


Violence is a social phenomenon that can be prevented.

The public health approach broadens the view of armed 

violence from an individual, criminal experience to a social 

phenomenon. In so doing, it provides a complementary 

approach to that of the more narrowly focused criminal justice 

perspective, which concentrates on criminality and incarcera-

tion and represents a primarily reactive response to violence. 

Indeed, the public health approach emphasizes prevention 

over response, and the community over the individual. 

Importantly, it recognizes violence as a social phenomenon 

that can be prevented and underlines the need for targeted 

preventive strategies.

In a nutshell, the public health approach involves a four-step 

process:

•	 identifying the risk factors that contribute to violence, 

•	 assessing the identified risk, 

•	 designing interventions to target risk factors, and 

•	 evaluating the effectiveness of these interventions for 

       future programming. 

Using this approach, public health has made a number of 

contributions to understanding violence.

Despite the progress made and the utility demonstrated by 

the approach, it has not been widely adopted. This is the result 

of a number of challenges facing public health practitioners. Foremost among these obstacles is the fact that evaluations of inter-

ventions, a key element of the approach, have not been conducted in a systematic fashion. Instead, many programmes continue 

to be implemented without supporting evidence or evaluations of their impact. This provides little persuasive evidence to convince 

politicians that a heavy investment in the approach is warranted. 

Evaluations of programmes are essential, but often forgotten.

Violence is a community problem, not an individual or government problem. Community context matters for designing effec-

tive interventions, but community participation and support of interventions determines whether these interventions succeed. 

Ignoring community input, de-emphasizing community participation, and taking a top-down, law enforcement-heavy approach 

are likely to reduce the effectiveness of interventions. While there is an understanding of the need for preventive efforts, much work 

remains to be done if interventions are to succeed in reducing armed violence. 

Children and adults from nearly two dozen organizations take part in a 

march against violence in June 2001 in South Central Los Angeles.  
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