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Summary

The crime and justice field recently started to label a wide array of violence
prevention strategies as Community Violence Interventions (or CVI). Many of these
strategies depend on law enforcement and social services, but the most innovative
approaches are community-centered and community-sourced. They are grassroots
efforts that rely on the resources of neighborhoods and residents themselves,
operating separately from law enforcement and traditional human services. These
strategies could be called Community Violence Interventions at the Roots (or CVI-R).
The most established CVI-R programs are Cure Violence and Advance Peace. They
offer highly localized and potentially cost-effective approaches to public safety,
but do they work? Evaluation evidence is recent and not yet consistent, but the
grassroots approach to community violence prevention is highly promising. To
build sustainable CVI-R models, communities and researchers must collaborate in
designing rigorous evaluations to produce reliable and actionable evidence.
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In t ro du cti o n

The violence prevention field embraced a new name
in recent years. Community Violence Interventions (or
CVIs) are strategies designed to prevent and reduce
community violence1 using varying approaches. The
CVI name is used increasingly by philanthropies,
nonprofit organizations, state and local governments,
federal agencies, and even the White House. In 2021,
the Biden Administration announced the White House
Community Violence Intervention Collaborative, a
group of sixteen jurisdictions using federal funds to
build or strengthen their local “CVI infrastructure.”
The White House previewed the investment by issuing
a statement describing CVI programs as “effective”
because they:

leverage trusted messengers who work
directly with individuals most likely to
commit gun violence, intervene in conflicts,
and connect people to social, health and
wellness, and economic services to reduce
the likelihood of violence as an answer to
conflict (White House Fact Sheet 2021).
Attention from the White House helps to advance
discussions of violence prevention. However, the new
CVI label covers a very broad range of strategies.
Are some of these strategies more effective than
others? Is police involvement essential for CVI? Some
CVI programs rely on traditional social services and
therapeutic interventions. Is that required? Is direct
interruption of ongoing conflicts fundamental? Is street
outreach to connect with participants a key ingredient?
What is a credible messenger and why does this come
up so often in conversations about CVI?
Research has begun to answer some of these questions,
but evidence is still developing. If one of these
components turns out to be indispensable, do we even
know how to measure whether programs are doing it
correctly? If the best answers to such questions are,
“you’ll know it when you see it” or “we can’t explain
it, but we can show you,” the field of CVI is a long way
from becoming “evidence-based.”

Community Violence Intervention at the Roots (CVI-R)

Do CVIs have to provide concrete assistance, such as
employment and housing, or is it sufficient to form
strong relationships with residents and use those ties
to help them rethink their attitudes about violence?
Perhaps community organizing is the essential
component in CVI strategies.
The level of intervention is another central issue. Do
CVI programs achieve more when they intervene at
the level of individuals? In other words, is community
violence prevented most effectively by working with
one person at a time or can programs also intervene at
the level of neighborhoods and communities with less
attention to individual residents?
Researchers are just starting to investigate these
issues. Studies demonstrate that some CVI strategies
offer promising results, but even the most celebrated
programs do not yet qualify as “evidence-based.” In
other words, it is not yet possible to use the findings of
research to identify and implement the most effective
strategies while rejecting or reforming ineffective
approaches. The nascent quality of research evidence
is at least partly due to the unique challenges CVI
strategies present for evaluation research.
Building strong research evidence for the CVI
approach is difficult because many different strategies
and outcomes are included. Evaluating CVI is also

— Learn More —

1. “Community violence” refers to the type of violence neighborhood residents may experience while going about daily
activities. It does not include domestic, intimate partner, or intra-family violence. It also does not include all forms of
gun violence. Mass shootings and suicides are usually not included in the definition of community violence.
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politically complicated. Unlike the consistent support
provided to law enforcement, elected officials must be
convinced that non-policing approaches to violence
prevention are effective. Common-sense appeals or
political rhetoric are not enough. Advocates for CVI
must be willing to answer tough questions about their
methods and results. Communities must invest in
rigorous research to identify CVI effects if the strategies
are to become key elements of public safety.
Building evidence for CVI must be done systematically
by asking key questions. Do CVIs reduce violence and
improve safety? Can researchers say precisely how
they work so that effective practices can be expanded
and replicated? How much do CVI efforts cost? Do the
benefits outweigh costs? What are taxpayers getting
for their money?
Evaluations may eventually identify some CVI
programs as effective and worthwhile components
of public safety, but developing effective programs
and practices requires informed debate and evidence.
Research about CVI strategies is still in a developmental
phase. Even the meaning of CVI is not settled.

D e f i n it i o n

What are CVI programs? President Biden signed
legislation to expand the use of CVI programs in 2021,
but the Administration’s definitions were very inclusive.
The U.S. Department of the Treasury provided written
guidance for using CVI funding provided by the
American Rescue Plan Act. The Department suggested
local authorities use federal resources to “reduce
and respond to violent crime” and “particularly gun
violence” by investing in strategies that have been
“proven to reduce crime.” The text from Treasury then
defined Community Violence Interventions as:

evidence-based strategies including focused
deterrence, street outreach, and hospital-based
violence intervention models, complete with
wraparound services such as behavioral therapy,
trauma recovery, job training, education, housing
and relocation services, and financial assistance.
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Using that definition, CVI includes many strategies
used for decades by social services, healthcare
providers, and law enforcement agencies. The
guidance from federal agencies provides minimal
information about CVI methods. Some interventions
labeled as CVI concentrate on groups and entire
neighborhoods, but most focus on changing
individual behavior. Some attempt to reset broad
social norms and attitudes toward violence, but most
use social and therapeutic services to alter individual
perceptions. A few strategies focus on community
organizations not identified with law enforcement,
but many work closely with police.
Some of the most well-known programs now called
CVI focus on individual-level behavior change and
professionalized client services. Roca, for example, is
a successful violence prevention program launched
initially in several locations around the Eastern
and Northeastern United States (Roca 2022). The
program does street outreach to connect individuals
with supportive services, cognitive therapy, and
employment readiness and partners with law
enforcement and probation offices to reduce
negative interactions with justice institutions. Another
popular program, READI Chicago, identifies those
residents most at risk of violence and provides
them with social services, employment assistance,
and cognitive-behavioral therapy to improve their
decision-making skills and readiness for work.
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The most celebrated CVI programs focus on
individualized social services and therapeutic
interventions. In this way, they embrace a traditional
theory of violence prevention that has existed for
centuries. They address violence one person at a
time with professional services. Such an approach will
always be an important component of public safety,
but a full CVI menu must include other tools.
Comprehensive violence prevention should include
community-sourced and community-empowered
grassroots strategies. Besides policing and social
services, sustainable public safety requires action
at the neighborhood level, rooted in the power
and resources of communities, and directed at
community mobilized social change.
Community-centered strategies that operate at the
grassroots could be called CVI-R, or Community
Violence Intervention at the Roots. These strategies
represent an important and innovative subset of CVI
approaches.
Because they operate autonomously and not as an
arm of social services or police, community-resourced
interventions struggle for recognition, funding,
and acceptance. Clearly, CVI-R cannot replace law
enforcement and human services. Both sectors will
always be a part of public safety, but introducing
the label CVI-R could inspire broader investment
in violence prevention strategies that 1) rely on the
talents and power of communities and residents and
2) leverage social change in neighborhoods rather
than individuals.

Community Violence
Intervention at the Roots
(or CVI-R) represents
an important and
innovative subset of CVI
approaches.
JOHN JAY COLLEGE OF CRIMINAL JUSTICE / CITY UNIVERSITY OF NEW YORK
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His tor y

The concepts behind CVI-R are hardly new. During
most of the 20th Century, public safety scholars
portrayed the origins of crime as a constellation of
social factors and not simply individual culpability.
Social science theory and research suggested true
public safety would require measures to mitigate
poverty, improve housing, correct educational
deficits, and reduce unemployment (Glaser 1958).
However, turning these insights into sustainable
policies and programs was always challenging.
Reducing crime and violence at the community level
is frustrating when political officials and financial
supporters require rapid results. Policymakers and
researchers alike tend to conceptualize crime as
a problem of individual behavior, at least in part
because individual-level interventions are easier to
design and manage. Individual outcomes can be
measured using shorter time frames.
In the early 1900s, public officials started America’s
juvenile courts because they viewed the illegal
behaviors of young people not as individual
pathologies but as indicators of family problems
aggravated by community stressors (Platt 1977). The
celebrated Chicago Area Project (CAP) started in the
1930s to prevent crime by supporting neighborhoods
and residents’ inherent strengths and capacities
(Schlossman and Sedlak 1983; Snodgrass 1976).
Community-based approaches were used extensively
during the 1950s and 1960s to address serious youth
crime and gang-related violence (Cloward and Ohlin
1960; Spergel 1965; Spergel and Grossman 1997).
The community-centered approach to crime
prevention lost ground as the 1970s approached
(Hinton 2016). The decline was represented by the
passage of the 1968 Omnibus Crime Control and
Safe Streets Act which provided more funding for
local policing and strengthened state and federal
justice systems. Federal lawmakers added billions of
dollars to police, courts, and prisons. However, that
same year, the Johnson Administration received the
final Report of the National Advisory Commission
on Civil Disorders, known as the Kerner Commission.
The Commission warned that aggressive policing
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combined with the nation’s ongoing failure to
address economic inequality would worsen social
conditions, especially in racially and ethnically diverse
communities. Nevertheless, officials pressed ahead
with stronger and more punitive systems of crime
control.
Of course, community-focused approaches were
never completely out of the picture. National interest
in Community Violence Interventions was particularly
strong following the disruption of the COVID-19
pandemic and widespread protests reacting to police
violence, including the on-camera suffocation of
Minneapolis resident George Floyd in 2020. Political
support for CVI strategies surged from 2020 to 2022,
encouraging states and municipalities to enhance
existing efforts and establish new programs.
Emboldened by the growing support for communitybased violence prevention, progressive activists
and social reformers even argued policing could be
de-funded or abolished. The debate changed the
tone of public safety policy. Support for CVIs turned
into a social movement, with growing numbers of
public events, national conferences, and publications.
Community Violence Intervention became a litmus
test of sorts. When someone aligned with progressive
policies looks for effective crime prevention strategies
today, CVI is their natural focus.
In many ways, these developments are welcome.
Communities should never depend solely on law
enforcement and criminal justice for safety and
security. A strong system of community-based
violence prevention would be popular with public
officials — if it works and if research proves that
it works. Building a strong system of prevention
requires evidence from credible evaluation research.
Elected officials and political leaders frequently rely
on instinct and rhetorical arguments to justify crime
prevention policies, and their natural preference
tends to be enforcement. To get a fair shot in policy
debates, CVI-R must be grounded in evidence.
A small number of community-centered strategies
grew in prominence recently. Cure Violence, for
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example, became one of the most well-known
violence prevention strategies in the United States
and internationally. It inspired many programs,
including Safe Streets Baltimore and the Crisis
Management System of New York City.
Another popular brand in the violence prevention
orbit is Advance Peace, first piloted in Sacramento,
Stockton, and Richmond, California. Both models
use community-centered and community-sourced
strategies to reduce violence. They could be called
the leading examples of the CVI-R approach. Of
course, policymakers and communities continue to
ask the key question: do they work?

Evidenc e

Research evidence for Advance Peace and Cure
Violence continues to grow, but neither strategy has
been proven effective at a level that would merit the
label “evidence-based.” Researchers use that term
to describe interventions that have been replicated
with fidelity and evaluated multiple times using
reasonably rigorous research designs. Both strategies
seem to be effective enough to merit further
investment, but research to date can only be called
promising.
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Advance Peace

Advance Peace is a relatively new but prominent
intervention approach that began in California in
2018, piloted in the cities of Sacramento, Stockton,
and Richmond (Corburn and Fukutome 2019;
Corburn and Fukutome-Lopez 2020). The Advance
Peace approach includes individual-level supports,
but it also focuses on community-based resources
(Corburn et al. 2021).
The program provides individuals with Peacemaker
Fellowships that include monthly stipends,
educational opportunities, and work opportunities
(i.e., internships, apprenticeships). Neighborhood
Change Agents create life plans individually crafted
for each person in the program. This plan, along
with the monthly stipend, is designed to incentivize
individuals away from violent activity.
Researchers studied Advance Peace in 2018 and 2019
in Sacramento, comparing homicides and assaults
before and after the intervention. In addition, the
evaluators compared police data in program areas
with non-program areas having similar demographics
(matched comparisons). The study also compared
intervention areas with the entire city of Sacramento
to observe the city-wide trends of violent assaults
and homicides before and after implementation.
Researchers hoped these double comparison groups
would provide more reliable evaluation findings.
Findings compared the mean number of gun
homicides and violent assaults from 2014 to
2017 with the number of gun homicides and
violent assaults in the first 18 months of program
implementation from July 2018 to December 2019.
The findings show a decrease in homicides and
violent assaults in all three Advance Peace zones.
In non-program zones, there was a slight increase
in homicides and assaults during the same period.
However, data from the entire city also showed
decreases in gun homicides and violent assaults.
These findings could suggest that Advance Peace
had a positive impact on reducing violence in the
areas where it has been implemented in Sacramento.
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Comparison Areas
Comparison areas allow researchers to
estimate the impact of place-based violence
interventions by measuring the same set of
outcomes in intervention areas and nonintervention areas sharing similar population
demographics, social conditions, previous
crime trends, and other characteristics. The
technique allows statistical analyses to account
for factors other than the intervention being
evaluated that could still affect outcomes and
alter the findings of a study.

The increases in non-program areas, however, could
indicate violent activities simply moved. Evaluations
of operational, placed-based interventions must
consider that possibility.
Researchers tried to evaluate Advance Peace again
in Stockton from 2018 to 2020 using interrupted
time-series analyses to assess changes in homicides
and violent assaults (Corburn et al. 2021). Unlike the
Sacramento study, Stockton’s evaluation did not
include genuine comparison areas, at least partly
because the city’s relatively small population made
it difficult to distinguish between intervention areas
and non-intervention areas.
Like in Sacramento, evaluators used police data to
examine violent crime rates across the community
before and after the intervention. Researchers
compared crime averages before implementation
with averages in 12-month intervals after
implementation. The study examined six districts of
the city. When comparing pre- and post-intervention
outcomes in each community, researchers found
decreases in gun homicides and assaults. In total, the
city experienced a 21 percent decrease in gun-related
violence. It was not possible, however, to establish
this as an effect of the intervention because the
evaluation did not use comparison areas.
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The most successful and well-known CVI-R strategy
is Cure Violence. Often called the public health
approach to violence prevention, Cure Violence is
inspired by methods used to combat contagious
disease outbreaks (Slutkin et al. 2015). It relies on
community members utilizing trust and credibility
to intercede with residents likely to be affected by
interpersonal violence. The approach presumes
that people with local credibility are best suited for
influencing their community instead of outsiders.
Cure Violence staff members use several tactics
to reduce community violence. First, Violence
Interrupters (VIs) form trusting relationships
with residents. They show up to mediate before
interpersonal disputes escalate into violent
confrontations. Second, Outreach Workers (OWs)
link the same neighborhood residents with whatever
social services, educational opportunities, and
employment may help them avoid violence. Finally,
the program works to shape community norms
toward non-violence, disseminating materials
through public messages and signage, meeting with
community groups, and holding public events.
Cure Violence works on multiple fronts to aid
communities most likely affected by violence.
Researchers have tested Cure Violence in a wide
array of communities. Many studies have produced
promising results, and the stronger studies point
to the most positive effects (Butts et al. 2015; Cure
Violence Global 2021).
Safe Streets Baltimore
Baltimore implemented a strategy inspired by Cure
Violence more than 15 years ago. Initially launched
in five neighborhoods, the Safe Streets program
was intended to reduce gun violence and nonfatal shootings while shaping community views on
violence. The program largely followed the Cure
Violence approach, but it also differed in some ways.
Contrary to the recommended management structure
for Cure Violence sites, Safe Streets sites sometimes
shared office space and supervisory staff. At least
one team of outreach workers was involved in several
locations simultaneously. This could have diluted the
program’s neighborhood-specific effect.
JOHN JAY COLLEGE OF CRIMINAL JUSTICE / CITY UNIVERSITY OF NEW YORK
RESEARCH AND EVALUATION CENTER

— Learn More —
Webster et al. (2012) evaluated Safe Streets using
negative binomial regression (NBRM) models that
enabled researchers to track changes in gun violence
while also accounting for police activity and other
factors in each program area. The research design
allowed researchers to determine if the predictor
variable (intervention) was associated with changes
in the dependent variable (violence) while controlling
for other variables (e.g., police activity) that could
affect violent crime outcomes.
Safe Streets had promising results in the Cherry Hill
neighborhood. Homicides and non-fatal shootings
each declined. Beyond the Cherry Hill neighborhood,
however, other study sites returned mixed findings.
McElderry Park experienced reduced homicides but
an increase in non-fatal shootings. Ellwood Park and
Madison-Eastend also experienced fewer homicides,
but overall differences in homicides and non-fatal
shootings failed to reach statistical significance.
In another Safe Streets study, Webster et al. (2018)
combined NBRM models with multiple interrupted
time-series (ITS) analyses to examine the effects of
Safe Streets on homicide and non-fatal shootings
while accounting for other violence prevention
programs and policing strategies operating
across the city. Using data from 2003 to 2017, the
PAGE 6
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study replicated many of the same findings from
Webster et al. (2012). Non-fatal shootings declined
approximately 30 percent in Cherry Hill, but the
effects were not significant in three other sites.
More recently, Buggs et al. (2022) analyzed Safe
Streets using a synthetic control design, again finding
mixed results across all sites. Synthetic control group
studies employ weighted combinations of multiple
control groups to compare outcomes with treatment
groups (Robbins, Saunders and Kilmer 2017). The
study found that three of seven Safe Street sites
had increases in homicides and non-fatal shootings
during the program’s operation. The remaining four
had reductions in at least one outcome, but “none
of the seven Safe Streets sites experienced violence
reductions outside the norm when compared with
placebo tests” (Buggs et al. 2022: 65).
On the other hand, Safe Streets may have had
positive effects on participants. More than half of the
participants surveyed by researchers indicated that
a Safe Street outreach worker helped them to settle
conflicts and avoid violence. Respondents in at least
one site, McElderry Park, reported lower approval of
firearm use to settle conflicts (Webster et al. 2012).
Still, the impact of Safe Streets varied by location
and seemed to erode after initially positive results.
Buggs et al. (2022) hypothesized that factors such as
differing drivers of violent conflicts at program sites,
an absence of supportive services for participants,
and civil unrest following the 2015 death of Freddie
Gray in police custody may have combined to limit
the program’s impact.
Save Our Streets NYC
Save Our Streets (SOS) was inspired by the Cure
Violence approach and launched in New York City’s
Crown Heights Community Mediation Center by
the Center for Court Innovation (CCI) in 2010. The
SOS program was a precursor to New York City’s
subsequent implementation of two dozen other
Cure Violence sites. SOS followed the Cure Violence
approach with reasonable fidelity other than one
significant staffing change: program managers
combined the roles of Violence Interrupter and
Outreach Worker.
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Some established CVI models are called
“Credible Messenger” programs, but this is
a tactic and not an intervention. Different
programs employing varying strategies hire
staff members with personal backgrounds
and life experiences that are thought to help
them form trusting relationships with the
residents most likely to be involved in or
affected by community violence. To represent
the program accurately in the neighborhood,
staff members must be seen as credible.

Researchers evaluated SOS implementation in Crown
Heights and the South Bronx. Both sites yielded
promising results (Picard-Fritsche and Cerniglia 2013).
Using an interrupted time series design to compare
three years of SOS outcomes in Crown Heights
against three neighboring areas, the study found that
Crown Heights experienced a six percent reduction in
average monthly shooting rates. On the other hand,
comparison areas saw increases of 18 to 28 percent.
The evaluation also surveyed the community, but
the SOS program appeared to have little effect on
residents’ sense of safety or opinions about using
firearms for self-protection.
Crisis Management System NYC
The NYC Mayor’s Office of Criminal Justice
(MOCJ) continued to fund and oversee two dozen
Cure Violence sites collectively called the Crisis
Management System. Program designs varied
somewhat between neighborhoods, but core
operations were intended to follow the principles
of Cure Violence. In the early years of the effort,
programs were piloted in one area of each New
York City borough – East New York (Brooklyn),
South Bronx, South Jamaica (Queens), North Harlem
(Manhattan), and North Staten Island.
The Research and Evaluation Center at John Jay
College estimated the program’s effectiveness using
various measurement strategies, including surveys of
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young men in intervention neighborhoods compared
with those in a matching set of non-program
communities (Delgado, Alsabahi and Butts 2017).
Gun violence trends in program catchment areas
were compared with a set of matching non-program
sites using reports from law enforcement and
hospital records about shooting victims from each
neighborhood (Delgado et al. 2017).
The study found promising evidence that Cure
Violence may help to prevent violence. Compared
with matched neighborhoods not hosting programs,
gun violence declined significantly in areas with
Cure Violence sites. In one neighborhood of
Brooklyn, gun injuries reported by hospitals fell
50 percent following the implementation of Cure
Violence, while injuries declined just 5 percent in the
matched comparison area. Another Cure Violence
neighborhood experienced 63 percent fewer
shootings after the program opened, compared with
a decline of just 17 percent in the comparison area.
The study used a quasi-experimental design, but it
relied on a purposive, data-driven matching strategy
rather than a purely statistical matching process.
Treatment and comparison areas were well-matched
on most socioeconomic and crime indicators, but
with limited availability of suitable matches, some
comparisons were only approximate. Ideally, studies
of community-level interventions would use stringent
matching procedures to detect differences between
areas with and without interventions. The ARIMA
models used in the study were also only able to
detect breaks in a single time series. Regressionbased tests, such as difference-in-difference or latent
growth curve models, were not possible because of
the small sample size of two to four communities.
Stronger results would require a larger sample.
Abriendo Caminos
Abriendo Caminos implemented a version of the Cure
Violence approach in Colombia. The program focused
on two neighborhoods in Cali, a large city near the
Pacific coast. Cali’s geographical location made it
a hot spot for drug and gun trafficking, leading to
sharp increases in violent activity (Mejia et al. 2015).
Abriendo Caminos addressed spikes in violent activity
in two city areas with high rates of homicides and
JOHN JAY COLLEGE OF CRIMINAL JUSTICE / CITY UNIVERSITY OF NEW YORK
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Interrupted Time Series
Interrupted Time Series (ITS) designs
examine the impacts of interventions over
time. Generally, the reliability of findings
will increase with longer time periods. The
approach typically requires researchers to
measure community change using external
data sources such as information from
law enforcement or healthcare systems.
Administrative data usually pre-date the
intervention being evaluated and thus offer
more extensive time frames for analysis.

assaults and a similar acting violence prevention
program. The program integrated the core ideas of
the original Cure Violence approach: interrupt the
transmission of violence, identify, and change the
way of thinking of individuals inclined to violence
and change the norms around the community to be
non-violent. In addition, Abriendo Caminos expanded
from the original Cure Violence approach by focusing
closely on addressing substance use in communities.
Abriendo Caminos used violence interruption
strategies to guide individuals away from violent
behavior, and OWs supported individuals by
providing internship or apprenticeship opportunities
while also focusing on reducing the consumption
of toxic substances. The program also worked with
neighborhoods to facilitate community change by
organizing public events, workshops, and community
gatherings.
Researchers examined changes in homicides,
violent assault, and violent threats within areas
where Abriendo Caminos operated during the
18-month evaluation period (Moreno et al. 2020).
Matched comparison groups allowed the study to
compare rates in program areas with non-program
areas having similar demographics. The evaluation
examined three dependent variables (homicide,
violence-related injury, and violent threats) while
accounting for other predictor variables, including
policing and unrelated gang violence programs.
PAGE 8
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Recent Evaluations of CVI-R Approaches
Cure Violence

Outcome Data

Counterfactual

Analytic Methods

Issues & Concerns

Safe Streets,
Baltimore
(2021)

Police reported
homicides, nonfatal
shootings

Synthetic
comparisons

Comparative case study
to assess synthetic
controls vs. regression

Abriendo Caminos,
Cali, Colombia
(2020)

Changes in program
operations, results
possibly affected by
notorious act of police
violence

Homicides, violent
incidents

Matched
comparisons

Time series, negative
binomial regression
model

Worker burnout,
inconsistent program
participation

Safe Streets,
Baltimore
(2018)

Police reported
homicides, nonfatal
shootings, drug
incidents & arrests

Interrupted time series,
negative binomial
regression

Site management issues,
minor and varying effects
by crime type

Project REASON,
Trinidad & Tobago
(2018)

Police reports,
calls for service,
hospital admissions,
community surveys

Synthetic
comparisons

Interrupted time series,
difference-in-difference

Broad program
eligibility, informal
outcome measures, low
community awareness

CeaseFire,
Philadelphia
(2017)

Police reported
shootings

PSM matched
comparisons

Interrupted time series

Analysis tested varied
intervention areas, only
some showed significant
effects

Crisis Management
System, NYC
(2017)

Police reported
shootings, hospital
gun injury reports,
community surveys

PSM matched
comparisons

Interrupted time series,
difference-in-difference

Operational variations
between program sites

Save Our Streets,
New York City
(2013)

Police reported
violence, community
surveys

Purposive
comparisons

Interrupted time series,
difference-in-difference,
treatment effect
regression

Proximity of program and
comparison sites, risk of
contamination

Safe Streets,
Baltimore
(2012)

Police reported
homicides, nonfatal
shootings

Purposive
comparisons

Negative binomial
regression model

Site management issues

Police reported
homicides &
shootings, program
activity reports

Non-program
areas, including
whole city

Pre-post differences

Poor estimate of
counterfactual

Descriptive, pre-post
differences

Site management issues,
inadequate estimate of
program effects

NA

Advance Peace
Advance Peace,
Sacramento
(2020)
Advance Peace,
Stockton
(2019)

Firearm homicides
and assaults,
program activity
reports

NA

Notes:

Counterfactual evidence refers to the measurement of a program’s intended outcomes in an area or among a population
not participating in the program which allows it to serve as the comparison or control condition in statistical analyses.
This allows the evaluation to estimate what would have likely happened if the intervention had not been implemented.
Analytical methods of an evaluation are the statistical tests or procedures used to detect a program’s effectiveness
and validate the results. Stronger evaluations use more than basic descriptive statistics (percent change, differences
in means) and they attempt to explain unexpected variations, alternate hypotheses, and the role of confounding
variables.
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In addition, evaluators used negative binomial
regression to assess changes in violent outcomes
over seven-day increments in each neighborhood,
those with and those without the program. In one of
the two program neighborhoods, researchers found
clear reductions in homicides, violent injuries, and
threats compared with the matched non-program
area. The other program area presented mixed
results, showing an increase in homicides with a
decrease in violent injuries relative to the comparison
area, although consistent with citywide rates.
Researchers noted the program experienced several
administrative complications during the study
period. Staff members were often overworked, with
some reporting they needed to work several jobs. In
addition, evaluators noted that services designed for
high-risk individuals were geographically inaccessible
for some individuals. Finally, some participants
reported a lack of trust in the program and staff.
CeaseFire Philadelphia
Researchers measured the impact of the Cure
Violence approach used by Philadelphia’s CeaseFire
program (Roman et al. 2017). Impact evaluations are
designed to create statistical evidence that changes
in outcome variables may be attributed to the
effects of an intervention rather than merely being
associated with the intervention. The study tracked
changes in firearm homicides and nonfatal shootings
and measured the effect of the city’s implementation
of a program based on the Cure Violence approach.
Using interrupted time series analyses, the evaluation
team compared changes in program areas with a set
of statistically matched comparison areas. Shooting
data were examined before and after April 2013,
the single point of interruption when the program
was considered fully implemented. All program
components were operational at that time, all staff
had been formally trained, violence mediations had
begun, and the number of participants nearly tripled
from one month before in March 2013.
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Difference-in-Difference
Difference-in-difference
(DID)
analyses
use longitudinal data from treatment and
comparison groups, or treatment and
comparison places, to compare changes
in outcomes over time. Especially when
outcomes are likely to change in both groups
or both places, the effect of an intervention
may be detected by examining the difference
in relative change in both the treatment and
comparison conditions.

The results showed that shootings declined over
the study period in both the intervention zones and
the comparison areas, but the scale of the decline
favored the program. The overall rate of gun violence
fell by 2.4 shootings per month per 10,000 residents
in neighborhoods served by the CeaseFire program,
while it dropped by 1.24 shootings per month per
10,000 residents in the matched comparison areas.
Project REASON
Trinidad & Tobago implemented a program based on
the Cure Violence approach, and researchers tracked
its results from 2015 to 2017. Project REASON
worked in 16 neighborhoods, focusing on preventing
gun violence, improving public perceptions of safety,
reducing the likelihood of antisocial behavior by
high-risk individuals, and preventing conflicts from
escalating into violence (Maguire et al. 2018).
Project REASON included five core components:
street outreach for at-risk youth, public education,
faith-leader involvement, community mobilization,
and monitoring of local police reports. The program
followed the Cure Violence approach in most ways.
Still, it differed in requiring a higher threshold for
identifying high-risk individuals, enrolling victims of
violence and those in need of social support without
a violence risk assessment, and using informal
methods for detecting potential violence.
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A 2018 evaluation of the project found positive
effects on several outcomes (homicide, shooting
with intent, etc.). Using difference-in-differences
(DID) estimates, synthetic control methods, and
an interrupted time series to compare outcomes
with a synthetic comparison group, Maguire et al.
(2018) found that violent crime at program sites was
45 percent lower than at the comparison site and
emergency calls decreased while the comparison
site saw an increase. The hospital closest to the
intervention sites also reported fewer admissions for
gunshot wounds. A cost-benefit analysis revealed
that each prevented violent crime, service call, and
hospital admission could have saved $3,500 - $4,300.
Although Project REASON was associated with a
significant decline in fear of crime among residents,
results from a local two-wave survey on selfreported violent victimization, perceived community
mobilization, and perceived influence of gun/gang
violence revealed no program impact. Publicly
responding to violent incidents is a crucial part of
the Cure Violence model but was absent at times
for Project REASON. In conjunction with Project
REASON’s targeted interventions with high-risk
individuals, this shortcoming may have affected
community awareness of the program.

Re c o m m e n dati on s

Cure Violence and Advance Peace operate with
resources derived from residents and neighborhoods.
Each program shows promise, but neither can be
described as “evidence-based.” Researchers call
interventions evidence-based only after several
studies have shown meaningful and predictable
effects on designated outcomes (Farrington 2003).
It is certainly appropriate to refer to both programs
as evidence-informed, or even evidence-backed, as
they have shown promise in previous evaluations. To
achieve the status of evidence-based, however, CVI-R
strategies must continue to work with researchers to
conduct high-quality outcome evaluations, and the
quality of evaluations must be assessed using the
standards of research science rather than political
viability or journalistic interest.
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Evaluations must compare the effects of interventions
with estimates of the “counterfactual,” or what would
have happened to key outcomes if an intervention
had not been implemented (Roman, Klein and Wolff
2018). Simply measuring outcomes before and after
an intervention, or what researchers call a pre-post
design, is not reliable evidence. Many other factors
may contribute to changes in outcomes. Studies that
fail to estimate the counterfactual may be useful
for exploring new innovations, but they cannot be
considered evidence of effectiveness.
Of course, the classic method for estimating
the counterfactual is the randomized controlled
trial in which treatment and control groups are
constituted at random, thus reducing selection bias
and equalizing as many sources of change in key
outcomes as possible. However, many programs
and interventions in the public safety area are not
amenable to randomized designs for a range of
practical and ethical reasons (Butts and Roman 2018).
Fortunately, effective alternatives exist. The best
evaluations of CVI-R programs employ some form of
quasi-experimental design involving non-randomized
but statistically generated comparison groups. They
also use quantitative models to measure outcomes
over time while accounting for factors potentially
associated with the same outcomes. They do not
simply report a change in one indicator between two
points in time and then suggest such a finding is
sufficient to prove an intervention effective.
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It is also not sufficient to estimate the effects of a
violence-prevention effort in one neighborhood
by comparing changes in that neighborhood
with all remaining areas of a city or other large
area. Programs to prevent violence are placed in
specific settings for a reason. Violence levels are
often elevated before launching a new program.
A statistical property known as “regression to the
mean” predicts that extreme values tend to moderate
over time. In other words, an area with a high rate of
violence in one period will likely experience declines
in subsequent periods, just as an area with low
violence in one period can expect to see increases
in a later period. For this reason, credible evaluation
research involves multiple measures over time in
various locations.
Measuring program outcomes against an estimate of
the counterfactual is a key task for CVI-R evaluations,
but it is also important to measure whatever process
is used to achieve outcomes (Haynes et al. 2015).
Until interventions can be replicated in detail with
proven “fidelity” to an intentional process, even an
apparently effective violence prevention strategy
is assumed to be one-of-a-kind. A single success
could be due to some unknown combination of
circumstances, such as pure coincidence, historically
lucky timing, or a uniquely charismatic leader.
Rigorous evaluations measure what programs do and
what they produce in the short term just as carefully
as they measure changes in long-term outcomes. In
other words, high-quality studies measure “inputs”
and “outputs” as well as “outcomes.” A community
violence intervention evaluated with outcome
measures alone may be admired and even imitated,
but it will never be established as an evidence-based
prevention model.
Before investing in evaluations, public officials
should also consult with researchers to assess the
“evaluability” of interventions. In other words, is an
intervention being designed and managed in a way
that will allow evaluation researchers to measure
inputs, outputs, and outcomes? Evaluability describes
whether a program operates with observable and
measurable components that could feasibly achieve
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A community violence
intervention evaluated
with outcome measures
alone may be admired
and even imitated, but it
will never be established
as an evidence-based
prevention model.
its intended goal(s). Interventions are not ready for
evaluation if they are still innovating and discovering
routine procedures. Launching evaluations
prematurely may lead to mixed or even negative
findings that aren’t indicative of a program’s quality.
In addition to assessing evaluability, community
leaders should encourage researchers to begin
studies of CVI-R strategies by exploring the potential
uses of qualitative methods, including direct
observation of program operations, unstructured
interviews with staff and stakeholders, and focus
groups of relevant participants. Qualitative
investigations can highlight the internal practices
and worker-participant relationships that affect a
program’s overall impact. These methods are not
always employed due to the cost of researcher
labor and their lack of generalizability. Still, their
inclusion in outcome evaluations may help uncover
implementation issues and explain unexpected
findings (Steckler and Linnan 2002).
Funding for community violence prevention is
typically contingent on evidence, despite the
complexities involved. Unlike law enforcement
or therapeutic interventions, CVI-R strategies are
detached from conventional bureaucracies in the
criminal justice and social services sectors. Their
independence may be part of their effectiveness, but
it presents many political and technical challenges.
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Finally, CVI-R programs are often confronted with
operational issues and workplace culture problems
associated with staff burnout from long hours,
low pay, and the ongoing effects of trauma, both
vicarious and experienced. Programs are often
unable to safeguard the wellness of their most
crucial staff members who work in the community
to interrupt imminent conflicts and connect with
residents. High stress and staff turnover have
detrimental effects on programs (Fixsen 2005).
Conventional techniques from the organizational
development and human resources field may
not apply to programs in the CVI-R sector, but
transparency and open communication between
supervisors and staff are even essential (Weiss
2020). The stressors inherent in violence prevention
work are hard to avoid, but mitigating staff burnout,
properly compensating staff, and ensuring that staff
voices are heard in practice and policy discussions
should be considered critical features of CVI-R
programs (Bocanegra et al. 2021).

C on c l u s i o n

Researchers must continue to study grassroots
Community Violence Interventions to establish
them as effective and worthwhile practices.
Evaluations show promising results, but many
lawmakers are skeptical of any model not directly
associated with law enforcement or conventional
social services. The violence prevention field
must confront these challenges, and advocates
need more than political rhetoric and ideology.
Sustainable progress requires evidence. Researchers
must work closely with policymakers and
community groups to answer these important
questions using rigorous evaluations of CVI-R
processes and outcomes.
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The violence prevention
field must confront these
challenges, and advocates
need more than political
rhetoric and ideology.
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