as well as mem
bership recruitment and retention require revisiting as 
gangs increasingly operate in diverse locations, in a wide 
range of ethnic and social groups, and across a longer age 

span. Research should include comparisons to youths who 
do not affiliate with gangs and to other youth groups (see 
especially Short 1995). So too more research should focus 
on the distinctions between gangs and other groups that 
may also exhibit violence and are growing in number (e.g., 
simple incidents of youths co-offending; drug dealing orga
nizations; terrorist or militia groups; organized protest 
groups; hate crime movements). 

0 The measurement of gang violence. Basic research 
on concepts and measures is required in order to enhance 
the quality of data collection on gang violence across juris
dictions and over time. It is essential, for example, to reach 
agreement about how to classify what may appear to be the 
same behavior or offense, as either the "work" of individ

ual(s) or the "work" of the gang group. Such refinements 

are necessary if we are to understand how membership in 
gangs leads to violence or to distinguish between violence 
by individuals who are gang-members and violence by 
gangs. Similar challenges are present not just for the crimi
nal justice system in designing data collection, but for 
researchers as they conceptualize and refine their work. 

o The changing nature of gangs. Research should 
further address why and how gangs form and change over 
time. Studies are needed that examine what accounts for 



the proliferation of gangs, the expansion or emergence of 
gangs in new ethnic groups or new locations, and the 
transformation of gangs from, for example, spontaneous 
to more highly organized units. Rigorous research should 
be directed to such issues as the factors that explain the 
growth of gangs in numbers of members or in social cohe
sion, their survival or dissolution, and when or why they 
pursue specialized functions (e.g., market activities like 
drug trafficking) or more violent forms of behavior. Indi
vidual- and community-level studies tracking gangs and 
gang membership must take into consideration social, 
social psychological, cultural, and economic factors that 
may account for gangs and new gang forms. 

o Accounting for gang violence. Perhaps most impor
tant, the next wave of research should focus on explaining 
the lethality of gang violence. As Klein and Maxson 
emphasized (1989, p. 218), it is important to better under
stand whether greater levels of violence are explained by 
increased violence between gangs, within gangs, or perpe
trated by gangs against non-gang members. Further 
research is needed to determine the extent to which 
observed increases in gang violence are accounted for by 
the increased numbers of gangs, characteristics of those 
who select themselves or remain in gangs, the density or 
dominance of gangs in particular geographic locations, or 
group processes associated with gangs. Studies must also 
examine the extent to which manifest increases in gang 

violence should be discounted to adjust for better detec
tion by law enforcement officials or a more general 
increase in violence in society that can similarly be seen in 
gang as well as non-gang youths. 

o Gang violence in its social context. Beyond social 
accounting, insights derived from community-based and 
ethnographic studies on the causes of gang violence 
should be taken to the next stage of inquiry and investiga
tion. In comparing community contexts, for example, 
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research must assess the extent to which such factors as 
residential segregation, loss of capital investment, or high 
youth unemployment precipitate turning to violence or to 
activities that take violent forms. It is also important to 
assess gang violence in relation to the family and commu
nity experiences of gang members, experiences that often 
result in human and social capital deficits that are associ
ated with their violent behavior (Short 1990b ). In addi
tion, we need to ascertain whether and in what ways gangs 

serve as a reference group for encouraging or weakening 
constraints on violence and the extent to which gang 
norms and values affect what individual gang members do 
inside and outside of the gang (see also Klein and Maxson 

1989, p. 203). 

OTHER COLLECTIVITIES 

Other literatures within the social sciences add to our 
understanding of violence by groups. Research in the areas 
of collective behavior, social movements, social protest, ter
rorism, riots, and mob action can illuminate the conditions 
that give rise to the expression of violence by social groups 
and collectivities (see, e.g., Gamson 1975; Smelser 1963; 
Tilly 1978; McAdam 1982; McAdam and Moore 1989; 
McAdam, McCarthy, and Zald 1988; Marx and McAdam 
1994; Short and Wolfgang 1972; Spilerman 1970; Cum
mings 1993). For example, Lieberson and Silverman's 
study (1965, p. 888) of race riots in the United States over a 

fifty year period found that almost all were precipitated by 
some event. Similar patterns were identified in urban and 
campus riots in the 1960s. Moreover, in such contexts, 
those engaged in violence were both better informed and 
more likely to have a stronger sense of deprivation or dis
crimination (McPhail1971). 

Worsening economic conditions, political repression or 
instability, a perceived sense of injustice, or a struggle of 
groups for self-identity or power are among the conditions 



that may precipitate planned or spontaneous outbursts of 
violence by groups against individuals, other groups, or the 

state (see, e.g., Lieberson and Silverman 1965; Libman

Rubenstein 1979; Graham 1989; Gurr 1989). Researchers 

and commentators, for example, agree that the Klu Klux 

Klan emerged and periodically resurfaces out of uncertainty 

about and hostility toward social change (Gurr 1989, pp. 
201-202). Staub's work on genocide (1989) and Levin and 

McDevitt's work on hate crimes (1993)30 effectively illus

trate these social dynamics: Such factors as economic prob

lems, political conflict, or rapid and substantial social 

change interact with group characteristics such as the need 

to scapegoat or devalue other groups, the inclination to 

hinge a better future on identifying enemies who stand in 
the way, and a pattern of aggression in dealing with vio

lence (see Staub and Rosenthal 1994, pp. 283-284). 

RESEARCH DIREUJONS 

The high public profile of group-level violence (e.g., 

social protest transformed into violence, the seemingly ran
dom violence of "wilding" groups, or intentional violence 
by hate or terrorist groups) and the reach of its severity 

underscore the need for greater knowledge of this phenom

enon and how it adds to a more general understanding of 

violence. Important directions for research on group vio

lence should include the following: 

o Recruitment into groups. Much more research is 

needed about what, if anything, distinguishes recruitment 

into groups that are, or become, violent from recruitment 

into other social groups. Future studies should focus on 

the processes of recruitment and retention of members. 
Empirical data from the social movements literature ques

tion the longstanding stereotypes concerning the propen
sity of the isolated and marginal to join social groups. It is 

also essential to examine whether this same pattern holds 
for groups with a propensity for violence. For example, 
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rigorous research should be pursued on the extent to 
which pre-existing social ties and networks attract and 
sustain participation in groups that either plan or engage 
in violence. 

o Use of violence by groups. More work remains to be 
done on social groups that exhibit violence or organize 
themselves around violent ends. Of critical importance are 
the factors that produce violent groups or give rise to vio
lence by groups. Future studies, for example, are needed 
on how an "oppositional orientation" to other individuals, 
groups, or components of the external environment· 
emerges and how this orientation is transformed into vio
lence. An agenda of research should address the extent to 
which diffusion processes (e.g., mimicry, learning) across 
groups account for violence. With rare exceptions, gangs 
do not begin life as gangs, nor do social groups begin life 
as violent. Yet, we know far too little about what leads 
groups engaged in conventional activities (e.g., athletics) 
to take on new tasks and tum to violent acts. 

0 Patterns of group violence. Work on collective 
behavior has emphasized the importance of studying 
"events" over long spans of time and different spacial 
units, instead of focusing only on high profile episodes 
(see, e.g., Olzak 1989). Much more research is needed 
that uses longitudinal strategies in considering group vio
lence,31 including that by gangs. Although particular 
events and episodes should be understood in context, 
research that seeks to identify common features of group 
violence (e.g., organizational structure, social response, 
timing, duration) can help to explain the routine ways that 
violence by collectivities manifests itself and why. It is 
important to study these linkages and how they interact 
with societal response and community change. 



CHAPTER 6 
SOCIAL CONTINGENCIES 

In any social context or situation, a number of contin
gencies may come into play to promote or shape behav
iors leading to violence. In a memorandum prepared for 
the ASA Violence Workshop, McDowall noted the impor
tance of physical instruments, such as firearms, illicit 
drugs, and mass media in influencing violent acts. The 
factors affecting use of these instruments are complex. 
While none by themselves necessarily causes violence, 
under particular social conditions and contexts, they may 
affect the likelihood, frequency, and degree of violent 
behavior. Particularly given the dramatic rise in youth vio
lence (and youth risk for violence), all three of these con
tingencies deserve special attention. 

The contingent role of guns, drugs, and the mass media 
is evident from even a brief consideration of aggregate 
statistics. For example, while guns are widely available in 
society, and clearly not all are used in crimes, they are 
involved in approximately 40 percent of violent incidents 
(NCVS 1994, p.83). Similarly, even though not all drink
ing episodes are followed by violence, numerous studies 
show the two are connected (McCord 1993). Further, 
while violence flows from only a small fraction of the 28 
million Americans estimated in the Institute of Medicine 

' report to be taking illegal drugs one or more times a year 
(Gerstein and Harwood 1990, p. 90), there is no doubt that 
drugs play a role in the production of violence. Finally, 
even with what might be considered a neutral factor like 
the mass media, social science studies show links between 
viewing violence on television and aggression. 

GUNS AND VIOLENCE 

No issue has raised greater public concern or been 
more widely associated with increases in violence than the 
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use and prevalence of guns. 32 Researchers have exten
sively examined various aspects of guns in our society, 
including acquisition, possession, and ownership of guns; 
patterns of gun use; the role of assailants and victims in 
gun use; effects of firearms on violence rates and on crime 
reduction; deterrent effects of weapons; costs to society of 
gun use; and the impact of gun control regulation. While 
much remains to be done, our understanding of the role of 
firearms in violence has been significantly advanced from 
these studies. 

The Presence and Impact of Guns 

Guns produce an enormous amount of the injury in 
violence. According to the National Crime Victimization 
Survey (NCVS 1994, p. 83), in 1992 over 900,000 violent 
crimes involved guns, and approximately 80 percent of 
these crimes involved handguns. Furthermore, the major
ity of these gun crimes were assaults that did not involve 
theft or rape. Although guns are used in different forms of 
violent acts beyond assaults (e.g., in almost half of the 
robberies), guns are most strongly linked to homicides: 
The 1994 Uniform Crime Reports indicated that 70.0 per
cent of all murders involved a gun-for a total of 15,456 
such murders. In sharp contrast, only 12.7 percent of all 
murders were perpetrated by knives or other instruments 
(UCR 1995, p. 18). National and selected city data consis
tently show that about two thirds of family homicides, 
homicides among friends, and stranger homicides involve 
guns (Riedel and Zahn 1983; Zahn 1993). 

Demographic Patterns in Firearm Homicides 

The use of guns in homicides is not evenly distributed 
across population subgroups. As pointed out in the section 
on social demography, death and injury in criminal violence 
from firearms are especially pronounced in the younger age 
groups and among minorities. Based on data from 1979 to 
1989, Fingerhut, Ingram, and Feldman (1992, p. 3048) 



reported that firearm homicide is the second leading cause 
of death for 15 to 19 year olds, and it is increasing more 
rapidly than any other cause of death. Also, these data show 
that, regardless of the level of urbanization, young Black 
males are at far greater risk of injury and death in gun
related incidents than any other demographic group. The 
NAS Violence Report indicated that in 1989 the risk of gun 
homicides for Blacks outnumbered Whites in the age group 
from 15 to 19 by a factor of 11:1 (Reiss and Roth 1993, p. 
257). In addition to bearing a disproportionate burden as 

murder victims by gunshot, young Black males are also 
more likely to be perpetrators of gun-related violence. 

Attributes Associated with Gun Violence 

Scientific research also suggests that people who use 
guns in violent attacks are more violent than those who use 
other types of weapons (Kleck 1991, p. 166, 171). A reanal
ysis of prison survey data from 1982 by Wright and Rossi 
(1986, pp. 108-109) indicated that, in general, "the gun 
owners in this sample committed armed crime at a much 
higher rate than the nonowners." As a group, gun users 
tended to own more guns, they tended to keep their guns 
loaded and carry them habitually (usually for defensive pur
poses), and they tended to fire their guns frequently. More

over, most of the men in the study had used a gun in the 

course of committing a crime for which they were con
victed "most frequently to intimidate the victim." But, 
emphasizing self-protection, few of these men reported that 
they planned to fire their weapons. 

RESEARCH DIREGIONS* 

Important directions for research on guns and violence 
should include the following: 

*This section of the report builds on the working memorandum prepared 
by David McDowall for the 1993 ASA Violence Workshop. 

firearm homicide is 

the second leading 

cause of death for 7 5 

to 7 9 year olds, and it 

is increasing more 

rapidly than any other 

cause of death. 

45 



Important research 

remains to be done 

on the factors that 

influence gun 

ownership, patterns of 

carrying and using 

guns, and variations in 

attitudes toward gun 

control. 

46 

o Gun acquisition and ownership. While we know 
that gun ownership and use vary widely across the United 
States, more nuanced data are needed about its distribu
tional properties by locale. Currently there is little infor
mation about firearm density for units smaller than broad 
regions of the nation. Data aggregated at the level of cities 
or other small areas are essential to illuminating structural 
issues related to guns and violence and to making inter
area comparisons. Future research should examine the 
prevalence of firearms in certain groups (e.g., their seem
ing greater presence among the young) and the routes of 
access to illegal firearms.33 Also, studies should be under
taken on the organizational dynamics of the illicit market 
in guns, related violence, and the impact of different 
police enforcement tactics in different locales. 

o Availability of guns. Much more research is needed 
about the relative contribution of gun availability to vio
lence rates, net of other variables. The few existing studies 
are only suggestive (e.g., Cook 1979; McDowall 1990); 
more refined estimates would be desirable. For example, it 
is essential to examine the differential effects of gun own
ership across different social contexts, including self
defense. Important research remains to be done on the fac
tors that influence gun ownership, patterns of carrying and 
using guns, and variations in attitudes toward gun control. 
Research on cultural or group norms (e.g., of youths gen
erally or youth gangs) and their impact on possession and 
use of guns should be included in any agenda of work. 

0 Lethality of weapons. While we know that gun 
attacks have a higher probability of killing victims than do 
other weapons, 34 we need to better understand what these 
data mean. Research (e.g., Wright, Rossi, and Daly 1983, 
p. 189-212) suggests that the properties of weapons 
account for at least some of the differences in the lethality 
of guns (see also Roth 1994a). Future research should 
examine the extent to which lethality is due to the instru-



ment itself in contrast to the intentions and motivations of 
the attacker. Also, the widespread availability of guns for 
self defense suggests the need to study the purposes 
underlying acquisition and use of guns and whether over
all self defense reduces or increases violence. 

DRUGS AND VIOLENCE 

The use of drugs, including alcohol, is a second major 
contingency affecting the occurrence of violence. Even if 
gaps in knowledge exist about the precise connection 
between drugs and violence, available evidence suggests 
that the two are related (Goldstein 1990, p. 300; BJS Drug 
Report 1992, p. 5). As the NAS Violence Report empha
sized, "[t]he link among alcohol, other psychoactive 
drugs, and violence turns out to be not an example of 
straightforward causation, but rather a network of interact
ing processes and feedback loops" (Reiss and Roth 1993, 
p. 183). 

The Presence and Impact of Drugs 

Despite ambiguity about the nexus between drugs and 
violence, available data point to drugs as a factor in vio
lence. The NAS Violence Report noted that 60 percent of 
arrestees were found to have used at least one illegal drug 
proximal to their arrest (Roth 1994b, p. 3). Similarly, 
based on a study of 414 homicides in New York, Goldstein 
{1993) reported that 53 percent were drug-related, with 32 
percent involving crack cocaine. Further, he found that 39 
percent of all homicides (74 percent of drug-related homi
cides) occurred in the course of drug distribution (see also 
Goldstein, Brownstein, and Ryan 1992). Also, as reported 
by the Bureau of Justice Statistics (BJS Drug Report 
1992, p. 6), the vast majority of assailants (79 percent) in 
drug-related homicides knew their victims in comparison 
to non-drug related homicides (48 percent). In addition, 
handguns were much more likely to be involved in drug 
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versus non-drug related homicides (80 percent in contrast 
to 47 percent). 

Violence in the Drug Market 

Research shows that violence is inextricably linked to 
the market place for drugs. Goldstein (1985) emphasized 
that violence stems from transactional disagreements or 
turf wars in drug trafficking. Violence relating to the mar
ket can occur in such situations as robbery for drugs or 
stealing money from the seller or the buyer; the intrusion 
of new organizational units into older established drug 
markets; punishment over the quality of drugs or unwill
ingness to share; and attacks on police, informants, or wit
nesses (Reiss and Roth 1993, pp. 202-203; Roth 1994b, p. 
5; BJS Drug Report 1992, p. 5). While there is only lim
ited information on specific aspects of this market in rela
tion to violence (and little to distinguish this illegal market 
from the potentially greater proclivity of drug buyers and 
sellers for violence), the data underscore its importance as 
a social context. 

Drug Use and Violence 

Extant studies on the effects of illegal drugs on the 
manifestation of violence underscore the complexity of 
these connections and the importance of social, situa
tional, and cultural factors in mediating these links. Much 
of the drug-related violence flows not from biological fac
tors per se, but from social conditions surrounding drug 
use and the presence of drugs in illicit markets. For exam
ple, Goldstein's study (1985) showed that approximately 
75 percent of the drug-related homicides were related to 
drug trafficking. In comparison, only 15 percent of the 
drug-related homicides were related to the pharmacologi
cal effects of the drugs themselves on the offender. Based 
on these and other data, Goldstein (1993, p. 93) saw no 
empirical basis for public fears that drugs produced 
"'crazed killers' due to their use of illicit substances." 



There is much more research on alcohol, a legal drug, 
and violence than on illegal drugs. Studies suggest the 
possibility of a link between alcohol use and violence 
(see, e.g., Collins 1993; Fagan 1993).35 Summarizing 
research over several decades, the NAS Violence Panel 
found that alcohol was used by the offender or victim 
immediately before more than half of all violent events. 
The NAS Violence Report stressed, however, that these 
data alone do not "demonstrate that alcohol use increases 
the risk of violence" (Reiss and Roth 1993, p. 184). Ana
lysts caution about drawing inferences of causality from 
co-occurrence (McCord 1993) and emphasize that the 
links between alcohol and violence must be understood in 
light of a range of factors, including situational and cul
tural dynamics. For example, Roth (1994b, p. 5) noted 
that "[c]onnections between drinking and violence have 
been identified by researchers in many countries with pre
dominantly European cultures. But they have not been 
found in many tribal and folk societies, even where binge 
drinking is common." 

RESEARCH DIREatONS* 

Important directions for research on drugs and violence 
should include the following: 

0 Context of drug distribution. While studies to date 
help to explain how the drug market links to violence, 
much more research is needed on the social structure and 
context of drug distribution. A priority topic for research 
is the connection between drug dealing and violence. Data 
suggest that violence varies according to the type of "busi
ness" or drug market (crack cocaine and heroin, for exam
ple, have very different market structures, with more 

*Troy Duster and Joan McCord led the 1993 ASA Violence Workshop in 
identifying research opportunities regarding drugs and violence. 
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layers in the organization of the heroin market). Yet, stud
ies should examine how these variable markets actually 
operate, points of origin and destination in the market, and 
the implications of these features for violence (including 
its locations). Also, studies should address whether drug 
markets promulgate rules that are likely to legitimize the 
use of violence and whether drug markets may mature and 
change in their need for violence. Finally, research must 
tum to whether drug markets attract people with different 
propensities for or norms about violence. 

o Economic aspects of drug violence. While we 
know that violence may occur because of the business 
aspect of drug transactions, larger economic issues are 
also at stake that may lead to violence. Further studies 
should examine how alternative illegal economies (includ
ing drug sales) function to provide a livelihood, and how 
economic needs and incentives may lead to the use of vio
lence. Research must identify and assess the links 
between such secondary markets as renting storefronts or 
providing lookout jobs and a community's adjustment to 
illegal markets, irrespective of the violence engendered 
(Fagan 1992, p. 135). Similarly, the overall economic 
impact of drug dealing, which provides for new lifestyles 
or brings income to families at a level that could not be 
easily matched from work in the legal labor market, needs 
further investigation. 

o Community context of drug-related violence. 
Beyond drug trafficking per se, other dynamics in the 
community may create the conditions ripe for drug-related 
violence. Much more research is needed on the interac
tions between changes in the community and in the drug 
market over time. The influx of the crack market in the 
1980s, for example, and the transition to new organiza
tional structures may have produced more violent activity 
generally in the community. The contours of such vio
lence (including indirect effects like bystander shootings) 



and the frequency and location of their occurrence require 
attention. Further studies should focus on the impact of 
such factors as outmigration of stable families with ties to 
the legitimate economy, loss of economic opportunities in 
neighborhoods, reduction of job access and job networks, 
and breakdown of social institutions (including justice
related ones) and moral authority in the community on 
drug-related violence (Fagan 1992, p. 134; Reiss and Roth 
1993, p. 203-204; Roth 1994b, p. 6). 

D Drug use and violence. Future research should 
examine the links between drug use, including alcohol 
use, and violence. Studies to date have paid insufficient 
attention to contextual factors that may link violence and 
drug use. Further work is needed on when, where, and by 
whom violence-related drug consumption occurs; whether 
the involvement in drug use is situational or habitual; and 
whether cultural norms justify its use. Research on the 
social function of alcohol/illicit drug use and the availabil
ity of social networks of support among different groups 
and in different communities can help to explain the con
ditions under which co-occurrence of consumption and 
violence occurs. So too our understanding of the drug/ 
alcohol connection to violence requires studies of inci
dents in which drinking or drugs are not related to vio
lence, so that these events can be distinguished from those 
which do produce violent acts. 

MASS MEDIA AND VIOLENCE 

The third contingency that may affect the expression of 
violence is the media. Research on media influence has 
focused largely on television "because it has become the 
most extensively used medium, especially among chil
dren" (Garofalo 1990, p. 322). The fact that almost all 
American households have at least one television points to 
the potential pervasiveness of its impact on individuals 
and groups and the power of its socialization effects on 
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youths (see, e.g., Simon 1995, pp. 80-82). 
The influence of television violence has received con

siderable research attention since 1969 when the Surgeon 
General's Scientific Advisory Committee on Television 
and Social Behavior began its work. Based on an assess
ment of the literature and commissioned studies, that 
Advisory Committee issued the first major report and five 
companion volumes in 1972 demonstrating a strong asso
ciation between exposure to television violence and social 
behavior in children and youth. 36 Ten years later, in 1982, 
the National Institute of Mental Health (NIMH 1982) 
undertook an analogous report reaching the very same 
conclusion. Similarly, in 1992, the American Psychologi
cal Association took another ten-year look at the relation
ship between media violence and aggressive behavior and 
emphasized that research shows the connections of televi
sion violence to aggressive attitudes and behaviors over 
time and across demographic groups. 

An excellent overview and synthesis of scientific 
research on the linkages between television viewing, 
aggression, and violence was published by Donnerstein, 
Slaby, and Eron (1994, pp. 219-250).37 In a paper pre
pared for the ASA Workshop, Zahn (1993, p. 9) appropri
ately reminded us that "the effects [of television violence] 
are not uniform for all children or for all people since 
some are more prone to be affected by violence than oth
ers." Yet, data from laboratory and field studies, including 
longitudinal research, yield "one overriding finding: The 
mass media are significant contributors to the aggressive 
behavior and aggression-related attitudes of many chil
dren, adolescents, and adults" (Donnerstein, Slaby, and 
Eron 1994, p. 219). 

In 1993, the NAS Violence Panel made similar obser
vations. Based on a meta-analysis of 188 studies and 
1,126 comparisons between 1957 and 1990 by Comstock 
and Paik (1990), the NAS Panel emphasized that the 



effects of television on violence are quite substantial: 
"Overall, the vast majority of studies, whatever their 
methodology, showed that exposure to television violence 
resulted in increased aggressive behavior, both contempo
raneously and over time" (Reiss and Roth 1993, p. 371). 

The dominant conclusion from the NAS Violence 
Panel and other study groups underscores the role of tele
vision violence as a contingency affecting aggressive and 
violent behavior. 38 Especially because of the potential 
influence of television on the socialization of our youth, 
continuing research on how and in what ways the mass 
media and television link to violence remains key. As 
shown below, the scope of this research should focus not 
just on adverse consequences of violence coverage in tele
vision and other media forms but also on the potential role 
of the media in encouraging prosocial behavior. 

RESEARCH 0/REa/ONS 

Important directions for research on media influences 
and violence should include the following: 

o The when and why of media impact on violence. 
Future research should focus on the effects of different 
media forms (e.g., TV news, TV programming, movies, 
videos, video games, newspaper depictions) on violence, 
how circumstances surrounding violence depictions affect 
its impact, who is likely to be affected by violent mes
'Sages, and in what ways. The relationship between media 
images and popular views of violence, perceptions of the 
dangers of violence, and even solutions to the violence 
problem are topics ripe for research. Studies too could 
usefully examine how youth culture depicted by the 
media, including in advertising, may encourage crime and 
violence (Short 1995). 

While studies have focused on the influence of media 
violence on children, consistent with the recommenda
tions of the APA Violence and Youth Report (1993, p. 67-
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68), more research is necessary on which children are 
most susceptible to media violence and why, and on what 
factors insulate the young from potentially adverse conse
quences. Study of the media should further examine the 
nature and duration of its impact and the long-term social
ization effects on manifestations of aggression and vio
lence. Also, the relative contribution of media exposure 
(especially TV) in relation to other forms of witnessing 
violence (e.g., in the home, school, or neighborhood) must 
be unraveled. 

o Linkages between media violence and fear. The 
dominance of violence in the media both as news and as 
"entertainment" contributes to public perceptions of risk 
in familiar settings (e.g., the home) and in frequently used 
public places (e.g., schools, public transportation). Much 
more research is needed not only about how mass commu
nication may reinforce a sense of the social acceptability 
or prevalence of violence but also about how it may rein
force fears about personal vulnerability or the randomness 
of violence. Studies should examine how and under what 
circumstances fear is likely to result from media depic
tions of violence, the factors that explain different under
standings and perceptions of violence and risk, and the 
relationship between mass media exposure and other 
sources of information (e.g., peer groups, family net
works) that may inflate or reduce fear about violence and 
victimization. 

o The role of media in creating norms against vio
lence. Also, it is important to better understand how mass 
communication can be used to prevent violence and exag
gerated concerns about vulnerability and fear. There needs 
to be much more research, including evaluation studies, 
that addresses the potential use of television programming 
for reducing and preventing violence as well as for alter
ing stereotypes regarding violent offenders. For example, 
consistent with the recommendations of the NAS Child 



Abuse and Neglect Report (UCAN 1993, p. 354-355) and 
the APA Violence and Youth Report (1993, p. 35), the 
media can play an important role in substantive program
ming as well as in providing information and disseminat
ing research knowledge about violence prevention. The 
impact of such strategies on public attitudes, perceptions, 
awareness, and behaviors should be rigorously and sys
tematically assessed. 
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CHAPTER 7 
SOCIAL RESPONSE TO 

VIOLENCE 
While much of our consideration of violence has 

focused on cause and the social and behavioral dynamics 
underlying occurrence, it is also important to reflect on 
what we know about social response. Formal and informal 
responses include intervention and social control mecha
nisms for dealing with violent expressions as well as pre
vention strategies. Here too, social scientific research 
offers important knowledge and generates critical working 
hypotheses. 

The primary social institution charged with dealing 
with violence is the criminal justice system. Generally 
speaking, the goal of criminal justice institutions and 
agents (e.g., police, courts, and corrections) is to ensure 
public safety by deterring violence or by punishing, inca
pacitating, or rehabilitating offenders. Most typically, the 
criminal justice system is studied in terms of its law 
enforcement functions. From this perspective, the system 
is comprised of multiple organizations and decisional 
points starting with the occurrence of an event and contact 
with the police and ending with some form of disposi
tion. 39 Especially the police, though, play an important 
role in prevention as well as enforcement. 

POLICING 

The social science literature on policing is sizable and 
spans several decades (e.g., Banton 1964; Skolnick 1966; 
Reiss and Bordua 1967; Wilson 1968; Black and Reiss 
1970; Reiss 1971; Manning 1977; Rumbaut and Bittner 
1979; Smith 1986; Sherman 1986, 1992; Skogan 1990; 
Skolnick and Fyfe 1993). Studies have focused on a wide 
range of topics including police-citizen encounters, the 
use of discretion, the impact of organizational constraints 



on policing, the effects of excessive force, and variations 
in policing across communities in relation to crime gener
ally, including violent crime. This research adds to our 
understanding of policing as a social response to violence 
and shows the importance of attending to context and 
community. 

Community Differences in Policing 

Despite similarities in the culture and functions of 
policing over time and location, research suggests impor
tant variations in police behavior by city and neighbor
hood (Geller and Scott 1991; Horvath 1987). For example, 
based on a study of policing in sixty neighborhoods in 
three large U.S. cities, Smith found that arrests were more 
likely in lower socioeconomic neighborhoods and that 
police were more likely to use "coercive force" against 
suspects in primarily "non-White" or racially mixed 
neighborhoods and in transient locations (1986, p. 329). 
Furthermore, Smith (p. 328) observed an "ecological con
tamination" or stereotyping extending to all persons 
within a neighborhood: Independent of the crime type, 
Blacks were handled more coercively in Black than in 
White neighborhoods. The potential for differential 
behavior by police is also suggested by the fact that police 
were far less inclined to report victimizations of Blacks in 
either Black or White neighborhoods.40 (See also Hagan 
1994, p. 150-151; HRY 1993, pp. 160-161.) 

The Context of Policing Domestic Violence 

Domestic violence is the most prevalent form of violent 
crime encountered by the police (Sherman 1992, p. 1). 
Until recently, police were reluctant to make arrests for 
such domestic assaults, 41 and health and social service 
institutions were equally hesitant to intervene. In 1981-82, 
Sherman undertook a field experiment in Minneapolis 
which used randomized arrest, counseling, and separation 
of the couple after reported episodes of spouse assault. The 
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results of this experiment and the ones that followed in six 
other cities attest to the complexity of dealing with violence 
and the limitations of oversimplified responses that are not 
aligned with contextual circumstances (Sherman 1992). 

While arrest was ostensibly effective in Minneapolis, 
data from the six other cities suggest that the impact of 
arrest varies in different communities, neighborhoods, and 
subgroups of the population. This research showed that, for 
unemployed males of low socioeconomic status, mandatory 
arrest without incarceration seems to escalate violence, 
instead of deterring it. This pattern suggests that, fm 
domestic violence, arrest alone has little effect on those 
who have less stake in conformity and who already feel 
excluded from or disaffected with the system (Sherman 
1992, pp. 154-187; Sherman and Smith 1992). 

The Context of Proactive Enforcement 

Extant research has also examined proactive enforce
ment strategies and the importance of context (see, e.g., 
Hagan 1994, pp. 145-147; Sherman 1986, pp. 362-372). As 
might be expected, when aggressive methods are used, 
results vary by situation and circumstance. Sherman (1986, 
pp. 370-371) reported that greatly enhanced police presence 
(termed saturation patrol) has some positive effects on 
crime reduction: Based on controlled experiments in Kan
sas City and Indianapolis, he found that deploying gun
intercept patrols in high-crime neighborhoods substantially 
reduces homicide and gun-related crimes (Butterfield 
1994). Across contexts, however, there are indicators that 
such effects may be temporary (lasting only as long as the 
intervention) and may only displace crime to other loca
tions. For example, research tracking street sweeps and 
crackdowns on the illicit drug market showed that markets 
are displaced to other locations and may return after inten
sive strategies abate (BJS Drug Report 1992, p. 152; Reiss 
and Roth 1993, pp. 209-210). 



Community Policing and Fear-reduction 

Some of the mixed effects of proactive enforcement 
have led to community policing, which embraces a variety 
of prevention strategies more fully integrated into neigh
borhood life (Skogan 1990; Skolnick and Bayley 1986; 
Skolnick and Fyfe 1993; Sherman 1986; Bursik and Gras
mick 1993). Yet, studies of the effects of community 
policing on crime reduction yield inconclusive results. For 
example, research shows no decrease in victimization in 
Houston and Newark after the introduction of community 
policing in selected neighborhoods (Bursik and Grasmick 
1993, p. 175). Nevertheless, enhanced interaction of 
police in the community seems to reduce significantly fear 
of crime in targeted neighborhoods (Skogan 1990, pp. 89-
124). As Skogan (1990, p. 117) observed about Newark, 
"both social and physical disorder went down, fear of 
crime went down, neighborhood satisfaction went up, and 
residents were more satisfied with the quality of police 
service." 

INCARCERATION 

As a societal response, incarceration seeks to reduce vio
lence and punish violent offenders. Beyond the goal of ret
ribution, prisons aim to reduce violence through 
incapacitation and deterrence. Research indicates that about 
55 percent of the inmate population is incarcerated for vio
lent crimes, mainly in state prisons where most violent 
offenders are institutionalized (M. Cohen, Miller, and Ross
man 1994, p. 147; J. Cohen and Canelo-Cacho 1994, p. 
297). As the NAS Violence Report indicated, "[b ]etween 
1975 and 1989, the inmate population nearly tripled, while 
reported annual violent crime levels varied around the level 
of about 2.9 million" (Reiss and Roth 1993, p. 292). The 
growing use of incarceration clearly reflects not just 
increases in the offending population and rates of offending 
but also public policies that favor incarceration as a 
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response strategy (J. Cohen and Canelo-Cacho 1994, p. 
311).42 

The Effects of Incarceration on Violence 

Extant research questions the effects of incarceration on 
violence. The NAS Violence Report (Reiss and Roth 1993, 
p. 291) emphasized that the central issue is not whether vio
lent crime increases if incarceration is totally eliminated (of 
course, it does), but whether marginal changes in incarcera
tion policy produce a net reduction in violence. Thus far, 
studies have consistently found that the reduction of crime 
that can be directly attributed to incarceration (known as 
"incapacitative effects") are relatively small (see, e.g., 
Greenberg 1975; Petersilia and Greenwood 1978; Van 
Dine, Conrad, and Dinitz 1979). Although Cohen and 
Canela-Cacho (1994, p. 355) expressed concerns about 
underestimates, they reported that "the reduction in violent 
crimes due to incapacitation is estimated to have been very 
modest--only 5 to 10 percent of potential violent crimes 
prevented. "43 

Over the past two decades, there has been an emphasis 
on identifying and selectively incarcerating "dangerous 
populations" in order to control violence in society (Hagan 
1994, p. 158-164). Extant studies raise questions about the 
logic, validity, and feasibility of this approach. In reanalyz
ing the 1982 Rand Selective Incapacitation data (Green
wood and Abrahamse 1982), Visher (1986) cautioned that 

far more work is needed to identify characteristics of high
rate offenders and to develop predictive tools before any 
crime-reduction effects through selective incapacitation are 
warranted. Also, researchers question whether work on 
criminal careers (Blumstein, Cohen, Roth, and Visher 1986) 
supports the strategy of selective incapacitation: As Hagan 
(1994, p. 164) observed, despite a concentrated pattern of 
highly active offenders, the ability to predict offending is 
limited, and criminal careers tend to be short-lived, are not 
specialized, and "age out" at relatively young ages. 



General Deterrent Effects 

Also, there is no empirical basis for the contention that 

incarceration for violent crime deters the expression of vio
lence by others. In 1978, the National Academy of Sciences 

Panel on Deterrence and Incapacitation found little support 
for a deterrence effect (Blumstein, Cohen, and Nagin 

1978).44 So too, in 1993, the NAS Violence Panel (Reiss 

and Roth 1993, p. 293) emphasized that, although 
"[m]ethodological problems prevent sound estimates of 

deterrence effects. . . . the flat trend in violent crimes 

between 1975 and 1989 in the face of a tripling in the aver

age prison time served per crime is not compatible with any 
substantial deterrence effect. ... " The fact that incarceration 

does not seem to deter violent crime, coupled with the very 

real possibility of exposure to and learning about violence 
in prison, raises for many analysts (e.g., Hagan 1994, pp. 

166-167; Blumstein 1995) questions about the effectiveness 

and efficiency of prisons as a primary response strategy. 

RESEARCH 0/REU/ONS* 

Study of the criminal justice system as a "formal" 

response to crime and violence should continue. Yet, our 

knowledge about the impact of societal response is rela

tively limited, in part because research has focused almost 

exclusively on the criminal justice system and on specific 

criminal justice responses rather than on the broader 

' "response environment." Scientific research on other 

response sectors like the mental health, public health, and 

social service systems is also necessary. How society 

responds to violence, the full spectrum of formal and infor

mal responses, the conditions that shape or change these 
responses, and the links among them are all integral to 

*Rosemary Gartner and Albert J. Reiss, Jr., led the 1993 ASA Violence 
Workshop in identifying research opportunities regarding organized response 
to violence. 
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understanding the manifestation and control of violence. 
Important directions for research on organized responses 

to violence should include the following: 

CRIMINAL JUSTICE SYSTEM 

0 Policing. Given that the police are the law enforce
ment professionals most in touch with the public, continued 

study of their role and changing role is essential. We know 
that policing can affect the reduction of fear and potentially 
the reduction of violence in a community. Yet, future 
research must examine the circumstances under which' 
these effects occur. For example, research should focus on 
the impact of intensifying police efforts or of overpolicing 
certain groups (e.g, protestors, minority groups). Also, 

much more research is needed on community policing and 
other efforts to deter violence through partnerships with 
communities. In addition, new studies can illuminate what 
mix of structures and policing strategies are effective given 
the diversity of community needs. 

o Crime reduction and control. While the extant liter
ature provides important insights and hypotheses about 
crime reduction and prevention strategies, further study is 
needed about the effects of long-term incarceration, and the 
impact of different sanctioning and correctional policies. 
Given the crisis of prison overcrowding and what seem to 
be modest incapacitative effects based on incarceration, 

research on the efficacy of prison and the impact of alterna

tives remains key. As the NAS Criminal Careers Panel 
observed, "it is still uncertain, whether time spent in prison 
has an individual deterrent effect on some offenders, in 
terms of reducing their postincarceration criminal activity, 
or a criminogenic effect, in terms of increasing individual 
crime rates and lengthening criminal careers" (Blumstein et 

al. 1986, p. 204). 

o Crime control and the prediction of violence. The 
distance already traveled in building knowledge about pun-



ishment and incarceration only underscores the value of a 
long-term research agenda. Extensive research is needed on 
the social and situational factors affecting the probability of 
violent acts, both first-time occurrences and repeated inci
dents. For example, the next phase of research should 
examine different forms of "criminal careers" and distin
guish the criminal careers of serious offenders (i.e., "career 
offenders") from "low-rate," less dangerous offenders 
(Visher 1986). Also essential are further studies of criminal 
careers (Blumstein, Cohen, Roth, and Visher 1986) over a 

diverse set of environments and for different offenders and 
offense types (see also Cohen 1983, p. 75). In addition, 
methodological research should be done that assesses the 
reliability, validity, and comparability of data and measure
ments used to predict high-rate, violent offenders. These 
same points were emphasized by Chaiken, Chaiken, and 
Rhodes (1994, p. 279) in synthesizing research on predic
tion for the NAS Violence Panel (see also S. Gottfredson 
and D. Gottfredson 1986). 

o The social organization of criminal justice. Far too 
neglected to date, future research should examine the crimi
nal justice system itself in order to illuminate how different 
parts of the system affect each other. Studies are needed that 

assess the effects on criminal justice institutions of policy 
changes addressed to violence. For example, research 
should address what happens to the workforce of a criminal 
justice organization, its operating goals, and its effective
ness when it turns from an enforcement to a prevention 

emphasis or vice versa. It is important for research to focus 
not only on parts of the system but also on interaction 
effects across agencies of law enforcement and crime con
trol. Also, it is important to examine the extent to which 
economic, political, and social factors shape the develop
ment of criminal justice policies relating to violence as well 
as the impact of these policies.45 
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MENTAL HEALTH AND PUBLIC HEALTH SYSTEMS 

o Violence and the role of the mental health system. 
Over the years researchers have sought to unravel the pro
pensity for violence among the mentally ill (e.g., Mona
han and Steadman 1994) and the factors that explain when 
and why the mental health system versus the criminal jus
tice system is invoked (e.g., Teplin 1984; Warren 1982). 
Despite popular conceptions, most studies conclude that 
mental disorder at most contributes minimally to violence 
(Menzies and Webster 1989; Mulvey 1994). A recurrent 
theme in this work, however, is the importance of focusing 
research on social contexts in which violence occurs and 
by which it is handled. Further work is essential on such 
issues as the impact of deinstitutionalization on the 
increasing number of mentally ill persons living in abject 
circumstances, patterns of interaction between the crimi
nal justice and mental health systems over time46 (e.g., 
Steadman and Morrissey 1987), the determinants of more 
or less serious violence (e.g., Mulvey and Lidz 1993), and 
the role of dangerousness predictions in the handling of 
both mental illness and violence (e.g., Monahan 1981, 
1992; Monahan and Shah 1989; Shah 1990). 

o Violence and its impact on public health institu
tions. Beyond the criminal justice and mental health sys
tems, public health institutions most directly deal with 
violence on a day-to-day basis. The enormous burden 
placed on emergency room and rehabilitation facilities 
from gun injuries alone has made violence a major public 
health problem and a crucial arena for further study. 
Future research should emphasize the frequency and 
forms of violence most typically handled by health-care 
facilities and how health professional and organizations 
go about the process of dealing with this work. 

o Public health as a response strategy. The public 
health system is well positioned to play a role in violence 
prevention and intervention. As the NAS Child Abuse-



Neglect Report (UCAN 1993, p. 20) emphasized, private 
practitioners, community health clinics, and hospitals are 
often the first points of contact for abused children (and by 
analogy for other victims of violence), but little is known 
about how health-care professionals and institutions func
tion to detect, observe, intervene in, or potentially prevent 
violent behavior. We need more research, for example, on 
the effect of doctor-patient relationships on attributing 
responsibility for intentional injury, and on whether care
givers are likely to identify violence as a cause of injury. 
Increased study is needed on how different aspects of the 
health delivery system perform as intervention points and 
the effectiveness of different response strategies (includ
ing referrals) in preventing recurrences. 

o Public health perspectives on risk. Analytic tech
niques and methods used in epidemiology can further our 
understanding of the risk factors (places, times, and cir
cumstances) associated with violence, and help to identify 
those persons and groups most at risk. Further research 
should examine how public health institutions define vio
lence (e.g., how doctors record information on child abuse 
in emergency rooms), how they attribute injuries to vio
lence, and how record keeping and data collection systems 
are constructed and used. While public health procedures 
may not be designed to deal with individual violent 
offenders, as Moore et al. (1994, p. 183) emphasized, they 
'may be valuable in identifying "aggregate patterns of vio
lence that might be alleviated by preventive social inter
ventions." 

SOCIAL SERVICES AND SOCIAL ORGANIZATIONS 

o Detection and response. Because social service 
agencies and social organizations routinely deal with peo
ple in their everyday lives, they too are sites for detecting 
and handling violence. To date, there is little research 
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mapping the probability of detecting violence by persons 
working in these settings and how they deal with indica
tors of violence. Much more research is needed on how 
child protective services operate and the effects of their 
practices on identifying child abuse. New studies should 
address the role of social service agencies and organiza
tions in confronting violence and the factors that account 
for different response and coping mechanisms (including 
avoidance) used by professionals and other personnel. 

o Impact of intervention programs. Over recen~ 
years a variety of intervention strategies have evolved to 
reduce the incidence of violence. Research, however, 
directed to understanding the role of social service agen
cies and workers as intervention points and the impact of 
violence reduction programs has been largely absent. Rig
orous evaluations, for example, should be undertaken of 
the intended and unintended consequences of parental 
training programs and other strategies to reduce the inci
dence of child abuse (see also UCAN 1993, pp. 268-278). 
So too, while the shelter movement and other programs 
for abused women have existed for over a decade, system
atic evaluations of their effectiveness are largely absent. 
Research should also address the full range of responses 
(e.g., arrests, treatment, shelters) to incidents of family 
violence and the impact of various counselling and treat
ment programs (e.g., anger control programs for abusers, 
the effects of peace bonds, the effects of stalking bonds) 
provided by the social service system and by public inter
est, voluntary, religious, or private enterprise groups (see 
also Reiss and Roth 1993, pp. 246-247). 

A SYSTEMIC PERSPECTIVE 

The complexity of violence requires attention to the full 
spectrum of contexts that deal with violence and the inter
actions and interplay among them. Currently, research on 
response mechanisms tends to be concentrated on only one 



type of organized response-and frequently on only one 
subset (e.g., policing and arrests). There is a possibility not 
only that this approach may yield an unrepresentative sense 
of the range of violence experienced by victims or wit
nesses, but also that agencies and organizations themselves 
select certain types of cases to which to respond. In reality, 
organized responses to any form of violence are interrelated 
and interdependent. The role of one context or set of 
responses conditions the probability of actions by others 
and vice versa. 

An agenda of research on violence must allow for the 
accumulation of systematic evidence on various organized 
responses, and for evaluation of the range of organized 
responses simultaneously. To this end, it is important to 
develop integrated models that consider response strate
gies across formal legal institutions and processes, public 
and private sector organizations, and even informal volun
tary associations. Earlier we emphasized that a full under
standing of the determinants of violence requires 
consideration of a range of situational and contextual fac
tors. So too our understanding of societal response would 
be enriched by research frameworks that take full account 
of the complexities of our social world. 

Our understanding of 

societal response 

would be enriched by 

research frameworks 

that take full account 

of the complexities of 

our social world. 

67 



Research that 

considers violence 

within a broader 

landscape of disputes 

can inform our 

understanding of the 

situational factors that 

lead to violence and 

what mediates their 

effects. 

68 

CHAPTER 8 
SOCIAL CONFLICTS AND 

DISPUTES 
Much of the violence in society occurs between people 

who have some degree of contact or association. The Uni
form Crime Reports (UCR 1995, p. 17) and the National 
Crime Victimization Survey (NCVS 1994, p. 56) indicate 
that, in 40 percent or more of the crime incidents (47 per
cent with homicide), victims and assailants have a per~ 
sonal connection (e.g, relative, friend, neighbor). It is 
reasonable to assume that, in some large fraction of these 
situations, violence reflects the escalation of a conflict or 
dispute. Even in situations where a direct personal rela
tionship does not exist, often a perceived dispute or gener
alized sense of being wronged precipitates violence. 

A CROSS-CUTIING RESEARCH PERSPECTIVE 

Analyzing violence from the vantage of disputing can 
enhance our explanatory models and also yield some 
promising strategies for prevention and intervention. 
Research that considers violence within a broader land
scape of disputes can inform our understanding of the sit
uational factors that lead to violence and what mediates 
their effects. Much more needs to be known about the 
cumulative processes and circumstances through which 
grievances, disputes, and attributions of blame act on indi
viduals as catalysts that produce violence rather than more 
acceptable forms of behavior. Except for instances of 
predatory crime, violence typically occurs as an outcome 
of social events or interactions-often starting with a real 
or perceived disagreement, building to a dispute, and 
transforming into violent conflict. 

A research agenda that considers violence within a 
framework of conflicts, disputes, and the potential for dis
pute resolution focuses attention on the conditions that 



lead individuals and groups to express violence, the fac
tors that affect its manifestation and inhibition, and the 
impact of various formal and informal responses (e.g., 
within the community, neighborhood, school, or criminal 
justice system) on its promotion or reduction.47 Such a 
framework can illuminate how violence evolves from 
everyday social exchanges among intimates, acquaintan
ces, colleagues, co-workers (e.g., for youths, other stu
dents; for adults, other employees), or even occasional 
contacts (e.g., local merchants). Also, it can illuminate 
how individual- or group-level grievances (e.g., based on 
inequalities in the distribution of power and resources) 
may take their form in hate crimes (e.g., xenophobia, 
homophobia, racism), inter-group violence, and other 
forms of collective aggression. 

RESEARCH 0/REatONS* 

Important directions for research on social conflicts 
and disputes should include the following: 

o The sources of conflict giving rise to violence. We 

need to better understand the nature of grievances that 
lead to violence. Rigorous research should emphasize 
what gives rise to disputes between individuals, between 
groups, and within and across communities and should 
examine differences in the frequency, concentration, or 
type of conflicts associated with violence. Also, studies 
should address variations in conflict by age, gender, eth
nicity, or social class as well as by time and location. For 
example, in some cultures "dissing" or feeling the disre
spect of others is so significant that a youth being "dissed" 
through an odd look or a critical comment about one's 
mother or girlfriend can provoke a violent response.48 

*Richard B. Felson and Margaret A. Zahn led the 1993 ASA Violence 
Workshop in identifying research opportunities for examining violence from 
the perspective of conflicts and disputes.· 
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o The transformation of disputes into violence. We 
know far too little about how people handle their disputes 
and the conditions that account over time for the transfor
mation of disputes into violent events. Extensive research 
is needed about the circumstances under which individu
als or groups feel hurt or perceive their situations as 
unjust, see their grievance as serious, attribute blame to 
others, and turn to violent expressions. The causal vari
ables that inhibit or encourage disputes erupting into vio
lence, and the role that anger and other emotions play in 
the decisionmaking processes that culminate in violence 
require further investigation. Research should also address 
how learned strategies of problem solving and dispute res
olution can effectively serve to reduce the proclivity for 
violence or buffer its effects. 

o Social factors accelerating the transformation of 
disputes. We need much more knowledge about the social 
norms and values, often internalized at a very young age, 
that influence the expression of different forms of disput
ing behavior and the escalation of disputes into violent 
conflict. Strongly held norms and standards in different 
age, gender, race, ethnic, or religious groups can affect 
how disputes are handled. For example, further research 
should address the role of prejudice in the manifestation 
of violence between people of different groups as well as 
the role of empathy, commitment, and identification with 
both in-groups and out-groups. Also, the impact of deeply 
held cultural norms about such issues as face-saving or 
defending one's honor in aggressive encounters vis-a-vis 
individuals or other groups deserves attention. In certain 
situations or contexts, the escalation to violence and dem
onstrations of power (e.g., not appearing weak, bullying) 
may even enhance social status in a group. 

o The role of third parties. Third parties are often 
involved or present during violent encounters; yet, our 
knowledge of their role is very limited.49 Future research 



should examine how the presence or intervention of other 
persons-and the norms they espouse or the social influ
ence they exert-can contribute to the escalation or reduc
tion of violence. Much more study is needed about the 
role of third parties as mediators, mentors, guardians, 
allies, witnesses or bystanders, socializing agents, and 
alternative agents of punishment or social control. Studies, 
for example, examining how third parties such as the 
police handle the expressions of grievances by individuals 
or groups (e.g., protests, rallies) can add to our under
standing of the factors that may promote or inhibit the 
manifestation of violence. 

o Mechanisms for reducing dispute-generated vio
lence. A key area for research is the growing number of 
dispute resolution programs (e.g., in schools, in the work
place, in neighborhoods and communities, and in courts) 
and the processes whereby conflicts can be resolved and 
the probability of violence reduced. Initial research on 
conflict resolution and mediation programs for youth 
point to their effectiveness in reducing violence, espe
cially in the school (Carnegie Quarterly 1994). Further 
study across target groups should be directed to preven
tion and intervention efforts in place, what works, and 
what does not. In particular, programs aimed at family 
violence should be a high priority for rigorous, systematic 
evaluation. 
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CHAPTER 9 

CRAFTING SCIENCE POLICY 
The preceding chapters provide an overview of key 

research findings on violence and substantive areas for a 
further investment in science. The absolute numbers of vio
lent events, their pervasiveness, and the greater risk of cer
tain individuals or groups to engage in violence or be 
victims of it are reasons enough to make violence a major 
research priority. This chapter of the Report focuses on sci
ence policy issues and recommendations that are important 
for crafting a research agenda on violence. 

RESEARCH SUPPORT IN HISTORICAL CONTEXT 

While comparatively small in absolute dollars, 50 fed
eral support for violence research has a long history that 
dates back to the early 1950s. At that time, the primary 
federal agency taking the lead was the National Institute 
of Mental Health (NIMH). By 1967, the NIMH had estab
lished the Center for Studies of Crime and Delinquency 
(now called the Violence and Traumatic Stress Research 
Branch). NIMH was joined in 1969 by the Department of 
Justice's National Institute of Law Enforcement and Crim
inal Justice (now known as NIJ-the National Institute of 
Justice). The National Science Foundation (NSF), espe
cially through its Law and Social Science Program, pro
vided only limited support for violence research in the 
1970s but enhanced its investment in basic research in the 
1980s, although in absolute dollars NIMH and NIJ had 
more resources available to allocate to violence. 

In 1988, the NIJ, NSF, and the Center for Disease Con
trol (CDC) sought to step back from the aggregation of 
work produced on violence and asked the National Acad
emy of Sciences to convene a Panel of experts to assess 
this research. The NSF was interested in having the NAS 
Panel on the Understanding and Control of Violent Behav-



ior review the current state of knowledge and offer 
research priorities. The more mission-oriented agencies, 
NIJ and CDC, hoped that the NAS Violence Panel would 
provide a cogent analysis of how to prevent and control 
violent crime, including the resulting injuries and deaths. 
The four volumes published by the NAS Violence Panel 
during 1993 and 1994 contributed to accomplishing these 
goals and helped to galvanize interest in relevant federal 
agencies and scientific societies, such as. the American 
Sociological and Psychological Associations. 

By the late 1980s, recognition of the need for a better 
understanding of violence and mechanisms of prevention 
can also be seen in the activities of a few major private 
foundations, particularly the John D. and Catherine T. 
MacArthur Foundation and the Carnegie Corporation of 
New York. The MacArthur Foundation signalled strong 
interest by collaborating with NIJ on a planning effort that 
has led to a major initiative entitled "The Project on 
Human Development in Chicago Neighborhoods." The 
Carnegie Corporation, through especially its Council on 
Adolescent Development, focused on what creates risks of 
violence for youth by undertaking a series of conferences 
and publications. 

While in the 1980s, especially NIJ, NIMH, NSF, and 
the CDC were supporting violence research, by the 1990s 
other institutes within the National Institute of Health 
(NIH) also joined in funding violence-related work. The 

'National Institute on Alcohol Abuse and Alcoholism 
(NIAAA), the National Institute on Drug Abuse (NIDA), 
and the National Institute of Child Health and Human 
Development (NICHD) all supported studies reflecting 
these agencies' priorities and mandates. Although the NSF 
Law and Social Science Program had urged a national sci
ence initiative51 on violence as early as 1988, it was not 
untill993 that a framework for inter-agency coordination 
was in evidence. 
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THE TIMELINESS OF A NATIONAL INITIATIVE 

From even this brief overview it is clear that over the 
years several federal agencies have supported violence 
research, sometimes at quite meaningful levels. The time 
is ripe for a sustained national research initiative on vio
lence with strong collaboration across federal research 
agencies and, to the extent possible, the involvement of 
private foundations. 52 

Why a national initiative now? First, a body of scien

tific knowledge is in place that already signals future 
directions and next steps. Second, there is a cadre of 
researchers whose work directly or indirectly seeks to 
unravel the complex processes-both human and social
that produce violence. Third, particularly with the recent 
funding of a consortium/center for research on violence 
by the National Science Foundation, a major piece of 
infrastructure is in place for further catalyzing and stimu
lating work on violence.53 Fourth, there is much accumu
lated experience within federal agencies about what may 
or may not work as vehicles for basic and applied research 
support and how they should be managed. 

Recently progress has been made in fostering inter
agency coordination on violence research. In the fall of 
1993, an Interdepartmental Working Group emphasizing 
health, justice, and education concerns sought to create a 
policy blueprint on violence, including needed research. 
As an outgrowth of this effort, by June 1994 an Inter
agency Violence Research Working Group was estab
lished to develop a coordinated research agenda across 
over twenty Federal agencies. 54 Also, in 1994, the Depart
ment of Housing and Urban Development and the 
National Institute of Justice indicated that they would con
tribute funding to NSF's National Consortium for 
Research on Violence. By the end of 1995, plans solidified 
for a joint initiative by the National Institute of Health and 
the Department of Justice. While additional steps (e.g., 



direct involvement of the White House Office of Science 
and Technology Policy) could further help to establish a 
national research initiative,55 current indicators of inter
agency cooperation are encouraging. 

FUNDING PRIORITY ISSUES 

What must be considered in launching a major research 
initiative on violence and in providing enhanced support 
for a social science research agenda? We start with the 
working assumption that federal science policy on vio
lence must seek to build fundamental knowledge, promote 
genuine multi-disciplinary efforts, and develop essential 
tools and resources based on effective coordination across 
and among federal research agencies. The preceding chap
ters mapped core areas and outlined key empirical and 
methodological challenges involved in such work. In this 
chapter, we focus on research support, data resource 
needs, and scientific capacity that also must be considered 
in making violence a science priority. 56 

RESEARCH SUPPORT 

Enhanced Individual-investigator Support 

The intermittent nature of funding for violence and the 
overall small size of grants have produced gaps and frag
mentation in our knowledge and hampered our ability to 

' draw comprehensive inferences. Far too frequently studies 
have been interrupted or altered or important follow-up 
designs have languished. Also, research has typically pro
gressed with strong divisions of labor, often by topic (e.g., 
family violence, gangs, drugs) or by discipline. Thus, sus
tained support for individual-investigator and team 
projects should enhance essential research. In addition, it 
should permit asking new questions and promoting fresh 
directions. At a fundamental level, stable funding is the 
basic ingredient-the DNA-for producing important 
streams of new knowledge about violence. 
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Multi-dimensional Studies 

A national initiative on violence should create an envi
ronment where both funders and researchers are better 
able to grapple with unraveling the causes of violence as a 
multi-level and multiply determined phenomenon. Such 
an initiative should permit greater attention to the varieties 
of violent forms-their dynamics and origins-and to 
neglected issues and areas. Despite the recognition by 
"bench" scientists, policymakers, and the public that vio
lence requires broad-based and multi-disciplinary study, , 
such work is far too rare in the literature. 

Large-scale Sustained Projects 

A major investment in violence research is necessary to 
mount and maintain large-scale science over long periods 
of time. A few major projects already underway show a 
commitment to long-term multi-level, multi-method, and 
multi-disciplinary work. For example, three longitudinal 
studies of youths (conducted by teams at the University of 
Colorado, Pittsburgh, and SUNY, Albany) aim to deter
mine the precursors and pathways that lead to serious 
delinquency and violence. So too, the MacArthur Founda
tion-NIJ funded Project in Chicago aims to account for 
career criminals and law-abiding persons through the 
long-term study of the changing nature of individuals and 
communities. Compatible with these efforts, a coordi
nated violence initiative has the capacity to promote even 
more intentional and incremental planning, provide for 
continuity in funding, and encourage coordination in 
implementing major programs of research over time. 

New Research Structures 

A national research initiative on violence also should 
include the design and development of new structures for 
fostering research networks or stimulating work other than 
through large- and small-scale projects. As noted above, 



the NSF has just launched a major consortium to stimulate 
new science on violence, integrate knowledge, transmit 
findings, disseminate and share resources, and train the 
next generations of scientists. As with the CDC's regional 
injury control research centers or NICHD's population 
research centers, support for several new institutional 
forms or structures could have a multiplier effect beyond 
any single center, consortium, or major research team. 

DATA RESOURCE NEEDS 

Improvement of Data Collection Systems 

An important priority for a research initiative on vio
lence is to improve major data resources and data collec
tions. Science funding must be directed to the measurement 
and methodological issues involved in bringing extant data 
systems into alignment. For example, there needs to be 
greater attention to standardizing the measures used to 
define violence and the procedures used to collect informa
tion on violent events. Similarly, attention must be paid to 
ensuring that there is enough information to analyze the 
occurrence of violence at a local level and from the vantage 
of racial, ethnic, or other population subgroups. Greater 
coordination by federal agencies could have the potential 
for enhancing the credibility and reliability of data for 
research as well as extending the information on violent 
,events across contexts and over time (e.g., from arrest to 
sentencing to disposition and beyond; from inner city to 
rural sites). 

There is no single national data base that captures all 
aspects of violent events in one integrated information 
system. Rather, three nationwide data systems count and 
classify various aspects of violent behavior: the Uniform 
Crime Reports (UCR) system collects basic information 
about the most serious crimes committed for events classi
fied by police as crimes, the National Crime Victimization 
Survey (NCVS) collects data on nonfatal violent victim-
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izations, and the National Center for Health Statistics 
(NCHS) tabulates data annually on homicides from death 
certificates. Therefore, it is particularly important to 
strengthen comparability among these data sets. 

Expansion of Data Systems 

In addition to improving extant data systems, there is 
also a need to collect data where currently very limited 
information exists, such as on child abuse, hate crimes, 
and violence in institutional settings like schools. Admin
istrative records and information from such locations as 
hospitals, schools, or shelters need to be routinely col
lected (i.e., within locations, across locations, and over 
time). Also, attention should be paid to ensuring that these 
data can be linked to ongoing data collection systems. 
Finally, coordinated efforts need to be mounted with pub
lic agencies, institutions, and private organizations so that 
new forms of data (e.g., community-level measures of 
poverty, unemployment, family disruption) are collected 
that can enhance scientific research on populations at risk 
and on factors that insulate individuals or groups from 
violence. 

Development of New Data Resources 

As the foregoing indicates, advancements in violence 
research heavily depend on the quality of routine data col
lection systems. Also, primary data collection remains 
essential for understanding violence. In designing such 
efforts, research teams need to consider comparability of 
measures between new data collection and extant data 
resources and also anticipate the multi-user potential of 
such work. The use of research workshops, advisory com
mittees, and the like as part of planning and implementa
tion can help to ensure these goals. Whatever the research 
method-whether, for example, household surveys, in
depth interviews with community leaders, ethnography, or 
use of extant data from emergency rooms or police 



records-the capacity to link primary and secondary data 
within and across studies needs to be given a high priority. 

Enhancements of Data Use 

A national initiative on violence also needs to invest in 
improving and enhancing the availability of data for scien
tific research. As a matter of sound science policy, data 
sharing and access are important for examining new issues 
and testing rival hypotheses, but funds are needed to foster 
availability and use. Researchers must have the resources 
to prepare data and documentation in a user friendly 
mode. Also, public archives require core support to ready 
data sets and provide the capacity to work across them. 
Data archives need funding to publicize use, develop inno
vative means of access and communication, and provide 
training. Most importantly, the information highway is an 
idea whose time has come as the internet and other 
advanced technologies provide an opportunity to create 
"archives without walls." 

SCIENTIFIC CAPACITY 

Attraction of Scientists to Violence Research 

Over the years, minimal support for research on vio
lence may have discouraged scientists from gravitating to 
this field.57 The overwhelming response in 1995 to NSF's 
, solicitation for a National Consortium for Violence 
Research (13 proposals involving more than 140 institu
tions and 700 researchers) attests to the depth and breadth 
of interest within the scientific community. Broad-based 
stable research support, scientific workshops and confer
ences, and early as well as mid-career postdoctoral oppor
tunities are among the strategies that are important for 
expanding the numbers of scientists attracted and dedi
cated to violence research. 

Support for large-scale and long-term studies is also 
important to building scientific capacity. Major funding 
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has the potential of capturing the attention of scientists 
who are now working on aligned issues or addressing 
related analytic problems (e.g., researchers studying mob 
behavior or examining what creates a propensity for risk 
taking among youths). Also, it has the advantage of 
attracting researchers from a wide number of disciplines 
to bring their skills, expertise, and methodological 
strengths to bear in examining violence. Therefore, a 
major research initiative on violence can not only add new 
knowledge but also redirect scientific interests to the study, 
of this important human and social phenomenon. 

Expanded Participation of Minority Researchers 

The multidimensional and multi-level nature of vio
lence requires a broad and diverse group of researchers 
who bring complementary skills and experience to study
ing individuals, communities, and groups. As in many 
fields of science, the active engagement of minority inves
tigators enriches the theoretical ideas, sharpens the opera
tional frameworks, and broadens the methodological 
strategies used in violence research. Yet, the number of 
persons of color and women engaged in violence research 
is limited. 

Special efforts should be directed to enhancing the 
"pipeline" of minority scholars seeking to pursue research 
careers on violence. Undergraduate research opportunities 
(with strong individual mentoring or involvement in a 
research team), predoctoral training programs and fellow
ships, and postdoctoral support are among the strategies 
that need to be treated as integral to making violence a sci
ence priority. Such training is essential to ensuring the 
next generations of skilled scientists generally and minor
ity researchers in particular. 

Specialized Training Programs 

As is apparent from the above, a major initiative on 
violence should attend to training as well as research. 



Intensive and integrated training that prepares researchers 
for multi-level analysis, multi-disciplinary conceptualiza
tion, and multi-method inquiry is especially important. 
While scientists with different forms of expertise can 
work together, graduate and postdoctoral training pro
grams that develop comprehensive skills can enhance the 
research capacity of individuals and groups. Such mecha
nisms as research training group awards (RTGs), fellow
ship training grants at academic sites or coordinated at a 
national level (like the NIMH predoctoral training awards 
in mental health to the American Sociological and Psy
chological Associations), or training supplements to 
ongoing major research grants can be very effective. 
Without doubt, key to progress on violence is building 
specialized competencies for advanced study. 

Without doubt, key 

to progress on 

violence is building 

specialized 

competencies for 

advanced study. 

81 



Across the 

landscape of serious 

issues where serious 

science must be done, 

research on violence 

should be enlarged. 

82 

CHAPTER 10 
CONCLUSION 

This Report shows the magnitude and complexity of 
violence in U.S. society, explicates the important ways 
that social science has already contributed knowledge, and 
sets forth a challenging set of research directions. In par
ticular, the Report makes clear the need for a sustained 
violence initiative to support fundamental research over 
long spans of time, across social and situational contexts, 
and at multiple levels of analysis. A number of focal areas 
are highlighted as particularly important and ripe for a 
social science research agenda on violence. In each of 
these areas, we already have some relevant knowledge, 
but much more extensive and integrative work is neces
sary in order to isolate the causes and consequences of 
violence and determine what insulates or protects individ
uals, groups, or communities from its occurrence. 

Federal support for an expanded social science 
research agenda on violence ultimately requires an exami
nation of priorities. As we approach the beginning of the 
21st century, we face fundamental choices about what we 
want our society to be and to become. Without doubt, 
these are particularly hard times for allocative decisions 
because policymakers and the public are increasingly 
aware of the scarcity of resources. In the area of science 
funding, difficult decisions need to be made about where 
and how to invest federal dollars to build a knowledge 
base important to the social wellbeing and economic 
progress of our nation. Across the landscape of serious 
issues where serious science must be done, research on 
violence should be enlarged. Increased funding for a 
major national violence initiative now can enhance the 
quality of life and produce real savings in human and 
social costs well into our future. 































ENDNOTES 
1The report issued by the National Academy of Sciences (NAS) Panel on the Understanding and Control of 
Violent Behavior effectively conveys the scope and magnitude of violence in American society (Albert J. 
Reiss, Jr., and Jeffrey A. Roth, Editors, Understanding and Preventing Violence, National Academy Press, 
1993, p. 54). [Hereafter referred to as the NAS Violence Report and cited as Reiss and Roth.] 

2In November 1995, the Federal Bureau oflnvestigation released figures on violent crime for 1994. The 
overall number of violent offenses (1,864,168) dropped three percent from 1993, and the rate per 100,000 
population was down by four percent. Yet, violent crime still remained 29 percent above the 1985 figure. Of 
the total number of violent offenses in 1994, 60 percent were aggravated assaults, 33 percent were robbery, 13 
percent were murder, and six percent were forcible rape. (See Federal Bureau of Investigation, Crime in the 
United States 1994 [Uniform Crime Reports], Washington, DC: Government Printing Office [Hereafter cited 
as UCR 1995], pp. 10-36.) 

3Research on fear of criminal victimization indicates that, over time "roughly one-third to one-half of 
Americans are afraid of their local environment" (Warr 1994, p. 6). These trends have been constant and 
generally reflect levels of crime over the past two decades. Studies also show that far greater levels of fear are 
evident among women and the elderly, in part because these groups perceive themselves as more vulnerable 
and at risk of violence (Warr 1994, pp. 11-14; 1995; Skogan 1986, p. 210). Forfemales, fear is highly 
correlated with rape, suggesting that rape is the source of greatest fear among women (Warr 1985). Also, 
coincident with actual risk, the data indicate that fear is more prevalent for Blacks than Whites and that, for 
both Blacks and Whites, it is more prevalent at lower income levels (Warr 1994, pp. 14-15; Skogan 1995, p. 
69). 

4Reporting on studies undertaken by private firms, Swisher (1994, p. H1) emphasized that "[a]long with the 
violence comes the stress it creates, and most polls indicate a higher level of work force fearfulness. A 1993 
survey of 600 representative civilian workers by Minneapolis-based Northwestern National Life Insurance 
Co. on fear and violence, for example, showed that people are more scared than ever before and said that fear 
had disrupted their performance." 

5For an extensive review of this literature at all three levels of analysis and for a compelling case for the 
importance of multi-level research on the social dimensions of violence, see Sampson and Lauritsen 1994; 
see also Short 1985, 1990a. 

6In addition to the aforementioned reports, the National Institutes of Health (NIH) convened a Panel to 
examine the NIH violence-related research portfolio. The Panel held two public sessions in 1993 and issued 
a report in 1994 (hereafter referred to and cited as NIH Violence Panel Report 1994). 

7Violence perpetrated by legitimate authorities in the name of legitimate ends, as a vehicle of repression, or as 
' a response to violence (see, e.g., Johnson 1986; Kelman and Hamilton 1989) is nonetheless violence and may 

also affect the expression of violence by individuals and groups. (See also Archer and Gartner 1984; Gartner 
1990.) 

8Studies of chronic offending among delinquents (e.g., Wolfgang, Figlio, and Sellin 1972; Shannon 1988) and 
inmates (e.g., Petersilia, Greenwood, and Lavin 1977; Chaiken and Chaiken 1982) indicate that a relatively 
small group of individuals commits a considerable amount of crime, that the offending begins early, and that 
this group is likely to persist in criminal activity (see also Blumstein et al. 1986; Visher 1995). For example, 
Wolfgang et al.'s study of almost 10,000 males born in Philadelphia showed that six percent of these youths 
had five or more contacts with the police, and that these offenders accounted for more than half of the crimes 
and two-thirds of the violent offenses committed by this cohort. Similarly, the Rand inmate studies (Chaiken 
and Chaiken 1982) showed that about 15 percent of the inmate offenders qualified as violent "predators," and 
that they tended to be younger, chronically unemployed, and with histories of drug use. (See also, Visher 
1995, p. 516-518; Van Dine, Conrad, and Dinitz 1979; Estrich, Moore, McGillis, Spelman 1983.) 
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9Hagan observed that " [ c ]rime is also a great concern for low-income Hispanic and White Americans, but 
these patterns are more pronounced, better studied, and more fully documented among African-American 
youths" (1994, p. 26). 

10The NAS Violence Report also indicated that "most victims in single offender-single victim homicides were 
slain by an offender of the same ethnic status: 86 percent of white victims and 93 percent of black victims" 
(Reiss and Roth 1993, p. 64). This finding is consistent with the 1994 UCR homicide data, which indicated 
that 85 percent of White and 94 percent of Black victims were slain by persons of their own race (UCR 1995, 
p. 17). 

11The literature on females and violence is limited in comparison to that on males. As background for the 
NAS Violence Panel, Kruttschnitt (1994) undertook an extensive analytic review of research on the links 
between gender and violence. Most interesting, she reported on an interaction effect between race and gender 
such that Black women were victims of homicide at about the same rate as White males. The NCVS data 
(1994, p. 29) indicate that the victimization rates for violent crime is about the same or higher for Black 
females and White males in the age groups under 35 years old. 

12The vast majority of the literature and the national data reports on race and violence focus on White/Black/ 
other comparisons without distinguishing among other key minority populations (in particular, Latinos/ 
Latinas, Native Americans, and Asian/Pacific Islanders). Furthermore, as might be expected, efforts to 
distinguish among ethnic minority subgroups (e.g., Puerto Rican, Cuban, Mexican; Chinese, Japanese, 
Korean) is even more rare. 

13Mercer Sullivan found a similar pattern in comparing working class white, Hispanic, and African American 
communities (1989) and in describing Puerto Ricans in Sunset Park, Brooklyn (1993). Loss of jobs, poverty, 
and the breakdown of effective family ties and social networks to regain employment all contribute to youths 
(especially young males) turning to crime and violence. 

14Sampson and Lauritsen (1994, pp. 2-3) summarized the particular focus of this approach: "The macrosocial 
or community level of explanation asks what it is about community structures and cultures that produces 
differential rates of crime (Byrne and Sampson, 1986; Bursik, 1988; Short, 1990[a]: 11). For example, what 
characteristics of communities are associated with high rates of violence? Are communities safe or unsafe 
because of the persons who reside in them or because of community properties themselves? Can changes in 
community structure affect violent crime rates?" 

15Jencks and Peterson's edited volume on The Urban Underclass (1991) includes a number of these key 
commentators. See also Jencks and Mayer (1990). 

16Skogan (1990) reached essentially this conclusion in examining five different studies of neighborhood crime 
problems in major cities. Quoting the words of a respondent, he powerfully conveyed the effects of the 
precipitous decline of the economy, in particular the loss of industrial sector jobs, in the most impoverished 
neighborhoods (pp. 57-61, 172-179): "I can't see any future in Woodlawn, at least not for myself. I can't see 
staying down here because it's a dead end .... It's a dead end because you can't find no jobs down here; you 
have to go outside the neighborhood to find a job. You look up and down 63d st. and most of the stores that 
are up in here are boarded up or gone or burned up. So there's really no future here. There's no job 
opportunities for young people. All we do is sit around or lay around on the streets every day doing nothing. 
You ought to see them, its all they do is get high, play basketball, walk around doing nothing. [Woodlawn, 
Chicago]" (p. 175). 

17The NAS Violence Report cites several specific examples of such community characteristics: "Quantitative 
indicators of community disorganization, include high housing density, high residential mobility, high 
percentages of single-parent families and the occurrence of neighborhood transitions-both economic 
decline and gentrification. These appear to account for more of the geographic variation in violent 
victimization rates than do measures of poverty and income inequality" (Reiss and Roth 1993, p. 15; see also 
HRY 1993, p. 75). 
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18The NAS Violence Report similarly concluded that "[t]hese indicators appear to reflect a breakdown of 
social capital-the capacity to transmit positive values to younger generations. This breakdown appears in 
such intangibles as parents' inability to distinguish neighborhood youth from outsiders, to band together with 
other parents to solve common problems, to question each other's children, to participate in voluntary 
organizations and friendship networks, and to watch neighborhood common areas. Single parents who work 
have less time for such activities and constant family turnover in large multidwelling housing units makes 
them more difficult to carry out. Many 'old heads'-community elders who took responsibility for local 
youth-have left urban communities, and the status of those who remain is diminished by contrast with the 
rise of successful young entrepreneurs in illegal markets" (Reiss and Roth 1993, p. 15). 

19In 1994, a major project on Human Development in Chicago Neighborhoods was launched under the 
direction of Felton Earls (Harvard University), which reflects this need to focus on interaction between 
individual and community change. 

20 According to Skogan, fear may be partially responsible for the "flow of younger, more affluent Blacks into 
the suburbs" (Frey 1984, cited in Skogan 1986, p. 224), leaving concentrations of unemployable individuals 
without any hope or access to mainstream institutions within inner cities. 

21The importance of looking across social contexts and situations was a point of emphasis for the NAS Panel 
on High Risk Youth (see, e.g., HRY 1993, p. 235-244). 

220ther "correlates and antecedents of aggressive childhood behavior that are presumed to reflect psychosocial 
influences: [include] factors associated with large low-income families, poor housing, criminal behavior by 
parents and siblings, and living in high crime neighborhoods" (Reiss and Roth 1993, p. 105). 

23For example, the report of the Panel on Understanding Child Abuse and Neglect (UCAN, 1993, p. 1) 
indicated that "[i]n 1990, case reports involving over 2 million children were made to social service agencies. 
In the period 1979 through 1988, about 2,000 child deaths (ages 0-17) were recorded annually as a result of 
abuse and neglect (McClain et al. 1993), and an additional160,000 cases resulted in serious injuries in 1990 
alone (Daro and McCurdy 1991)." These figures represent a "tremendous increase in maltreatment [which is] 
probably the result of increased reporting, although significant increases in the occurrence rate itself may 
have occurred as well" (UCAN 1993, p. 6). These estimates are a very conservative measure of actual child 
victimizations because of general data gathering, methodological, and other information systems-related 
shortcomings. 

24Using trend data, the Uniform Crime Reports (UCR 1994, p. 285), indicated that the percent of murder 
victims killed within the family dropped 4 percent between 1980 and 1992. In contrast, the proportion of 
murders, for example, that were juvenile gang killings increased dramatically over this same period (from .8 
percent to 3.6 percent). 

25The National Crime Victimization Survey (NCVS 1994, p. 141) focuses only on reports of crime 
, victimization in specific categories and also does not collect information on children under the age of twelve. 

26Although the surveys undertaken by Straus and Gelles (1990) suggest that men and women engage in 
martial violence more equally, they emphasize the importance of thinking broadly about what this means. 
For example, Stets and Straus (1990, p. 165) indicate that women are as violent as men when violence is 
measured as action, but they indicate that, "when violence is measured by injuries, men are more violent." 
Conceptualizing serious violence in terms of injury is consistent with a number of studies. For example, 
Kruttschnitt reports that, while data from courtship and marital violence produce varying rates of injuries, 
"what does appear consistently from these studies is that men have higher rates of using the most dangerous 
and injurious forms of violence" (1994, p. 311). 

27There is considerable conjecture, but little empirical data, suggesting that violence is more likely among 
individuals in certain occupational groups (e.g., prison guards, military personnel). 

28Statement of Malcolm Klein at a Congressional seminar, "Strategies for Winning the War on Crime," 
convened by the Consortium of Social SCience Associations (COSSA), May 8, 1992, as reported inCOSSA 
Washington Update, May 18, 1992, p. 6. 
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29This change over time in the lethality of gang activity is reflected in the literature. In a paper prepared in 1969 
for the National Commission on the Causes and Prevention of Violence, Klein reported that gang violence is not 
a major problem. In a reflective paper, "Twenty-five Years of Youth Gangs and Violence," presented in 1992 at 
the American Association for the Advancement of Science, Klein noted the variability in gang violence but also 
emphasized its increase-"things have truly gotten out of hand." 

30Levin and McDevitt emphasize that, while hate crimes are perpetrated by individuals, typically they are 
expressed by groups (1993, pp. 16-18, 99-114). 

310ne recent example of such research is The Yale Hate Crime Project which was launched by Donald Green and 
Robert Abelson in 1990. Supported by grants from the National Science Foundation, the Russell Sage 
Foundation, and the Guggenheim Foundation, this project seeks to unravel the social, economic, and political 
circumstances giving rise to hate crimes. As part of their research, these investigators are developing predictive 
models of hate crimes over approximately a hundred year period (1887-1993). 

32The NAS Violence Report indicated that the links are less clear between gun availability and nonfatal violent 
crime: "Even where positive correlations are found between measures of gun availability and nonfatal violent 
crime, the direction of the causal chain is unclear" (Reiss and Roth 1993, p. 268; see also Kleck 1991, p. 153; 
Cook and Kleiman 1995). 

33The need for work on such issues is consistent with the recommendation of the NIH Violence Panel Report 
(1994, p. 87): "It would be desirable to understand the role of firearms in increased morbidity and mortality in 
the United States, as well as how weapons diffuse throughout a community, particularly how handguns get from 
the factory to a teenager in school." 

34Ratio estimates of the lethality of guns versus knives range from 2:1 to 5:1 across different studies (Kleck 1991, 
p. 164; Reiss and Roth 1993, pp. 260-261). 

35Considerable research on violence and alcohol has focused on the links between alcohol and family violence. 
While some studies suggest that the severity of spouse assault is associated with alcohol (Fagan 1993, p. 173), 
the overall pattern and permissible inferences are ambiguous. 

36The report issued by the Surgeon-General's Committee is entitled, Television and Growing Up: The Impact of 
Televised Violence (1972). The other reports published on this issue include: "Television and Behavior: Ten 
years of Scientific Progress and Implications for the Eighties, Summary Report," (1982) by the NIMH; and in 
1992, the report of the American Psychological Association's Committee on Media and Society (authored by 
Aletha Huston et al.) entitled, Big World, Small Screen: Role of Television in American Society, (1992). 

37The findings from that work formed the basis of the recommendations for the APA Violence and Youth Report 
(1993, p. 33). 

38 A 1993 poll conducted by the Los Angeles Times shows that the public shares the belief that there is a 
connection: Nearly four out of five Americans believe violence on television contributes to violence in real life 
("79 Percent in Poll Believe TV Violence Spurs Real Mayhem," Washington Post, December 19, 1993, p. A12). 
Similarly, a 1994 survey that included 15,000 fourth graders reported that approximately 73 percent "think 
violence makes people act violently" (Scholastic News 1995, p. 4). 

39It is important to keep in mind that, like all social institutions, the criminal justice system is neither the same 
from place to place or over time. The system is dynamic and is shaped in its goals and operations by both 
internal and external factors (e.g., resources, crime rates, public attitudes, political priorities). For example, 
scholars observe that, in recent decades, sentencing goals have shifted from rehabilitation strategies to 
incapacitation, retribution, and deterrence (Cohen 1983, p. 2; Hagan 1994, p. 158; Blumstein 1983, p. 92; S. 
Gottfredson and D. Gottfredson 1985). 

40Research on policing in communities may add to our understanding of police-citizen encounters more 
generally. For example, the literature on police violence and deadly force suggests disproportionate numbers of 
police shootings of Blacks in comparison to Whites (Fyfe 1982; Geller and Scott 1991). Yet, commentators 
caution about the limits of available information, the problems of interpreting aggregate data, and the need for 
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much more extensive study of the circumstances surrounding such events (e.g., the greater likelihood of 
unemployed persons being out on the streets, the presence of a weapon, whether a crime was in process). 

41Largely because of statutes enacted in 15 states and the District of Columbia mandating arrests in cases 
involving misdemeanor domestic battery, police practices have changed, and arrests for all minor assaults 
increased nationally by 70 percent from 1980 to 1989-an increase largely attributable to domestic violence 
cases (Sherman 1992, p. 2). 

420ver the past two decades, sanction policies imposing mandatory penalties (especially for drug and 
weapons-related offenses) have been increasingly emphasized as a method of controlling violence. 
Legislation such the Federal Anti-Drug Abuse Act of 1986 and the Violent Crime Control Act of 1991 are 
examples of such enactments. Studies examining the impacts of such policies (e.g., Vincent and Hofer 1994) 
have reported that the enactments have had the effect of incarcerating large numbers of non-violent offenders 
as well. More recently, emphasis on mandatory incarceration as a response strategy can be seen in 
movements in both the state and Federal legislatures to enact "Three Strikes" provisions in crime control 
legislation. At the Federal level, "Three Strikes" provisions mandate "life imprisonment without the 
possibility of parole for federal offenders with three or more convictions for serious violent felonies or drug 
trafficking" crimes (U.S. Department of Justice Fact Sheet, September 26, 1994). In states like California, 
researchers (e.g., Greenwood et al. 1994) have already begun to measure and predict the effects of such 
provisions in terms of such factors as violence reduction, the proportion of non-violent offenders who are 
incarcerated, and the costs. 

43Similarly, from their studies on Franklin County Ohio, Van Dine, Dinitz, and Conrad (1977) predicted only a 
17.8 percent reduction in violent crime. However, to obtain this relatively small reduction, they estimated 
that the prison population would have to be increased by 523 percent. Research by Petersilia and Greenwood 
(1978) also projected that the imposition of mandatory, five-year prison terms on all convicted felons in 
Denver would reduce violent crime by a third, but would result in a 450 percent increase in prison 
populations. 

44With increased policy attention to and use of the death penalty, extant research on its deterrent effects needs 
to be revisited and further study should also be pursued. Whatever may be the other purposes of capital 
punishment, as emphasized in the NAS Report on Deterrence and Incapacitation (Blumstein, Cohen, Nagin 
1978), there is no indication that the death penalty deters crime (see also Lempert 1981, 1983; Zimring and 
Hawkins 1986). For example, based on a cross-national comparisons of fourteen cases of the abolition of 
capital punishment, Archer and Gartner (1984 p. 138) found "no deterrent effect exists at all, and surely no 
deterrent effect exists whose strength and size could possibly serve as a sufficient justification for capital 
punishment." 

. 45The expansion of prisons, for example, may be relied on to support the political economy of particular 
locales. Such activities as building contracts, the employment of a stable prison workforce, and education 
and training programs for corrections personnel can have an impact on local and regional economies. 

4~e need for continued research on the interaction between the criminal justice and mental health systems is 
emphasized in the NIH Violence Panel Report (1994 ). 

47Labor disputes is an area where the development of legal remedies and institutional responses has 
transformed a once violent form of collective action into a more routinized form of dispute settlement. 

48 As noted in the Carnegie Quarterly special issue on "Adolescent Youth: A Generation at Risk" (1992, p. 
12), "Conflicts that used to end in fistfights are now increasingly settled with the use of knives and guns. 
Often shots are fired over the acquisition of material goods-leather jackets, running shoes, stereos-or in 
response to a verbal slight-'dissing' in the current slang." 

49The need for more research on the role of third parties was emphasized at the 1993 ASA Violence 
Workshop, especially in Felson and Zahn's consideration of violence as conflicts and disputes. Sampson and 
Lauritsen (1994), building upon the work ofFelson and Steadman (1983), also called for more research on 
third parties. 
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50 Although NIH invests more money in violence-related research than any other federal agency, the NIH 
Violence Panel (1994, p. 18) termed the scientific investment in violence as "minuscule" in light of its 
magnitude as a health problem and relative to the total NIH budget. A similar statement could be made about 
the total federal investment in violence research. 

51This call for a national science initiative on "The Determinants of Violent and Deviant Behavior" 
emphasized interdisciplinary basic research drawing on the social, behavioral, and biological sciences. As 
the primary agency mandated to advance basic research in these sciences, NSF was envisioned as the lead 
agency, with strong coordination and involvement of other Federal agencies. At that time, this proposal was 
not selected by the Foundation as a priority initiative. 

52While this Report more explicitly calls for a national research initiative than do other Reports, this 
recommendation is consistent with the NAS Violence Report (Reiss and Roth 1993, pp. 345-352), the APA 
Violence and Youth Report (1993, pp. 71-72), and the NIH Violence Panel Report (1994, pp. 17-19). 

53 As noted above, support for and interest in encouraging basic research on violence at the National Science 
Foundation is longstanding. Most recently, in 1994, in response to a Congressional request, the NSF 
examined the feasibility of supporting a center or consortium for research on violence (reporting back to 
Congress in May 1994 ), and received report language from the Senate and House Appropriations 
Subcommittees urging it to establish a consortium. Throughout the process, NSF pursued wide consultation 
with the external scientific community, scientific societies, and agency representatives and, after considerable 
input, issued Guidelines for Submission of Proposals in January 1995. Based on a competitive process of 
merit review, an award was made to the Carnegie Mellon University as the lead institution to establish a 
National Consortium on Violence Research under the direction of Alfred J. Blumstein, Principal Investigator. 

54When this Working Group was formed, it was co-chaired by Peter B. Edelman, then Counselor to the 
Secretary of Health and Human Services, and sociologist Wendy Baldwin, Deputy Director for Extramural 
Research at the National Institute of Health. 

55While the specific organizational framework of a federal violence initiative is beyond the scope of this 
Report, the topic must be a priority for science policy consideration and decisionmaking. 

56The recommendations and priorities flowing from the 1993 ASA Violence Workshop complement those 
made by other workshops and panels (see, e.g., the NAS Violence Report, the NIH Violence Panel Report; 
the APA Violence and Youth Report) as well as individual researchers (see, e.g., Parker 1995). 

57 Also, the NIH Violence Panel (1994, p. 86) observed that, as with some other areas of scientific inquiry, 
researchers' interest in violence may be adversely affected by "the 'stigmatization' of the populations studied." 
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