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CHAPTER 1

BLEEDING OUT

IMAGINE THIS: YOU ARE A TRAUMA SURGEON WORKING THE MIDNIGHT shift in an urban emergency room in the United States of America. A young man, unconscious, lies before you on a gurney. He has been shot in the thigh and is bleeding profusely. Judging from the entry and exit wounds, as well as the amount of hemorrhaging, the bullet most likely sliced the femoral artery, one of the largest blood vessels in the body. Without assistance, this young man will die within minutes. As his doctor, what do you do? Or, more precisely, what do you do first?

The young man’s clothes are old and dirty. He may be jobless, homeless, lacking a decent education. Do you start treatment by finding him a job, locating an apartment, or helping him get his GED?

The young man has also been involved in some sort of altercation and may be dangerous. Perhaps precautionary measures are in order. Before he wakes up, do you put him in restraints, alert hospital security, or call the police?

Of course not. Instead, you take the only sensible and humane course of action available at the time. First you stop the bleeding, because unless you stop the bleeding, nothing else matters.

In 2017, 17,284 people were murdered in the United States. That is more than forty-seven per day. Americans are killed at a rate roughly seven times higher than people in other high-income countries, driven by a gun homicide rate that is twenty-five times higher. As citizens, we do not bear this risk equally: the nation’s number one victims of violence are disadvantaged and disenfranchised young African American and Latino men. For young Latino men, homicide is the second-leading cause of death. For young black men, it is not just the leading cause of death; homicide accounts for more deaths than the nine other top causes combined.1

Every murder causes immeasurable suffering. No statistic can capture a child’s lost potential or a mother’s grief, but when the collective costs of murder are estimated, they are staggering: anywhere from $173 billion to $332 billion in criminal justice and medical costs, lost wages and earnings, damaged and devalued property, and diminished quality of life. That’s between $531 and $1,020 per American, paid out in higher taxes, higher insurance premiums, and lower property values. And that is just the price of homicide—the human and economic costs of all violent crime run even higher.2

Urban violence, also described as street, gang, youth, community, or gun violence, accounts for more violent deaths than any other category of crime. It is the violence that plagues the most disadvantaged communities in our cities. It involves, for the most part, young men killing or wounding other young men in tragic and brutal cycles of retribution. Disputes that were once decided with words or fists now result in gunfire that claims not only combatants but also bystanders who just happen to be nearby when one enemy spots another.

It has become fashionable in some circles to describe urban violence as an infectious disease, spreading from person to person like the flu. This comparison has been helpful in reframing urban violence as a matter of public health, but it lacks one thing: urgency. Some diseases require immediate action, but many do not. Urban violence is better understood as a grievous injury, a gushing wound that demands immediate attention in order to preserve life and limb. A life-threatening injury is an acute emergency, while a disease can be a chronic condition that demands a less vigorous response.

In this book, I propose a series of lifesaving treatments to address urban violence, right now, without further delay. Urban violence is the most widely studied form of crime, and there is enough reliable research out there to provide a strong sense of how best to tackle the issue today. Murder on the streets of our cities is a deadly serious problem, but it is also a solvable one.

Recognizing that the fastest route between two points is a straight line, these treatments address urban violence by focusing attention and resources on the most dangerous people, places, and things—the factors driving the majority of the mayhem. An approach the experts call the Gun Violence Reduction Strategy reduces gun and gang violence by confronting would-be shooters with a double message that pairs offers of assistance with threats of punishment. Hot spots policing temporarily cools crime locations, getting guns off the streets and giving neighborhoods an opportunity to recover.

These efforts also balance punishment with prevention. Cognitive behavioral therapy helps high-risk adolescents manage their emotions, address conflicts constructively, and think carefully about the consequences of their actions. Investing in crime-prone places by removing blight and restoring services makes them less susceptible to violence.

Finally, just as treatment for injuries requires partnerships between patients and their health care providers, peace in the streets requires cooperation between communities and criminal justice authorities. A lasting peace cannot be achieved without improvements in the perceived fairness of criminal justice institutions, especially the police. The principles of procedural fairness, by which criminal justice officials learn to treat residents with respect, offer them opportunities to be heard, and become more transparent about what they do and why they do it, can rebuild confidence and renew partnerships while restoring public safety.

This book concludes with a concrete proposal that combines all these strategies into a single effort that can reduce homicide rates by over 50 percent in eight years—just two mayoral or presidential terms. In Chicago, this proposal would prevent more than fifteen hundred murders. In Baltimore, it would avoid almost eight hundred. Nationally, these efforts would save more than twelve thousand lives and avoid approximately $121 billion in social costs. Put these proposals into place and in a decade the US murder rate will resemble Canada’s.

In short, this is a book about how to stop the bleeding. It offers a new paradigm for addressing urban violence in America, examining it as if it were a young man hemorrhaging on a hospital gurney. The metaphor of a patient passing through an emergency room is fitting, as urban violence is in fact a national emergency that demands our urgent attention.

BEFORE GOING FURTHER, it may be helpful to explain what I mean by urban violence. Violence here means physical force that results or could result in serious injury or death. This definition includes only the most concrete and potentially lethal forms of violence. This book measures urban violence primarily in terms of homicides, its most important and reliable indicator.

Urban means, literally, something relating to cities or towns. Violence can happen anywhere, but in 2017, 70 percent of all homicides in the US happened in cities with populations of 25,000 or more. In this book, urban also means something more: it refers to violence that generally occurs outside the home, on the streets or in other public spaces where people congregate.3

Urban violence is largely the province of young men. One of the most consistent findings in criminology is that age and lawbreaking are strongly related, and especially so for violence. The likelihood and frequency of violent offending rise in late adolescence, peak during the late teens to early twenties, and then begin a steady decline. Violence is also overwhelmingly perpetrated by men, who are also its primary victims. In 2017, 88 percent of homicide perpetrators were male, as were 79 percent of homicide victims.4

Urban violence is committed with hands and feet as well as bottles, bats, sticks, knives, and other deadly instruments, but when it comes to murder, firearms are by far the most frequently used. In 2017, 72 percent of all homicides were committed with a gun, typically a handgun, and in the most violent cities the rate can reach as high as 90 percent.5

Urban violence can occur in the course of other street crimes, especially robbery, but often it is sparked by arguments, conflicts, or “beefs” of some kind. These disputes often involve long-standing rivalries between groups known as gangs, cliques, sets, crews, and so on. In 2017, 64 percent of all homicides where a motive was identified were the result of disputes of some kind, and with stronger data the percentage would probably be higher. Many of these conflicts are connected to cycles of retaliatory violence that go back years, even generations. In these instances, today’s perpetrator is likely to be tomorrow’s victim, with the next shooting planned in the emergency room of the last one. For many who commit murder, it’s all about payback.6

Race matters when it comes to urban violence. African Americans, particularly men, are disproportionately impacted by deadly violence: in 2017, homicide victimization rates for black men were 3.9 times higher than the national average and black people accounted for 52 percent of all known homicide victims, despite representing only 13 percent of the US population. As we will learn, high rates of violence in poor communities of color come not from deficiencies in culture or values but from long legacies of racial persecution that have resulted in concentrated poverty and disadvantage.7

I should also explain what I don’t mean by “urban violence.” For the purposes of this book, urban violence does not include nonlethal violence, such as slaps, pushes, or punches, that do not risk sending someone to the hospital or the morgue. Nor does it mean nonphysical verbal or emotional abuse; or nonphysical forms of injustice and oppression, such as economic violence; or violence that generally occurs in private locations such as homes or schools.

Urban violence, as I use the term, does not include sexual violence or violence between intimate partners and family members. It also excludes violence perpetrated by the state or by highly organized criminal groups. These kinds of violence, although they may involve serious injury or death and occur in a city in public, are important but not the focus here.

The justification for all these exclusions is simple: to address different kinds of violence, different approaches are required. There is no universal anti-violence strategy; what works in addressing one form of violence may not work with another. A key question for any anti-violence effort, for example, is deciding how many and what kind of partners should participate. The answer will vary widely depending on the kind of violence: preventing bullying in schools involves partnerships between educators and parents, while combating organized crime requires the coordination of traditional law enforcement institutions.8

WHY SHOULD WE as a society prioritize reducing violence? And why should we focus on urban violence in particular? The reasoning is simple but powerful: the most urgent and fundamental human need is to be secure, free from the dangers that might suddenly end our lives. We all need food, water, and air to survive, but we can live for roughly three weeks without food, three days without water, and three minutes without air, whereas violence can kill in a second.

Violence, or the threat of it, is ubiquitous. It is in us, around us, and has been with us since time began. In nature, plants are eaten by animals, which are preyed upon by other animals along the ecological food chain, and violent competition among animals is routine. We humans have only recently distanced ourselves from the natural world, and so, not surprisingly, our history and prehistory is filled with murder and mayhem. Many regions of the world remain plagued by civil war, sectarian strife, ethnic cleansing, terrorism, transnational organized crime, and other kinds of violent conflict. According to cognitive psychologist Steven Pinker, scientists have not discovered a single source for violent impulses in the brains of humans and other mammals. Instead, they have identified many, mirroring the many reasons why we resort to violence. Humans and animals use violence as a tool to achieve status and dominance, to deter predators, and to prey on others, among other motivations. Psychological research shows that we are at our most violent not as young adults but as unsocialized toddlers, when we fortunately lack the capacity to effectuate our often-murderous intentions.9

As observed by former crime reporter and writer Jill Leovy, “The safe take safety for granted. They assume that they are safe because safety is a state of nature, and that violence is an aberration.” But the peace and tranquility enjoyed by many is a relatively recent development, painstakingly produced over centuries, even millennia, of institution- and system-building. Even this progress remains strikingly uneven and unequal, with the wealthy and privileged able to insulate themselves from violence while the poor and powerless remain in peril. According to Gary Haugen, a human rights lawyer and activist who has documented the devastating impact of everyday violence on the world’s least fortunate, protecting the poor is the most effective anti-poverty measure available today. “If you are not safe,” he argues, “nothing else matters.”10

Murder is the most serious form of violence and the most direct threat to personal safety. It is the pinnacle of social injustice; it is simply the worst thing one person can do to another. This understanding of murder is shared across regional, national, cultural, and religious boundaries, and it is based on the near-universal recognition that a single homicide causes more human suffering on average than any other individual act of wrongdoing. Empirically, the social costs—for victims and perpetrators, law enforcement, the health care system, and society more generally—of homicide far exceed those of other crimes. One frequently cited study estimates the cost of a single murder to be 51 times higher than an armed robbery, 119 times higher than an aggravated assault, and an astounding 420 times higher than a burglary.11

Importantly, homicide is also the best-measured form of crime and violence. While other violent crimes may go unreported, virtually all murders are known to the authorities because they produce an undeniable piece of physical evidence: a dead body. In low-income nations with scant crime statistics, homicides are often the only category of crime for which there is even semireliable information, and even in the US, homicide is the only category of offense where we know the numbers with absolute confidence. Homicide is also a useful indicator of trends in violent crime generally, as other offenses tend to rise and fall in unison with homicide over the medium and long terms.12

Here in the US, urban violence accounts for more homicides than any other type of violence. Since October 2001, over four hundred people have died in domestic terrorist attacks and over five hundred have died in mass shootings. During that same period, at least one hundred thousand lost their lives to urban violence. In 2017, urban violence accounted for approximately 88 percent of all murders, although this figure should be taken with a large grain of salt given that the circumstances of more than 40 percent of murders are unknown.13

One might believe, given how crime and violence are often portrayed in the media, that murder rates have never been higher. This is not the case. In 1964, homicide rates in the US began to climb steadily, rising from a rate of 4.9 murders per one hundred thousand residents to 9.8 murders in 1991. From there, rates dropped dramatically until 2000, then decreased modestly until 2014, reaching a floor of 4.5 murders. After that, rates rose dramatically in 2015 and 2016, then plateaued in 2017 at almost exactly the same levels as they were in 1964. Violent crime and property crime rates have risen and fallen roughly in tandem with homicide rates.14

Looking back, one might observe that the US experienced a remarkable decline in violence and crime over the past twenty-five years. Another equally valid observation is that after more than fifty years we have made no progress whatsoever. This failure has cost hundreds of thousands of lives, trillions of dollars, and immeasurable pain and suffering. The nation remains an ugly outlier among wealthy countries, infamous for its bloody violence, as it has been for decades.15

If homicide is simultaneously the most serious and best-measured form of violence, and urban violence is associated with more homicides than any other, then there is a strong case for urgently addressing this form of violence. By focusing on urban violence, we can save lives and keep families and communities intact while bringing the nation into parity with its wealthy peers. Providing public safety is the most fundamental priority for any society, and collectively we are failing to fully meet our obligations to our fellow citizens, especially for the least powerful and most persecuted among us.

THIS BOOK IS a work of forward-looking pragmatism. It offers concrete recommendations on what to do about urban violence now. It collects the most reliable evidence currently available and also draws on the real-world experiences of those who have faced violence firsthand. This book, in short, is both evidence- and community-informed. Evidence-informed means making recommendations that are informed by the best evidence and data currently available. Community-informed means giving voice to those most impacted by urban violence and meaningfully including them in the decision-making process for addressing it.

The recommendations in this book are primarily based on impact evaluations. Lots of them. Impact evaluations do what their name implies; they evaluate things to see whether they had an impact. They are designed to answer a simple question: “Did this program or policy reach its intended goals?” The evaluations in this book all concern programs and policies designed to reduce crime and, especially, violence. In this book, I ask a simple but powerful question: “When trying to reduce urban violence, what works?”16

Most of the impact evaluations in this book are drawn from systematic reviews—a relatively recent development in the social sciences. Originating in medicine, these reviews exhaustively gather and rigorously interpret the results of multiple evaluations. They set clear goals, use transparent methodologies, and focus only on the most reliable studies. Systematic reviews are now widely regarded as providing the strongest evidence of “what works” when evaluating programs and policies. In some areas, however, there are no systematic reviews. There may not even be impact evaluations. At times, then, I’ve had to rely on the best evidence available while offering cautions as to the confidence one can have when coming to conclusions.17

Even when plentiful, such evidence only goes so far. To truly understand urban violence, research must be blended with practice; book smarts must be blended with street smarts. In preparation for this book, I traveled across the country interviewing current and former shooters, gang members, mothers who had lost sons to violence, police officers, outreach workers, social service providers, and others. In Baltimore, Boston, Chicago, Los Angeles, and New York, among other places, I conducted dozens of face-to-face interviews. Some of these conversations were inspiring, others were sobering, and many were both. Here are a few examples.

Erik King is an educator, helping to keep youth engaged and successful at school. As a child, he learned the language of violence, enduring abuse, loss, isolation and poverty. As a young man, he spoke the language himself, becoming an enforcer for a number of New York City gangs. He was shot, stabbed, and beaten, but ultimately Erik turned away from violence because of the love and support of a few friends and family members who believed in him, even when he did not believe in himself.

Like his father before him, Deputy Chief Phillip Tingirides always wanted to be a cop. Once he joined the Los Angeles Police Department, he saw that some officers treated people with respect while others looked for conflict. He decided to emulate the officers who forged strong connections with the neighborhoods they served. “If you have the trust of the community, they’ll help you, but not if they think you’re only out to lock them up.” Tingirides now leads one of the most successful neighborhood-policing initiatives in the nation.

Few meeting Eddie Bocanegra, an executive at a large nonprofit in Chicago, would believe that he served fourteen years in prison for first-degree murder. Since then, he has spent his life in service, pioneering a number of community-based programs to build resiliency among those impacted by violence. Eddie now leads READI Chicago, an ambitious initiative to provide jobs, skills, and treatment for those at the very highest risk for violent offending and victimization, leveraging his years as a gang member and inmate to help others find safer and better futures.

These accounts, and others like them, bring home the humanity of those impacted most by violence. Too often, Americans believe that violence is a problem that “other” people face. Those caught up in the cycle of violence are simply different from the rest of us, the thinking goes—and of course race fundamentally shapes such thinking. One of the goals of this book is to help those of us who are safe to realize that we are not so different from those who live their lives under the constant threat of danger. Real stories, from real people who have experienced or witnessed violence up close and personal, help to bring this point home.

Some might believe that the academic and community perspectives are too different to be reconciled, but that has not been my experience. Over the years, I have constantly compared what I learn from researchers with what I hear and see in neighborhoods. Perhaps surprisingly to some, social scientists and the street are largely in agreement on urban violence, one reinforcing the another as they see the same phenomenon through different lenses, with each perspective being necessary but not sufficient for a full understanding of the issue.

This book also draws upon my own background and experiences. For more than twenty years, I have worked as an educator, prosecutor, policy maker, and now researcher focused on urban violence. I have worked cases, pushed programs, looked at the numbers, and read studies. While I was teaching high school in Washington, DC, one of my favorite students was murdered. As an assistant district attorney working in New York City, I prosecuted criminals and comforted victims. While working for President Barack Obama and New York governor Andrew Cuomo, I advocated for policies to address these issues. Now, at the Harvard Kennedy School of Government, I mix research with real-world experience in order to better understand what can be done about crime and violence.

LIKE A PATIENT in an emergency room, this book begins with triage, proceeds to diagnosis, continues with treatment, then ends with prognosis. Triage ensures that we treat the most urgent injuries and illnesses first. A diagnosis is necessary to determine the origin of a patient’s symptoms. Treatment describes the care that must be provided. Finally, a prognosis forecasts the patient’s future progress.

Chapter 2, “Triage,” describes the tremendous toll urban violence takes on individuals, communities, and the nation, illustrating the centrality of violence and the fear of violence to urban life. It also documents society’s collective failure to prioritize urban violence, arguing that decision-makers, like doctors in the ER, must urgently attend to the enormous harm it causes.

Chapters 3, 4, and 5—which together form part 1, “Diagnosis”—examine urban violence in America. Chapter 3 explores a fundamental finding related to urban violence: that crime and, especially, violence are “sticky,” meaning that they tend to cluster around small numbers of dangerous people, places, and behaviors. Chapter 4 examines a second fundamental finding: that a balance of punishment and prevention works far better to reduce urban violence than either approach in isolation. Chapter 5 investigates the ongoing crisis of confidence in criminal justice to uncover a third fundamental finding: that in order to promote safety, we must build legitimacy—and vice versa.

Chapters 6, 7, and 8—which form part 2, “Treatment”—are about the policies proven to actually reduce urban violence. Chapter 6 examines people-based strategies that deter dangerous offenders and prevent young people from becoming dangerous in the first place. Chapter 7 describes place-based strategies to lower violent crime in the locations where it happens the most. Chapter 8 identifies behaviors that facilitate and aggravate violence—gun carrying, gangbanging, and violent drug dealing—and identifies concrete strategies to address them.

Chapters 9, 10, and 11—which form part 3, “Prognosis”—collectively offer a positive vision for a safer and more peaceful urban America. Chapter 9 explores how to change the national narrative around urban violence to better promote smart policies and successful strategies. Chapter 10 provides a series of inspiring stories from real people about how they struggled, survived, and ultimately succeeded, despite being deeply impacted by the violence surrounding them. Chapter 11 culminates with two concrete plans—one local and one national—to reduce homicide rates by over 50 percent over eight years. The first plan is for a single locality; the second includes the forty most violent cities in the country.

THIS IS NOT a book about where we end up; it is about where we begin, and on that it does not equivocate: we must start with violence itself. High rates of violent crime are the structural linchpin of urban poverty, trapping poor people in neighborhoods of concentrated disadvantage. Violence is not simply a manifestation of poverty; it is a force that perpetuates poverty as well. Poverty might precede violence, but reducing poverty requires working backward, beginning with the violence we experience today. Similarly, while high rates of gun ownership—more than one for every adult American—have an undeniable impact on deadly violence in our cities, we need not wait until the national debate on gun control is resolved to act. By beginning with the guns in the hands of the most dangerous people, in the most dangerous places, we can make an immediate difference.

To get started, we must stop seeing urban violence as an argument to be won and instead look at it as a problem to be solved. On the right, racist blame-shifting and fearmongering must be rejected. On the left, race-based mistrust of law enforcement must be addressed. A diverse new political constituency must be created to demand practical solutions to the pressing challenge of urban violence. This movement should bring together those who have suffered from violence with those who wish to help them. Fortunately, this group does not need to be large; it just needs to be loud.

If we can stop the bleeding, redemption and recovery are possible. The proposals in this book are modest in scope but potentially transformative in impact. With violence under control, we could unleash the potential of millions of people while saving billions of dollars. We could also build bridges over the divides that separate cops from communities, the privileged from the poor, and whites from their fellow African American and Latino citizens. Anti-violence efforts are not a substitute for broader and deeper efforts to remedy economic and social injustice—they are, rather, an essential aspect of them.

This book talks a lot about social science, but it was not written for my colleagues in academia. It was written for you, the concerned reader, because without you, little of consequence will be accomplished. I spent almost a decade in government lobbying for many of the strategies set out in this book, with some successes but also a few failures and frustrations. At times my recommendations have made sense but lacked public recognition and support. This book is, in essence, an effort to cut out the middleman—if I can convince you that there are solutions available to radically reduce the problem of urban violence, my hope is that policy makers and politicians will fall in line when you demand action. As you read, I will challenge you to reexamine how you think and feel about violence, crime, urban policy, and maybe even race and politics. You may be persuaded by the science or by the stories, but one way or another, my hope is that you will come to the same conclusion: more can and should be done to stop the bleeding and save lives.






CHAPTER 2

TRIAGE

I’VE KNOWN KIM ODOM FOR YEARS. SHE IS A COFOUNDER OF OPERATION LIPSTICK, a first-of-its-kind effort in Boston that works to prevent firearms trafficking by helping women refuse to buy or store guns for the men in their lives. She was also a member of a Boston delegation that went to Washington in 2011 to participate in the National Forum on Youth Violence Prevention—an effort I helped to organize. When Kim speaks, her voice carries an undeniable authority amplified by her natural charisma and charm. Warmth and goodness seem to emanate naturally from her and her husband, Ronald, both of whom are pastors. When she talks about violence, however, people listen extra closely, because she speaks from her own broken heart.1

Kim’s son, Steven Odom, was murdered on October 4, 2007. He was thirteen years old. Steven was an innocent bystander—he and his friends were walking home from a basketball game when they were mistakenly targeted by gang members. Shots rang out. Steven fell.

When Kim and I sat down to talk, it had been almost exactly ten years since the murder. Kim had told Steven’s story before, but she still recounted it in fits and starts. Her voice cracked, her eyes watered, she took deep breaths. She broke down and cried, recovered, then cried again. “It’s so hard to talk about Steven, but his life mattered, and if I don’t talk about him, who will? In a sense, he left us his voice to carry.”

Kim remembered the little things about that terrible evening. “I heard four shots—they sounded like firecrackers. I looked out the window and saw a basketball rolling down the street—it came to rest at the tires of our car.” She went to investigate and saw someone lying in the street. “As I got closer, I could see his clothes. I kept saying, ‘I think it’s Steven.’” As she got closer, step by step, she witnessed what no parent should ever see: her beautiful son, lying in the street, shot in the head.

Kim’s mind went blank. Later, in the hospital, a nurse had the nerve to comment that she seemed calm. “I’m numb,” she replied. For weeks after Steven’s death, Kim couldn’t eat or sleep. She could barely even get out of bed. Not only was she numb, she was immobilized with grief.

Kim struggled to maintain her faith. “God, like this?” she asked. “I know tragedy happens, but Steven murdered?” The Odoms had constantly quoted scripture: “No evil shall befall you, nor shall any plague come near your dwelling.” Now she was questioning those sacred words. The night before the shooting, she and Ronald had placed Steven and their other children inside a prayer circle, invoking the Lord’s protection. “The plague came and now my son is gone—what do I do with that?”

“I took that scripture literal,” Kim told me. “Now, my interpretation has changed. It’s not that I’ve given up on my faith—I still believe and trust in God—but at the same time it’s hard.”

Ten days after the murder, the young man suspected of killing Steven was murdered himself. He was eighteen. Another young man who was with the alleged killer at the time was shot and paralyzed a few weeks later. He was twenty and will spend the rest of his life in a wheelchair. Finally, the boy who provided the gun was arrested, prosecuted, and sentenced to six to eight years in prison. He was sixteen.

People asked Kim whether she was happy with what happened to the young men involved in the death of her son. Kim was shocked, almost offended by these questions. “Happy? We’re not happy. We’re heavy. My husband and I are preachers, we preach and teach forgiveness. We feel heavy because now there are four families that are suffering the pain from this vicious cycle of violence.”

Before his death, Steven had witnessed what violence was doing to Dorchester, the neighborhood in Boston where he and his family lived. Exactly one year before the shooting, Steven wrote in his school journal about how gangs and drugs were impacting his community. “It’s a shame that somebody gets shot and killed every day,” he wrote. “That’s why we seriously need peace.” The coincidence of the timing haunts Kim to this day.

The Odoms’ loss cannot be quantified. Every death and injury associated with urban violence is a distinct tragedy with unique circumstances that causes indescribable suffering, but the collective costs of violence to neighborhoods like Dorchester can be measured. When those costs are tallied and then multiplied across all the Dorchesters in the United States, they become enormous. To save the Stevens of the future, we must address the devastating violence that threatens them and their communities.

IN HOSPITAL EMERGENCY rooms, triage is a necessity. Incoming patients’ vital signs—blood pressure, heart rate, respiratory rate, oxygen levels, body temperature—are assessed in order to answer a simple but crucial question: Is this patient about to die? Patients with life-threatening injuries or illnesses are treated immediately, while others wait their turn. Hemorrhage, or bleeding out, is the most frequent cause of preventable postinjury death in the United States.2

In medicine, the necessity of this process is apparent; fail to prioritize and patients perish needlessly. The underlying logic is based on a simple but powerful rule: one cannot help everyone with everything, so first do the most important things for those most in need. By using their limited resources efficiently, hospitals help as much and save as many as they can.

Doctors and nurses triage violent injuries, but as a society we fail to do the same for violence more generally. Shootings, stabbings, and beatings claim thousands of lives each year yet receive only lip service from politicians. Outside the ER, the urgency of these injuries evaporates and accountability is lost. Leave one young man to bleed out on a hospital gurney and heads will roll. Neglect thousands of young men as they die in their neighborhoods and you’re on course for reelection.

Controlling deadly violence is the most underappreciated aspect of urban governance. The costs of violence are enormous, yet the issue is an afterthought in many policy circles. This must change. We must triage more effectively.

This chapter makes the provocative claim that the first thing that must be done to help the urban poor is also the most obvious: we must keep them safe from lethal violence. We must start by stopping the bleeding.

Concentrated Poverty Causes Violence

Urban poverty passes from generation to generation. Poor parents struggle to give their children the opportunities they lacked. Needing support themselves, they find it harder to offer support. Sadly, hardship for poor parents usually results in hardship for their kids.

Just like people, poor neighborhoods tend to stay poor. In the most disadvantaged urban neighborhoods, housing is highly unstable, marked periodically by disruptive evictions. Schools in these neighborhoods are often described as “dropout factories,” with sizable proportions of the student body failing to graduate. Waste sites, landfills, incinerators, and other environmental hazards dot the landscape. Access to jobs, transportation, and other services is severely constricted.

Individually, each of these challenges is daunting. Collectively, they are overwhelming. Concentrated poverty puts individuals, families, and communities under intense and unrelenting pressure. When it persists over long periods, it leads to criminality and violence. No one kind of deprivation is responsible; instead, it is multiple deprivations, all operating at the same time, all fixed on the same people living in the same place, that eventually result in high levels of victimization and crime.

Outsiders often ask, Why would anyone stay in such desperate circumstances? Why don’t people leave, escape, move to better neighborhoods to make a new start? The short answer is that they stay because they have little choice.

It is impossible to examine concentrated urban poverty without acknowledging America’s shameful legacy of racial segregation. For most of the last century, African Americans were deliberately excluded from desirable neighborhoods via redlining, blockbusting, restrictive covenants, and other forms of public and private discrimination. This persecution left black people with nowhere to go but areas with inferior housing and schools, inadequate public transportation, and insufficient access to capital. This discrimination spanned generations, creating long legacies of handicaps, hindrances, obstacles, and impediments, all designed to keep black people locked into the least desirable locations and separate from white society.3

As industries and businesses left cities in the 1960s, ’70s, and ’80s, African Americans and other minorities concentrated in urban communities were particularly vulnerable to job losses. At the same time, the end of outright racial segregation allowed middle-class whites and minorities to migrate out of poor, racially mixed neighborhoods. Both forces served to further concentrate poverty among poor people of color, further magnifying its impact.4

“It is the cumulative effect of living in concentrated disadvantage, over generations, that is particularly severe,” wrote sociologist Patrick Sharkey in his aptly titled book Stuck in Place. Sharkey showed that 70 percent of African Americans living in the nation’s poorest neighborhoods today are from families who lived in those same communities in the 1960s. “The American ghetto appears to be inherited,” he concluded. Racial persecution combined with other forces to trap generations of black people in conditions of concentrated poverty.5

As a consequence of discrimination, deindustrialization, and out-migration, poor African Americans live in neighborhoods far more segregated and disadvantaged than those occupied by similarly situated whites. In fact, disadvantaged white neighborhoods fare better than average black ones in almost all US cities. There is simply no large American city where black and white people live in “ecological equality.”6

Not surprisingly, many of America’s most violent cities are also its most segregated, with long histories of racial strife. Detroit, perennially among the nation’s “murder capitals,” has had federal troops called in not once but twice to restore calm after race riots. Baltimore was a national leader in racial discrimination, legislating one of the first residential segregation ordinances in the nation. Chicago remains one of the most segregated large cities and led the country in the use of racially restrictive covenants in the 1940s. Latinos have suffered similarly to African Africans in terms of racial segregation, with similar results, although the levels of segregation and poverty have been generally less pronounced.7

While segregation is associated with high rates of violence, it does not cause violence directly. Instead, segregation produces communities of concentrated poverty and disadvantage, and it is in these conditions of concentrated disadvantage that violence thrives.8 As the National Academy of Sciences, the nation’s preeminent scientific authority, has observed, “For reasons of social disadvantage, neighborhood residence, and limited life chances that disproportionately affect them, black people relative to whites have been more involved in violent crime and are more frequently arrested for such crimes.”9

Racial disparities in crime and punishment are real, but they have been produced in large part by a sustained campaign of persecution by whites against disempowered racial minorities, particularly African Americans. Officially, that effort has ended; overt racial discrimination has been prohibited by law for decades. Nevertheless, the brutal legacy of that campaign—racism, segregation, concentrated poverty, and violence—remains.

Violence Perpetuates Concentrated Poverty

Across America’s cities, murderous violence ravages poor communities of color. Every single means of bettering oneself and one’s community is hampered by high rates of homicide, if not blocked altogether. School attendance suffers when children are afraid to walk to school. Physical and mental health is impaired by the trauma of experiencing or witnessing violent events. Commercial and financial activity is strangled by the presence of violent crime.

Urban violence is a cycle operating within the cycle of concentrated poverty. In distressed neighborhoods, violence begets violence. An insult leads to a beating, then to a shooting, and on to a killing. Far too often, this tit-for-tat sequence is allowed to escalate, creating a feedback loop of destruction. Feuds between individuals, groups, or even neighborhoods can go on for generations, reminiscent of the Hatfields and McCoys, with participants often unaware of how or why the conflict began.

The cycle of violence perpetuates not only itself but poverty as well. Violence is among the strongest social forces keeping poor people poor. In a systematic review of thirty-four studies, researchers found that violent crime, especially murder, is highly correlated with poverty. If inadequate education, employment, housing, and health are threads in the knot of concentrated poverty, then violence is the hand pulling them tight, making them impossible to tease apart.10

Violence creates fear, and this fear is toxic to already-struggling people and places. When someone is murdered, everyone in the neighborhood knows. People talk and worry they might be next. Outside the neighborhood, others talk as well, and over time a neighborhood becomes associated with violence. At its worst, violence stains the reputation of entire cities, earning them morbid nicknames like “Bodymore” and “Chiraq.”

Living in fear takes a terrible toll. In many poor urban neighborhoods, adults turn to risky behaviors such as substance abuse, unprotected sex, and aggression to cope with the anger, frustration, and anxiety caused by chronic exposure to violence. As they grow older, a lifetime of living with stress catches up to them, elevating their risk for serious illnesses, including cancer, lung disease, and heart disease. In a study of African American women living on Chicago’s South Side, just over half reported experiencing a serious traumatic event (such as witnessing the murder of a friend or relative), and just under a third of the participants had been diagnosed with post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD).11

Tragically, it may be children who suffer most from the fear and anxiety caused by exposure to violence. In 2015, a series of landmark studies were released on income mobility in the United States. Among other findings, economists Raj Chetty and Nathaniel Hendren observed that poor kids growing up in violent neighborhoods were less likely to move up the economic ladder than those who lived in equally poor but less dangerous settings. As Chetty and Hendren noted, “Counties that produce better outcomes for children in low-income families tend to have… lower rates of violent crime.”12

Two years later Patrick Sharkey built upon Chetty and Hendren’s findings, taking them a step further. Using sophisticated statistical analysis, Sharkey and a colleague were able to uncover an if-then connection between violence and economic mobility and concluded that exposure to violence was a “central mechanism” for limiting children’s chances to improve their lives as adults. Simply put, violence hurts the upward mobility of poor kids, trapping them in poverty. Sharkey showed that exposure to violence compromised children’s ability to function and learn in school, causing them to fall behind academically and damaging their long-term prospects for earning more income. Exposure to violence did not make kids any less smart, but it occupied their minds, making it harder for them to focus and concentrate. Other studies indicate that more than half of urban youths exposed to violence suffer from some form of PTSD.13

Fear also leads to avoidance. People naturally want to escape danger in order to stay safe. When residents, workers, customers, and tourists avoid a block, neighborhood, or city, the civic and commercial life of those locations drains away. People relocate, refuse to visit, and decline to invest in places they believe are dangerous.

Avoidance devastates local businesses, strangling their economic prospects. In Washington, DC, each homicide has been estimated to cost the city two retail or service businesses. Avoidance also destroys residential and commercial property values. In Oakland, each murder cost the city an estimated $24,600 in average home value in the next year. Across five cities, every homicide lowered nearby property values by 1.5 percent in the following year.14

Depopulation is also a massive challenge for cities suffering from historically high rates of crime and violence. Of the seven cities infamously known as “murder capitals” over the last thirty years—Birmingham, Alabama; Detroit, Michigan; Flint, Michigan; New Orleans, Louisiana; Richmond, Virginia; St. Louis, Missouri; and Washington, DC—five experienced significant losses in population, and in the two cities where population increased or stayed level—Richmond and Washington, DC—rates of violence declined in recent years.15

All of these factors lead to lower tax revenues, which results in fewer public services, particularly for poor residents and communities. Urban violence thus triggers a brutal process of private and public disinvestment, deepening and hardening the conditions that created it.

While the poor suffer most, everyone pays a price for high rates of homicide. Three credible, peer-reviewed, and frequently cited studies estimate the cost of a single murder to be, respectively, $10 million, $13.5 million, and $19.2 million. These estimates include direct costs such as lost labor and property damage, as well as medical and justice system costs. They also capture indirect costs such as diminished quality of life and the avoidance behaviors previously described. In total, the annual price tag for homicide alone, not including any other violent crime, ranges from $173 billion to $332 billion—between $531 and $1,020 per American.16

These costs are passed on to us, the general public, in a number of ways. Most obviously, we pay them via taxes. Every year, approximately $284 billion in American taxpayer dollars are spent on federal, state, and local criminal justice systems. We also pay via elevated insurance rates: for example, many of those treated for gunshots, stab wounds, and other traumatic injuries are uninsured, resulting in higher medical and disability premiums for others. Finally, as we’ve seen, violence has a massively negative impact on economic activity as well as residential and commercial property values.17

One can quibble with the exact amounts of these estimates, but the point is not to put forward precise figures but instead to illustrate that the damage caused by urban violence is real, its scope is massive, and it plays a key role in perpetuating urban poverty.

To Address Concentrated Poverty, Put Violence First

Since high rates of violence are caused by concentrated poverty, it
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