
Introduction

The city of Boston has been showcased by many politicians, crim-
inal justice professionals, the media, and others, as the premier
example of success in youth violence prevention. Compared to
much of the rest of the country, Boston has experienced a dramatic
reduction in juvenile murder rates. The city went for almost three
years during the mid- to late 1990s without a juvenile homicide,
whereas in previous years it experienced almost one juvenile mur-
der per month. Since then the rates have remained quite low.

We take credit for this, as do many others. President Clinton
claimed credit, as did Attorney General Janet Reno. Boston police
commissioner William Bratton did too. So did the U.S. federal
prosecutor located in Boston, the Boston Police Department, a
number of academicians and criminologists, religious leaders, the
Ten Point Coalition of Boston, the last three mayors of Boston, and
a number of superintendents of the Boston Public Schools. And
this is just the short list. In fact all of these individuals and groups,
as well as many, many others, do deserve the credit.

Our Reasons for Writing This Book

We go into detail later about our personal stories and our motiva-
tions for writing this book, but in brief, both of us are physicians
and public health practitioners who came to the issue of youth vio-
lence through personal and professional experiences. We were
struck and appalled by the toll that violence was taking on the chil-
dren and youth of this nation and on the nation as a whole. We
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had learned in our professional training that many health problems
were preventable and yet in all of our training had heard nothing
about violence, its consequences, or approaches to address it. Many
of our colleagues challenged our efforts to focus on this issue in our
careers and tried to discourage us from doing so. But violence was
one of the leading causes of death and disability for American
youth, and we could not ignore it.

Our work together started in Boston. We were among the first
in the health field to apply public health perspectives and strategies
to the issue of violence at the community level. Consequently we
had little background information and few to consult and to guide
us. We learned by trial and error and experienced a range of suc-
cesses and failures. We at times made false starts and at times took
huge jumps forward. We wrote this book to share our experience in
the hope that it would provide guidance or even a road map for
others. We also hope that our story and the stories of others that we
share in this book contribute to the advancement of the violence
prevention movement in this country and around the world. It
helps to know that you are not going into uncharted territory. Most
of all, it helps to know that you are not alone in taking on such a
huge and complex problem.

We strongly believe that violence is preventable. There is
much evidence to support that belief. We share our experiences to
help others understand this and use this information to contribute
to the prevention effort.

The Boston Model

So, what did happen in Boston? Can you simply follow the “Boston
Model” to reduce violence in your community? Many funders, pub-
lic health officials, government representatives, and legal and crim-
inal justice professionals believe that you can. We want to tell you
that there is no single model to replicate. What happened in
Boston is a broad community process that led to changes in 
attitudes and beliefs and to the development of a wide spectrum of
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programs throughout the city. We believe it is this process that is
responsible for Boston’s success. You can use this process to change
your community. In fact we’re sure that you already have some of
the programs in place, but you may need the connections, synergy,
the professional-community partnerships and information dissem-
ination to pull it all together—the process.

The secret behind the Boston story is very simple: straightfor-
ward strategies and hard work. In 1982 we started the Boston Vio-
lence Prevention Program. The program provided a wealth of
information—research, stories, cases, examples—to as many 
people as possible, who then used that information to organize
their communities and create the programs that would work in
their neighborhoods. Program staff provided the data on violence
in Boston’s neighborhoods, the city, and the nation (especially
compared to other countries) in such a way that others could use
them. This was information that challenged a fundamental
assumption in U.S. society—in its justice system, school system,
health care system. That assumption is that violence is inevitable.

If you assume that violence is inevitable then rather than try to
prevent it you are left only with the option of trying to respond
aggressively when it occurs, as many U.S. institutions do. The aggres-
sive response is usually some form of severe punishment. Actual pre-
vention isn’t a priority unless you believe violence is preventable.
Our information shows that violence is (1) not inevitable and (2)
eminently preventable.

Challenging the Status Quo

In this book we provide you with the same information so that you
too can go out and build the connections and create the process
that will work in your community. We stress connections and
process because a single program will not turn violence around. A
few programs won’t turn violence around. You need a critical mass
of people and programs. In Boston that critical mass consisted of
several thousand individuals and scores of community-based 

INTRODUCTION 3

02 96980X Intro.qxd  9/3/03  8:57 AM  Page 3



programs that developed and evolved over a ten-year period. How
do you create this critical mass? You need to provide information to
as many people as possible in as many venues as possible and galva-
nize those people so that they go out and pass the information on and
create solutions. This is what happened in Boston. The Boston Vio-
lence Prevention Program provided a simple, but profound message,
“violence is preventable,” and the evidence to support the message.

Although we used Deborah’s school-based violence prevention
curriculum (as a starting point) to create the Boston Violence 
Prevention Program and to illustrate possible responses, we did not
expect people to exactly replicate the curriculum in their programs
and settings. We told them to use the curriculum as an example of
what could be done and to adapt it, change it, add to it, and leave
out parts as they saw fit. We asked them to not use it if they had
another approach that excited them. We are not against replicat-
ing successful programs. But we are against a cookie-cutter, fran-
chisee kind of approach that ignores the process and the need for a
movement.

In this book we challenge the following common assumptions
about the best way to approach a problem like violence:

• Communities need prescriptive solutions to their problems. On
the contrary, we believe that communities need information
from which they can create the approaches that fit into their
community context. The talent and skills to solve problems
exist in most communities once the information for under-
standing those problems becomes available. Often the pre-
scriptive approach dampens the motivation and energy of a
community effort.

• Limited time and resources are best used replicating a single 
program or “best practices,” rather than developing an under-
standing of the problem and devising strategies that reflect the
community culture and available resources. The program exam-
ples we offer here are not intended to tell you what to do but
to give you a sense of what can and has been tried in other
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places. Some of these may fit your community and con-
tribute to the larger success. Some may need to be modified,
and some may not be appropriate. Furthermore, you may
come up with new ideas that others have not attempted and
thus create an opportunity for others to learn from you.

• Problems that evolve over a long period of time can be solved in
three to five years (that is, within the typical time frame of a pub-
lic sector or private foundation grant). In fact almost all success
stories in public health (reducing tobacco use, improving
automobile safety, and preventing childhood poisoning,
among others) have required decades and multiple strategies.

• Complex problems can be solved with a single program. For
example, a single Boston program, the Cease Fire Program,
has been touted and replicated as such an intervention.
Some have even subtitled it the “Boston Strategy.” Yet this
program began after the start of the decline in juvenile mur-
der rates in the city, and it is hard to believe that any pro-
gram could show even modest effects that quickly. Complex
problems require multifaceted approaches that grow out of
an understanding of the various components of the problem.

• Mean-spirited and punitive after-the-fact strategies, such as “zero
tolerance” policies, are effective prevention approaches. There is
no evidence that this is the case. We know that it is often hurt
children who hurt other children. Knee-jerk punishing of hurt
and traumatized children may make things worse. Also, by
definition, prevention means proactive not reactive efforts.

We believe that these and similar assumptions must be chal-
lenged, because if communities do the same things the same old way,
they will get the same old nonresults. The status quo makes no sense
and can no longer be tolerated when children’s lives are at stake.

We want you to do more than merely start or replicate a pro-
gram. We want you to join and contribute to a movement. To do
this you need good information, opportunities for collaboration
with others, and a larger vision for your work. We want you to do
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more than replicate a program others created. We want you to cre-
ate the process that will achieve real sustained success.
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