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 “When people look at a dangerous violent criminal at the beginning of his 

developmental process rather than at the very end of it, they will see, perhaps 

unexpectedly, that the dangerous violent criminal began as a relatively benign human 

being for whom they would probably have more sympathy than antipathy. Perhaps 

more importantly, people will conclude that the creation of dangerous violent 

criminals is largely preventable, as is much of the human carnage which follows in the 

wake of their birth. Therefore, if society fails to take any significant steps to stop the 

process behind the creation of dangerous violent criminals, it tacitly becomes an 

accomplice in creating them.”  (Lonnie Athens)3 

 

Two Key Questions 

Question 1: Why are violent people violent? 

Question 2: What would it take to dramatically reduce the number of people killed or 

seriously injured as a result of criminal violence, including gun violence? 

 

Two Key Answers 

Serious criminal violence is a natural result of human adaptation to violent experiences 

and a violent environment—violence breeds violence. 

• Learning: People do what they know. 

• Trauma: Hurt people hurt people. 

Violence is (or is like) an infectious disease. Trauma from experiences with violence is 

the primary carrier. To dramatically reduce violence, dramatically reduce and effectively 

treat violent trauma.4 

                                                   
1 Copyright (2018) David E. Risley, who also asserts the right to be identified as the author. http://david-
risley.com  
2 The author is a former career federal prosecutor currently devoting himself to practical public safety 
problem-solving. The views expressed in this paper are those of the author and do not necessarily reflect 
those of any present or past employer or associates. 
3 Athens, Lonnie H. (2017). The Creation of Dangerous Violent Criminals (p.5). [Kindle version]. 
Retrieved from www.amazon.com (originally published 1992, with new material in 2017 edition). 
4 See, e.g., Athens, Lonnie H. (2017). Applying Violentization: From Theory to Praxis. Victims & Offenders 
12:4, 497-522. https://doi.org/10.1080/15564886.2016.1187692 

http://david-risley.com/
http://david-risley.com/
https://doi.org/10.1080/15564886.2016.1187692
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Situation Report: The Big Picture 

Chicago Homicide Rates. The number of people being murdered in Chicago is 

staggering, as shown in the table below. Because those homicides tend to be 

concentrated in certain high crime areas, the rate in those communities is much higher 

than that for the city as a whole. The homicide rate is even higher in East St. Louis, 

sometimes called the most dangerous city in America.5  

If murder were an infectious disease (as it arguably is), there would be widespread calls 

for emergency action. 

The relative lack of such widespread calls may well be the central problem needing to be 

solved by an effective antiviolence strategy. Absent a critical mass of public support, 

efforts to move key political, policy, and even private sector decision-makers to do what 

is necessary to develop, deploy, and scale up measures needed to dramatically reduce 

serious criminal violence is like trying to push a rope. With such a critical mass of public 

support the rest will follow more or less naturally. 

 

Year Chicago Homicides6 Rate per 100,0007 
2014 419 15.52 
2015 489 18.02 
2016 772 28.54 
2017 650 24.03 

 

Every number on that chart is a person, a point driven home by Chicago Tribune 

websites listing and providing links to the stories regarding every person killed in 

Chicago in 2017 and 2018.8 

As of October 27, the number of homicides so far in 2018 was 457, closer to the norm in 

recent years, but still above the number for 2014 and on track to exceed the 2015 total 

before the spike in 2016.9  

                                                   
5 With a population of about 27,000, the 27 homicides in East St. Louis in 2016 is a rate of 100 per 
100,000. 
6 Chicago Tribune (Jan. 9, 2018). Data attributed to Chicago Police Department. Retrieved at 
https://www.chicagotribune.com/news/local/breaking/ct-history-of-chicago-homicides-htmlstory.html  
7 Calculated based on a Chicago population of about 2.7 million. 
8 Chicago Tribune. 2017: https://www.chicagotribune.com/news/local/breaking/ct-homicide-victims-
2017-htmlstory.html 2018: https://www.chicagotribune.com/news/local/breaking/ct-chicago-homicides-
data-tracker-htmlstory.html  
9 Chicago Tribune (webpage updated weekly). Retrieved at 
https://www.chicagotribune.com/news/local/breaking/ct-chicago-homicides-data-tracker-
htmlstory.html  

https://www.chicagotribune.com/news/local/breaking/ct-history-of-chicago-homicides-htmlstory.html
https://www.chicagotribune.com/news/local/breaking/ct-homicide-victims-2017-htmlstory.html
https://www.chicagotribune.com/news/local/breaking/ct-homicide-victims-2017-htmlstory.html
https://www.chicagotribune.com/news/local/breaking/ct-chicago-homicides-data-tracker-htmlstory.html
https://www.chicagotribune.com/news/local/breaking/ct-chicago-homicides-data-tracker-htmlstory.html
https://www.chicagotribune.com/news/local/breaking/ct-chicago-homicides-data-tracker-htmlstory.html
https://www.chicagotribune.com/news/local/breaking/ct-chicago-homicides-data-tracker-htmlstory.html
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Over the previous 365 days, consistent with previous years, most of the Chicago 

homicide victims were African-American (68%). Most were male (88%). Most were 

young, between their late teens to late 20s. Most were shot (80%).10 While homicides 

occur throughout the city, most are concentrated in the south and west sides, mostly in 

historically disadvantaged neighborhoods.11 

The decline in homicides in 2017 from the spike in 2016 was celebrated. It was good 

news. However, spikes are by definition aberrations. The relatively lower number of 

homicides in 2017 was still much higher than the norm in previous years.  

It is telling when a return to a “normal” number of homicides in Chicago would still be 

just under 500, and even more telling when movement toward such an alarmingly high 

norm are cited as evidence the city is turning the tide on gun violence. Tides, by their 

nature ebb and flow. It is too soon to tell whether the declines in homicides in 2017 and 

2018 are only normal ebbs or the beginning of a more sustained downward trend. There 

is good reason to be skeptical: over the 60 years from 1957 to 2017, Chicago has had 

homicide totals of 700 or more nearly half the time, 27 of 60 years.12 

Whether the annual number of homicides in Chicago is over 700 as in 2016 or closer to 

400 as in 2014, a return to Chicago’s norm cannot reasonably be considered “normal,” 

even for a major city. As shown in the table below, in New York City—with a population 

over three times that of Chicago (8.5 million versus 2.7 million)—there are not only 

fewer total homicides, in New York City the average homicide rate from 2014 to 2017 is 

less than one-fifth that of Chicago (3.86 per 100,000 people in New York City versus 

21.53 per 100,000 people in Chicago). 

For the Chicago homicide rate to drop to that of New York City, the annual number of 

Chicago homicides would have to drop to 104. 

Year New York City Homicides13 
Estimated Rate per 

100,00014 
2014 333 3.92 
2015 352 4.14 
2016 335 3.94 
2017 292 3.44 

                                                   
10 Calculations based on data from Chicago Tribune (webpage updated weekly) retrieved at 
https://www.chicagotribune.com/news/local/breaking/ct-chicago-homicides-data-tracker-
htmlstory.html  
11 University of Chicago Crime Lab (2017). Gun Violence in Chicago, 2016, (p.17). Retrieved at 
http://urbanlabs.uchicago.edu/attachments/store/2435a5d4658e2ca19f4f225b810ce0dbdb9231cbdb8d7
02e784087469ee3/UChicagoCrimeLab+Gun+Violence+in+Chicago+2016.pdf 
12 Chicago Tribune (Jan. 9, 2018). Retrieved at https://www.chicagotribune.com/news/local/breaking/ct-
history-of-chicago-homicides-htmlstory.html  
13 New York City Police Department. Retrieved at 
https://www1.nyc.gov/assets/nypd/downloads/pdf/analysis_and_planning/historical-crime-data/seven-
major-felony-offenses-2000-2017.pdf  
14 Calculated based on a New York City population of about 8.5 million. 

https://www.chicagotribune.com/news/local/breaking/ct-chicago-homicides-data-tracker-htmlstory.html
https://www.chicagotribune.com/news/local/breaking/ct-chicago-homicides-data-tracker-htmlstory.html
http://urbanlabs.uchicago.edu/attachments/store/2435a5d4658e2ca19f4f225b810ce0dbdb9231cbdb8d702e784087469ee3/UChicagoCrimeLab+Gun+Violence+in+Chicago+2016.pdf
http://urbanlabs.uchicago.edu/attachments/store/2435a5d4658e2ca19f4f225b810ce0dbdb9231cbdb8d702e784087469ee3/UChicagoCrimeLab+Gun+Violence+in+Chicago+2016.pdf
https://www.chicagotribune.com/news/local/breaking/ct-history-of-chicago-homicides-htmlstory.html
https://www.chicagotribune.com/news/local/breaking/ct-history-of-chicago-homicides-htmlstory.html
https://www1.nyc.gov/assets/nypd/downloads/pdf/analysis_and_planning/historical-crime-data/seven-major-felony-offenses-2000-2017.pdf
https://www1.nyc.gov/assets/nypd/downloads/pdf/analysis_and_planning/historical-crime-data/seven-major-felony-offenses-2000-2017.pdf
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Chicago Clearance Rates. Moreover, the New York City Police Department reported 

clearance rates for murder cases over the three reported quarters from the fourth 

quarter of 2017 through the second quarter of 2018 averaging 75.7 percent.15  

According to a recent Chicago Tribune report, unlike the New York City Police 

Department’s transparency about its clearance rates, the Chicago Police Department 

requires the filing of a Freedom of Information Act request to obtain such data. Data 

collected by the Tribune show the CPD clearance rate for homicides (defined as cases in 

which a suspect is identified, regardless of whether charged) has been declining in 

recent years, hitting about 17 percent in 2017. The CPD clearance rate for non-fatal 

shootings is even lower, in the single digits.16 Using both a different definition of 

clearance rate and method of estimation, the University of Chicago Crime Lab roughly 

estimated the CPD clearance rate for homicide cases (calculated as total homicide cases 

in which at least one arrest was made in a given year, regardless of year of underlying 

crime, divided by the number of homicide incidents during the given year) as having 

been about 36 percent in 2015 and 26 percent in 2016, with that for non-fatal shootings 

in those years being about 7 and 5 percent, respectively.17 

As clearance rates go down, crime rates rise. Effective policing has a deterrent effect, 

and when clearance rates are so low that violent crime can be committed with near 

impunity, the hounds of violence are unleashed. Because violence breeds violence, 

including retaliatory violence, low police clearance rates are in effect a causal factor of 

high levels of violent crime. 

 

Underlying Causes 

High levels of serious criminal violence in high crime communities is not due to a highly 

localized genetic mutation. It is the product of underlying conditions that, absent 

fundamental change, will continue to generate high levels of violence despite even the 

best policing practices. 

As discussed further below, the more study there is of the root causes of serious criminal 

violence, the more trauma from experiencing and witnessing violence emerges as a 

major if not the primary causal factor. 

                                                   
15 New York City Police Department. Calculation based on data retrieved on November 1, 2018 at 
https://www1.nyc.gov/site/nypd/stats/reports-analysis/clearance.page  
16 Chicago Tribune (Aug. 8, 2018). Retrieved at 
https://www.chicagotribune.com/news/local/breaking/ct-met-chicago-violence-clearance-rate-
20180807-story.html  
17 University of Chicago Crime Lab (2017). Gun Violence in Chicago, 2016, (p.23). Retrieved at 
http://urbanlabs.uchicago.edu/attachments/store/2435a5d4658e2ca19f4f225b810ce0dbdb9231cbdb8d7
02e784087469ee3/UChicagoCrimeLab+Gun+Violence+in+Chicago+2016.pdf  

https://www1.nyc.gov/site/nypd/stats/reports-analysis/clearance.page
https://www.chicagotribune.com/news/local/breaking/ct-met-chicago-violence-clearance-rate-20180807-story.html
https://www.chicagotribune.com/news/local/breaking/ct-met-chicago-violence-clearance-rate-20180807-story.html
http://urbanlabs.uchicago.edu/attachments/store/2435a5d4658e2ca19f4f225b810ce0dbdb9231cbdb8d702e784087469ee3/UChicagoCrimeLab+Gun+Violence+in+Chicago+2016.pdf
http://urbanlabs.uchicago.edu/attachments/store/2435a5d4658e2ca19f4f225b810ce0dbdb9231cbdb8d702e784087469ee3/UChicagoCrimeLab+Gun+Violence+in+Chicago+2016.pdf
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For perspective, consider this: A recent study of high crime Chicago neighborhoods by 

the Chicago Center for Youth Violence Prevention, based at the University of Chicago’s 

School of Social Service Administration, showed that among 15 and 17 year-olds, nearly 

all had been exposed to some form of violence. Thirty-two percent had a close friend or 

family member murdered. Eighteen percent—nearly 1 child in 5—had witnessed a 

shooting resulting in death.18 

In communities plagued by gun violence, a high percentage of tested children show high 

levels of stress amounting to the equivalent of post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) 

experienced by many military combat veterans, or more accurately, of complex post-

traumatic stress disorder (CPTSD). CPTSD is commonly encountered in people who 

have experienced an accumulation of traumatic experiences during childhood and is 

associated with lower likelihood of employment or being married, and greater likelihood 

of functional impairment.19 

Such trauma changes people and changes their behavior. As neurologists have 

demonstrated from brain scans, it even changes their brains.  

As important as community and problem-solving policing are to public safety and even 

if a saturation policing strategy were used as an emergency stopgap measure to stop the 

killing in certain neighborhoods, relying on policing to stem the tide of violence in high 

crime communities without fundamental change to the underlying conditions producing 

violent people is like trying to stop the flow of water from a fire hose with a bucket 

brigade rather than turning off the valve at its source. For every violent offender the 

police arrest, one or more others will take his or her place. 

For perspective, probably the most helpful way to frame both the problem and its 

solutions is through a disease paradigm. 

 

Disease Paradigm 

Serious criminal violence is an infectious disease. The carrier is violent trauma.  

Infected people infect others. (Hurt people hurt people.) 

As with other infectious diseases, the only way to effectively prevent the occurrence and 

spread of serious criminal violence is to (1) understand its causes and the mechanisms 

by which it is spread, and (2) based on that understanding, develop, deploy, and scale 

up cost-effective treatments and interventions to break the cycle of contagion. 

                                                   
18 Greater Bronzeville Community Action Plan (p.2). Retrieved at https://cpb-us-
w2.wpmucdn.com/voices.uchicago.edu/dist/6/954/files/2018/06/community_action_plan_working_do
cument-19517ps.pdf  
19 Karatzias, Thanos, et al. (2017). Evidence of distinct profiles of Posttraumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD) 
and Complex Posttraumatic Stress Disorder (CPTSD) based on the new ICD-11 Trauma Questionnaire 
(ICD-TQ). Journal of Affective Disorders 207:181-187. Retrieved at 
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0165032716307571  

https://cpb-us-w2.wpmucdn.com/voices.uchicago.edu/dist/6/954/files/2018/06/community_action_plan_working_document-19517ps.pdf
https://cpb-us-w2.wpmucdn.com/voices.uchicago.edu/dist/6/954/files/2018/06/community_action_plan_working_document-19517ps.pdf
https://cpb-us-w2.wpmucdn.com/voices.uchicago.edu/dist/6/954/files/2018/06/community_action_plan_working_document-19517ps.pdf
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0165032716307571
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Like other diseases, under some conditions criminal violence can plague communities, 

spreading virulently. Plagued communities become malignant breeding grounds for 

violence (felony factories). 

Because violent trauma is the carrier of the disease, effective treatment for both infected 

individuals and plagued communities begins with dramatically reducing the experience 

of violent trauma at the personal, household, and community levels. Also, trauma-

informed counseling and other care must be provided wherever and whenever it can be 

safely and effectively delivered. 

If avoiding the experience of violent trauma for as-yet uninfected or less seriously 

infected members of a household or community requires removing seriously infected 

people from those environments, then out of necessity it should be done. When safely 

possible, removal should be to an environment such as a youth hostel run by trauma-

trained personnel at which antiviolence group resocialization and other trauma-

informed treatment can be delivered. If it is necessary for public safety to quarantine 

seriously infected people, quarantine should be achieved in a safe environment 

conducive to effective treatment and recovery.  

Seriously infected people can be quarantined together in prisons, but confining infected 

people together in close quarters in a traditional prison makes those prisons disease 

incubators. 

Absent effective treatment, releasing seriously infected people from quarantine in prison 

incubators back into their communities—especially into virulently malignant 

communities—is irrational and irresponsible, both increasing the threat to public safety 

and constituting a dereliction of duty to provide needed treatment to those who were 

forced into quarantine. 

At the household level, if a household becomes so malignant with violence that the only 

way to prevent as-yet uninfected or less seriously infected members of the household 

from experiencing or continuing to experience violent trauma is to remove them from 

that environment, then it should be done, such as by enabling them to move to live with 

uninfected relatives or into the safety of a youth hostel. 

The most powerful element of both short-term and long-term recovery from the effects 

of trauma is the nurture of safe, loving, stable relationships. When such nurture is 

available to infected persons locally through the bonds of family and friends, everything 

reasonably and safely possible should be done to avoid removing them from the 

households and communities in which they can experience such nurture and support. 

Holistic trauma-informed treatment services are usually delivered most effectively at the 

lowest cost at the local level. Therefore, local service providers, local community service 

organizations, local schools, and if necessary properly designed and staffed short-term 

quarantine facilities are usually the most cost-effective means and environments for 

delivering effective treatment. Only in the most extreme cases with the most seriously 

infected people for whom effective treatment cannot be adequately or safely delivered at 
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the local level should such people be removed from their local communities and 

confined for quarantine and (if possible) treatment in remote and highly expensive state 

prisons. 

 

Making it Real: Criminal Justice System Reform 

From a public safety perspective, even the best policing practices are doomed to failure 

if after legally legitimate arrests our criminal justice system unintentionally creates 

more crime problems than it solves. 

In addressing two required objectives of the Illinois criminal justice system, Article I, 

Section 11 of the Illinois Constitution states, “All penalties shall be determined both 

according to the seriousness of the offense and with the objective of restoring the 

offender to useful citizenship.” In too many cases our current system overshoots the first 

objective and falls short regarding the second. 

“Prisons Are Crime College” 

It is irrational to suppose that after confinement in the close company of criminals for 

extended periods of time people will emerge from prison less criminal than when they 

went in. And yet that is the assumption upon which we usually send criminals to 

prison—to “teach them a lesson.” However, the lessons learned from the prison 

experience tend to make them more educated and hardened criminals rather than better 

citizens.  

As one of my former defendants put it after serving his prison sentence for a serious 

violent crime, “What do you think a bunch of criminals all crammed together talk about 

all day? Crime—how to commit it and how to get away with it. Prison is crime college.” 

Or, as stated in the final report of the Illinois State Commission on Criminal Justice and 

Sentencing Reform (a remarkable document providing a practical roadmap for public 

safety-oriented criminal justice system reform in Illinois), a substantial body of research 

“shows that prisons, particularly crowded prisons, tend to be criminogenic, which 

means they tend to make offenders more likely to reoffend.”20 

Sending criminal offenders to taxpayer-funded crime college for any reason other than 

need for long-term incapacitation—the only thing prisons do well—or keeping them in 

prison longer than necessary for incapacitation is the equivalent of shooting ourselves in 

both feet: counterproductive for public safety and enormously expensive to taxpayers. 

The cost of running prisons high, with direct costs to the Illinois Department of 

Corrections averaging about $22,000 per inmate per year, not including costs to other 

agencies, counties, communities, and families. 

                                                   
20 Illinois State Commission on Criminal Justice and Sentencing Reform: Final Report (2016) (pp. 11-12). 
Retrieved at http://www.icjia.org/cjreform2015/pdf/CJSR_Final_Report_Dec_2016.pdf  

http://www.icjia.org/cjreform2015/pdf/CJSR_Final_Report_Dec_2016.pdf
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However, despite that high cost, as of September 2018 the median length of stay of 

inmates in the Illinois Department of Corrections was only 8 months, meaning fully half 

of the prison population then totaling over 40,000 inmates are in IDOC custody for 8 

months or less. Obviously, huge numbers of convicted defendants are being sent to 

prison for reasons other than public safety need for incapacitation, which is a huge 

waste of taxpayer dollars that could and should be invested in far more cost-effective 

alternatives to state-funded prisons, including trauma-informed behavioral health 

services best delivered at the local level. 

Worse, after serving their sentences, thereby having supposedly “paid their debt to 

society,” people commonly emerge from prison facing fewer alternatives to crime and 

more incentives to return to it than when they went in: fewer job prospects, less (if any) 

housing availability, less eligibility for some needed public services, in some cases less 

prospect for admission to colleges, and greater obstacles to entering many licensed 

occupations. 

Worse yet, returning citizens are usually released back to the same communities plagued 

by the same conditions that contributed heavily to their criminalization in the first 

place. 

As a result, according to the Illinois Department of Corrections almost 40 percent of 

prison inmates return within three years of release. The percentage increases as time 

from release increases beyond three years.  

The cost of such recidivism is enormous. In a 2018 report, the Illinois Sentencing Policy 

Advisory Council’s (SPAC) all-inclusive cost-benefit analysis showed, “The average cost 

associated with one recidivism event is $151,662. Given current recidivism trends, over 

the next 5 years recidivism will cost Illinois over $13 billion.”21 

It makes a lot more sense as a matter of both cost and public safety to invest in proven 

programs and strategies to reduce crime and recidivism than to keep sending offenders 

to crime college, first for an introductory course, then an associate degree, then a 

bachelor degree, then graduate degrees—all at taxpayer and public safety expense. 

If these and other irrationalities about our current punishment paradigm approach to 

criminal justice are understood and their implications for public safety policy and 

practices are recognized, everything else about criminal justice system reform follows 

more or less naturally. 

What is needed is a fundamental shift in our criminal justice system from a punishment 

paradigm to a public safety problem-solving paradigm.  

                                                   
21 Illinois Sentencing Policy Advisory Council (2018). Illinois Results First: The High Cost of Recidivism. 
Retrieved at http://www.icjia.state.il.us/spac/pdf/Illinois_Result_First-
The_High_Cost_of_Recidivism_2018.pdf  

http://www.icjia.state.il.us/spac/pdf/Illinois_Result_First-The_High_Cost_of_Recidivism_2018.pdf
http://www.icjia.state.il.us/spac/pdf/Illinois_Result_First-The_High_Cost_of_Recidivism_2018.pdf
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We need public safety solutions that work, not calls to double-down on policies and 

practices that do more harm than good to people, families, and communities. 

 

Four Solution Buckets: Trauma, Jobs, Incentives, Educating the Public 

I have come to the conclusion that the solutions to serious criminal violence fall into 

four buckets: trauma, jobs, incentives, and educating the public. 

Trauma. As stated above and discussed in greater depth below, violent trauma, 

especially repeated violent trauma during the formative years, is the underlying cause of 

most serious criminal violence. 

Jobs. Viable alternatives to crime in the form of lawful employment providing a living 

wage or the realistic hope for such employment provided by education or job training 

are essential to any effective crime fighting strategy. But jobs and the education 

necessary to qualify for them are also essential for non-economic reasons.  

Absent an expectation of living beyond age 18, youth growing up in communities 

plagued by deadly violence have no incentive to constrain their behavior to avoid 

ruining their chances for such things as admission to law school or the opportunity to 

pursue some other career or trade. The realistic prospect of viable future employment 

provided by education or marketable job training provides hope for escape from present 

violent circumstances and a reason to avoid becoming involved in violence. Moreover, 

for many people obtaining and holding a job requires a great deal of change in thought 

and behavior patterns. In a sense, employment and hope for employment is a form of 

cognitive behavioral therapy. 

A great example of a proven, performance-oriented employment development program 

specifically targeting people at high risk of involvement in gun violence is the READI 

Chicago program of Heartland Alliance led by Eddie Bocanegra, himself a returned 

citizen who speaks from the dual perspectives of personal experience on the street 

during his younger years and professional training and experience now after earning a 

Masters Degree in Social Work from the University of Chicago.22 

The limitations of geography, including transportation access, present a serious 

employment challenge for many people residing in high-crime communities, especially 

young people. If people are unable to get out of their communities to gain access to jobs 

and the education necessary to qualify for them, then one solution is to bring jobs and 

education to them where they live through public access to broadband services. The 

Internet opens up a whole new world to people seeking and needing to get out of the 

world in which they may otherwise feel and be trapped. 

Incentives. Our current criminal justice system is plagued by misaligned incentives in 

direct conflict with desired outcomes. Misaligned incentives are also pervasive in 

                                                   
22 READI Chicago: https://www.heartlandalliance.org/readi/about/  

https://www.heartlandalliance.org/readi/about/
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funding for education and social service programs relating to crime reduction that the 

need for a comprehensive alignment of incentives with desired outcomes necessitates its 

own bucket. 

Too many people have become so entrenched in current ways that they are unable to see 

over the edge of the rut enough to even ask, much less answer, the question of whether 

things are the way they are because that is how our current incentives are aligned. Of 

course they are. Things are always the way they are because that is how the incentives 

are aligned. So, if we want things to be different, then we need to realign incentives to 

match our desired outcomes. 

One example of current efforts to align incentives with desired outcomes is the Adult 

Redeploy Illinois (ARI) project, established by the Crime Reduction Act (Illinois Public 

Act 96-0761) and administered by the Illinois Criminal Justice Information Authority. 

ARI grants and technical resources are provided to counties, groups of counties, and 

judicial circuits to increase programming in their areas in exchange for reducing the 

number of people they send to the Illinois Department of Corrections. As of January 

2018, ARI is providing funding and technical assistance to 22 sites across 45 counties, 

plus planning grants covering an additional two counties. (For more information about 

ARI, see the link footnoted below.23) 

Without aligning incentives to desired outcomes, those outcomes will not happen, which 

brings us inexorably to the next bucket. 

Educating the Public. As already stated, attempting to change public policy from the top 

down, starting with elected public officials, is like trying to push a rope.  

Most elected officials are public service oriented and well-intentioned, but are so 

swamped with demands from the public on a wide range of issues that they lack time to 

develop expertise in them all, including criminal justice and public safety issues. So, 

they commonly depend heavily on others—often lobbyists and special interest groups—

to provide them with guidance and even draft legislation. The voices to which they are 

usually most acutely attuned are those of their voting constituents.  

Therefore, as a practical matter the best way to influence public policy is generally from 

the bottom up, starting at the grassroots level by educating the public, who will in turn 

tell their elected representatives what they want them to do. Educating the public is 

especially important when, as with doing what is necessary to dramatically reduce 

serious violent crime, the necessary actions include making serious changes in thinking, 

institutions, and interests entrenched as in our current criminal justice system, and then 

staying the course long and seriously enough for the changes to take root and bear fruit. 

Educating the public starts with educating the educators—news media, think tanks, 

public advocates, etc.—which in turn starts with: 

                                                   
23 Illinois Criminal Justice Information Authority, Adult Redeploy Illinois: 
http://www.icjia.state.il.us/redeploy/  

http://www.icjia.state.il.us/redeploy/
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1. serious study and analysis of the problems needing to be solved—the real 

problems, which may be quite different than generally assumed—and  

2. related strategic thinking about practical and responsible solutions (the two tests 

for any sound public policy).  

 

Lonnie Athens’ Theory of “Violentization” 

Lonnie Athens is a criminologist at Seton Hall University who studies violent criminals 

by getting inside their heads, rather than from the outside at a distance like most other 

researchers. With the benefit of insights and credibility gained from his own life 

experience with family violence and growing up in a violent neighborhood, Athens 

conducts in-depth personal interviews of dangerously violent offenders to understand 

why they are violent.  

Over time, Athens identified a common pattern in all the violent offenders he 

interviewed (now well over 100), a developmental process he describes as 

“violentization.” 

Athens’ theory of violentization became popularized by a 1999 book about him and his 

work written by Pulitzer Prize-winning author Richard Rhoades, Why They Kill: The 

Discoveries of a Maverick Criminologist. That and Athens’ own key publications are 

noted at the end of this paper. 

Athens maintains violentization begins with brutally traumatic experiences, usually 

chronic in frequency and usually during childhood and early adolescence. From there 

the violentization process develops through stages as a means of physical and emotional 

adaptation in what is perceived by violent people as a dog-eat-dog world, essentially a 

strategy of fighting fire with fire.  

Successful experiences with the use of violence to come out on top in domination 

disputes (who subjugates who) often lead to development of a violent persona and a 

reputation that is both addictive and maintainable only through further acts of violence, 

eventually reaching a point at which relinquishing that violent persona is extremely 

difficult and potentially dangerous.  

Athens maintains that what he calls substantial violent criminal acts24 are the product of 

at least the first three of up to five developmental stages: 

                                                   
24 Athens defines substantial violent criminal acts as an act that “violates the criminal law and fulfills 
either of two requirements: (1) the perpetrator inflicts a substantial physical injury—in other words, 
deliberately injures the victim either fatally or to a degree that usually warrants a physician’s attention, 
such as injuries resulting from a shooting, stabbing, clubbing, or relentless beating; or (2) the perpetrator 
sexually violates the victim—as in the case of coitus, sodomy, fellatio, or cunnilingus—under either the 
threat of substantial physical injury or the actual infliction of substantial or less severe physical injury.” 
Athens (2017b) (p.498) 
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1. Brutalization (multiple experiences of violent trauma, usually during childhood, 

often in the home, coupled with violent coaching). 

2. Defiance (typically first manifested in childhood or adolescence). 

3. Violent dominance engagements (testing whether the best defense is a good 

offense, fighting fire with fire, and if successful in winning one or more 

dominance disputes, then making the decision to become a “violent person”). 

4. Virulency (after adopting a violent persona, continuing to use violence to come 

out on top in dominance encounters, becoming an “ultraviolent person”). 

5. Violent predation (after agonizing over the heavy costs of maintaining a violent 

persona, reaching a fateful decision to fully embrace violence as a way of life and 

becoming a “predatory violent person”).25 

Athens describes the stages of violentization as being like a series of adjoining rooms:  

The stages in this process can be pictured as a series of chambers, each having 

two closed doors—one marked “entrance” and the other marked “exit”. In order 

to get to the last chamber, one must first pass through each one of the earlier 

chambers. One could, however, never reach the last chamber, but could either 

stay locked in one of the earlier chambers or escape through one of the doors 

marked exit and leave the edifice altogether.26 

More broadly, Athens maintains communities can and some do become malignant, 

having a malevolent effect on residents and constituting veritable breeding grounds for 

violentization.27 

Yet, Athens maintains that in most cases effective intervention strategies exist for both 

individuals and communities. To be effective, however, those strategies must be holistic 

and primarily community and household-based. 

 

Practical Application 

Different levels of violentization of people and communities require different prevention 

and intervention strategies.  

Framed in large measure by Athens’ theory of violentization as well as my own 

observations during my career as a criminal prosecutor, as well as the experience and 

observations of others in whom I have confidence, I offer the following policy and 

implementation recommendations. 

 

                                                   
25 Athens (2015), (2017b)  
26 Athens (2017a) p.19. 
27 Athens (2015) pp. 632-633; (2017b) pp. 509-511. 
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High End of the Violentization Scale 

At the highest and most difficult end of the violentization scale, ultraviolent and 

predatory violent people are so dangerous, resistant to de-violentization, and malignant 

in their effect on communities that there is rarely, if ever, a practical alternative to 

incapacitation through incarceration. For them, effective rehabilitative treatment, if 

even possible, can only be effectively and safely delivered in a secure institutional 

environment.28 

Due to the nature and degree of threat they pose to the safety of others, ultraviolent and 

predatory violent people should continue to be confined until they have undergone a 

prolonged period of verifiable de-violentization. Absent that, to release ultraviolent or 

predatory violent people on the public would be (and is) unconscionable. 

Therefore, ultraviolent and predatory violent people should be humanely incapacitated 

through incarceration for as long as reasonably assessed to pose an unreasonable risk of 

danger to another person or the community if released. 

Implementation would require a combination of long prison sentences and 

indeterminate sentencing, perhaps after serving minimum sentences that are judicially 

determined, individualized, and risk and threat assessment-based.  

To avoid either over- or under-incarceration due to subjective bias of decision-makers, 

release decisions should be based primarily on reasonable risk and threat assessments 

using verified assessment tools.  

Release should also be in stages, beginning while in prison with a program of 

progressive de-escalation of security levels based on behavior while in prison and threat 

assessment. As Athens observes, no one should be released from prison without 

qualifying for and serving a violence-free period of time in a minimum security facility.29 

After that, for the sake of both the public and the returning citizen, release back into the 

community should be gradual, in stages, under judicial supervision through adequately 

funded problem-solving probation services in the community into which the person is 

being released, and supported by sufficient housing, behavioral health, employment, 

and other reentry services necessary to ensure a reasonable likelihood of safe 

transitional success. 

Lower End of the Violentization Scale 

At the lower end of the violentization scale among those vulnerable to or exhibiting early 

symptoms of violentization, such as defiance or physical aggression, the emphasis 

                                                   
28 Athens (2017b), pp.507-508. Athens holds out more hope for treatment of ultraviolent persons than the 
“sliver” he finds for predatory violent persons, but even for the ultraviolent he couches his 
recommendations in the context of confinement, at least in the early stages of treatment. 
29 Athens (2017b), p.508 
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should be on prevention and intervention, using incapacitation only when necessary and 

for the shortest time prudently and safely possible. 

Multi-Systemic Therapy. A key feature of violentization intervention at the local level 

should be multi-systemic therapy (MST), a holistic family- and community-based 

treatment strategy designed to make positive changes in the various social systems (e.g., 

home, school, community, and peer groups) of people engaging in serious antisocial 

behaviors, especially children and adolescents.  

A prime example of MST in action is the Greater Bronzeville Community Action Plan30 

being implemented in the city’s historic Bronzeville neighborhood through a 

partnership between the University of Chicago’s Chicago Center for Youth Violence 

Prevention31 and Bright Star Community Outreach, a faith-based community service 

organization delivering trauma counseling and other services to individuals, households, 

and even local police officers.32 That community action plan and related implementing 

programs deserve careful study and consideration for use as a model for other 

communities. 

Central Role of Schools. School personnel are most widely and often best positioned to 

observe and recognize early symptoms of violentization in a community’s children and 

adolescents, such as defiance or physical aggression. Schools may also be best 

positioned to provide or enable access to cost-effective, scalable prevention and 

intervention services, especially when students’ violentization is rooted in brutalization 

in the home. 

Parenting Education, Especially for Children Raising Children. People do what they 

know, so if young parents experienced domestic violence to coerce submission in their 

own childhood homes, then they are likely to do the same as parents themselves, 

thereby perpetuating the cycle of trauma and violence with their own children. They 

need to be taught and convinced of the benefits of effective non-violent parenting skills. 

Such skills can best be taught by respected and caring family members and members of 

local faith-based and other community organizations.  

Non-violent parenting skills should also be taught in at least some and perhaps all 

schools as an element of an antiviolence component of the curriculum. Schools should 

be provided with incentives to deliver such antiviolence education, especially in high 

crime communities where such education is far more foundational to future success as a 

law-abiding citizen than most traditional academic subjects.  

Aside from the skills themselves, the very act of teaching such non-violent parenting 

lessons would have the de-violentization effect of demonstrating that domestic violence 

                                                   
30 Greater Bronzeville Community Action Plan. Retrieved at https://cpb-us-
w2.wpmucdn.com/voices.uchicago.edu/dist/6/954/files/2018/06/community_action_plan_working_do
cument-19517ps.pdf  
31 https://voices.uchicago.edu/ccyvp/partner-with-community/ 
32 https://www.brightstarcommunityoutreach.com/  

https://cpb-us-w2.wpmucdn.com/voices.uchicago.edu/dist/6/954/files/2018/06/community_action_plan_working_document-19517ps.pdf
https://cpb-us-w2.wpmucdn.com/voices.uchicago.edu/dist/6/954/files/2018/06/community_action_plan_working_document-19517ps.pdf
https://cpb-us-w2.wpmucdn.com/voices.uchicago.edu/dist/6/954/files/2018/06/community_action_plan_working_document-19517ps.pdf
https://voices.uchicago.edu/ccyvp/partner-with-community/
https://www.brightstarcommunityoutreach.com/
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is aberrational and unacceptable behavior, which may not otherwise be apparent to 

some children and adolescents based on their home experiences and primary 

community environment. 

Trauma-informed Care. Trauma-informed counseling and therapy should be a key 

component of any antiviolence strategy, both for victims and victimizers. 

One example of trauma-informed counseling delivered through a faith-based 

community organization is that  of the TURN Center, a program developed by Pastor 

Chris Harris and his Bright Star Community Outreach team and constituting an element 

of the Greater Bronzeville Community Action Plan.33 A notable feature of the TURN 

Center program is that it is largely modeled after the program and services delivered by 

the Israel Trauma Center for Victims of Terrorism and War (NATAL), representatives of 

which have trained TURN Center personnel.34 

TURN Center personnel take a holistic approach to providing needed services to victims 

of trauma, including assessing and assisting with services needed by victims’ 

households. As an example of their whole-of-community perspective, they have even 

reached out to local police and are providing trauma-informed counseling to police 

officers, thereby building bridges of mutual understanding and trust. 

Antiviolence Group Resocialization. Lonnie Athens recommends what he calls 

antiviolence group resocialization for adolescents and adults in the middle stages of 

violentization, perhaps conducted in settings such as a youth hostel conducive to 

participant formation into a mutually supportive primary group, ideally led by former 

violent offenders hired due to their credibility with the target audience and trained to 

conduct such programs.35  

Athens says such programs should include intensive practical training in violence 

avoidance and de-escalation skills, such as regularly video recording and group critiques 

of mock or reconstructed dominance encounters. 

Group members should also monitor one another’s actions during real-life dominance 

encounters invariably arising both within the group setting and in outside settings such 

as at school and in the community. Successes should be recognized and receive positive 

group reinforcement. Failures to avoid violence should be reviewed by the group, 

critiqued, and used as training exercises for learning and reinforcing nonviolent 

solutions to achieve better personal and social outcomes. 

Antiviolence Community Associations. Athens also recommends that in communities 

beset or threatened by violence, each community should create a board-driven 

antiviolence community association to develop local strategies, coordinate community 

                                                   
33 Greater Bronzeville Community Action Plan, p.44. Retrieved at https://cpb-us-
w2.wpmucdn.com/voices.uchicago.edu/dist/6/954/files/2018/06/community_action_plan_working_do
cument-19517ps.pdf 
34 NATAL website: https://www.natal.org.il/en/about-us/  
35 Athens (2107b), pp. 205-207. 

https://cpb-us-w2.wpmucdn.com/voices.uchicago.edu/dist/6/954/files/2018/06/community_action_plan_working_document-19517ps.pdf
https://cpb-us-w2.wpmucdn.com/voices.uchicago.edu/dist/6/954/files/2018/06/community_action_plan_working_document-19517ps.pdf
https://cpb-us-w2.wpmucdn.com/voices.uchicago.edu/dist/6/954/files/2018/06/community_action_plan_working_document-19517ps.pdf
https://www.natal.org.il/en/about-us/
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resources and efforts, and act as a community liaison with police and other resource 

agencies.36 

One example of such an antiviolence community association is the Bronzeville 

Community Action Council in Chicago’s Bronzeville neighborhood. 

 

Restorative Justice 

Consistent with Lonnie Athens’ recommendations for an effective community-level 

antiviolence strategy, restorative justice is a problem-solving approach to criminal 

justice applicable either as part of or in supplement to our current justice system.  

As stated in The Handbook of Victim Offender Mediation, restorative justice is “[a] 

victim-centered approach [providing] practical opportunities for crime victims and 

community members to work with offenders, holding them accountable for the harm 

they have caused while at the same time assisting with their reintegration into the 

community.”37 “At a time when the public debate around issues of crime and 

punishment is driven largely by political leaders embracing conservative or liberal 

solutions of the past, restorative justice offers a fundamentally different framework for 

understanding and responding to crime and victimization in society.”38 

As the name implies, restorative justice is broadly remedial rather than narrowly 

punitive in its approach.  

Restorative justice is based on values that emphasize the importance of providing 

more active support and assistance to crime victims; holding offenders directly 

accountable to the people and communities they have violated; restoring the 

emotional and material losses of victims as much as possible; providing a range 

of opportunities for dialogue and problem solving among interested crime 

victims, offenders, families, and other support persons, offering offenders 

opportunities for competency development and reintegration into productive 

community life; and strengthening public safety through community building.39 

Arguably, due to its inherently win-win nature, in many violent crime cases restorative 

justice aims and methods may represent a more rational and effective path to achieving 

desired justice and public safety outcomes than our conventional justice system 

approach. It certainly merits careful study and serious consideration for being scaled up 

as an important element of criminal justice system reform. 

                                                   
36 Athens (2017b), p. 517. 
37 University of Minnesota Center for Restorative Justice and Peacemaking (2001). The Handbook of 
Victim Offender Mediation: An Essential Guide to Practice and Research (Preface) [Kindle version]. San 
Francisco, CA: Jossey-Bass.  
38 Ibid. (Introduction). 
39 Ibid. 
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Before getting into the details regarding the aims and methods of restorative justice, 

some perspective on justice itself will be useful. 

The aim of justice is to remedy wrongs—to make victims of injustice whole again. 

Who, then, has a right to demand justice? Answer: victims.  

Justice is a victim interest. Public safety is a public interest. Justice is aimed at 

remedying victimization of the past. Public safety is aimed at preventing victimization in 

the future.  

Unfortunately, those two distinct interests are often conflated in our conventional 

criminal justice system in this country, too often resulting in victims feeling victimized 

twice: first by the offender and then by the criminal justice system.  

Because justice is a victim interest, the administration of justice regarding past crimes 

should logically be victim-based and victim-driven. In criminal cases, however, public 

prosecutors represent the public (the people or the government), which is perfectly 

sensible when the case involves the public interest either because the public is the victim 

of the crime (such as in economic crime, terrorism, public corruption, or election fraud) 

or because the public has a public safety interest in preventing the defendant from 

committing future criminal acts against others, or both. But, when the victim of a crime 

is an individual, as in most forms of violent crime, who rightly represents the victim’s 

interest in a criminal case and who decides what remedy or remedies best serve the 

victim’s interest in justice? No matter how sensitive public prosecutors are to victim 

interests, the public nature of their office and duties may even constitute a conflict of 

interest with the private interest of victims seeking a just remedy for the harm they have 

suffered.  

For example, incapacitation of a violent criminal by incarceration may best serve the 

interest of public safety while at the same time effectively precluding satisfaction of a 

victim interest in justice in the form of restitution or payment for medical bills or lost 

wages. In such cases, justice for the victim may be denied in the interest of public 

safety—an outcome inconsistent with the ends of justice yet imposed in the name of 

justice. 

The distinction between the public interest in public safety and the victim interest in 

justice, which may or may not be congruent in particular cases, would be clear if we had 

two types of courts: public safety courts and justice courts, with public prosecutors 

representing the public interest in public safety courts and victims being represented by 

their attorneys in justice courts. In what is usually called the civil law system (as 

opposed to the more typical common law system in our country), both legal tracks 

usually run simultaneously in parallel during criminal trials, with public prosecutors 

representing the public interest on the criminal track and private attorneys representing 

the victim interest on the civil track. In our typical American justice system we usually 

separate the criminal case in which the public interest is represented by the public 

prosecutor and the civil case in which the victim interest is represented by private 
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attorneys. Criminal cases are given priority on a fast track due to criminal defendants’ 

right to a speedy trial. Civil cases are considered as time allows on what is often a very 

slow track because victims are afforded no speedy trial right. For many victims, justice 

delayed is justice denied. 

Consequently, in our current criminal justice system we have grafted in consideration of 

victim interests in criminal cases in the form of victim impact statements to the court at 

the time of sentencing and authorization for courts to order restitution to victims as an 

element of criminal sentences. However, unless the defendant is wealthy enough to be 

able to pay restitution at or near the time of sentencing, victims who suffered financial 

loss must still wait for their justice in the form of restitution until after the defendant is 

released from incarceration and even then until the offender is able to obtain 

employment providing sufficient income to pay both living expenses and restitution 

payments—a serious challenge for most after release. In the meantime, punishment of 

the offender will not pay victims’ medical bills or the cost of mental health treatment or 

lost wages. Consequently, despite victim-oriented reforms in the criminal justice system, 

victim interests in justice remain secondary to the public interest in public safety. 

Regardless of whether that is a proper allocation of priorities—the interests of the many 

may legitimately be prioritized over those of the few—there is growing interest in 

restorative justice as a more victim-oriented alternative. 

When it comes to determining what will make victims of crime whole again (the aim of 

justice), there are essentially three options: restitution, retribution, and forgiveness.  

Being the victim of a crime is always traumatic, but different victims will experience the 

trauma of the same type of crime differently. Even the same victim will experience the 

trauma differently at different times or under different circumstances in his or her life. 

The same is true regarding what it takes to be made whole again, to be healed of the 

injury caused by the crime. When it comes to justice, no one size fits all. 

Justice is complicated. Justice is a human experience. 

Some victims of some types of crime, especially financial or property crimes, may be 

made whole again through monetary restitution. Even with financial crimes, however, 

financial restitution may not heal the emotional damage experienced by some victims, 

especially if the commission of the crime involved a breach of trust. 

Some victims, especially of violent crime, may feel their demand for justice can be 

satisfied only through retribution—an eye for an eye, so to speak, or even life for life. 

However, in our system of justice, absent the death penalty we do not impose corporeal 

punishment. Instead, we substitute a period of incarceration. However, incarceration as 

a substitute for retribution is subject to judicial miscalibration and even injustice from 

the perspective of both the victim and offender in attempting to calculate the right 

duration of incarceration necessary to make the punishment fit the crime.  
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That whole problem would be avoided if we stop viewing and imposing incarceration as 

punishment and instead (as I strongly recommend) use it only when and for as long as 

necessary for public safety. 

On a deeper level, some victims, ultimately perhaps even most, will never feel truly 

whole again, healed, able to let go of the pain, until they can bring themselves to forgive 

the person who harmed them. For some, the only way to reach that place in both their 

minds and hearts is to come face-to-face with their victimizer, have an opportunity to 

ask questions, come to understand them, and to become reconciled sufficiently to 

forgive them.  

The remarkable thing is that, when properly mediated, such encounters and forgiveness 

sometimes heal not only victims of crime, including violent crime, but also offenders as 

they come face-to-face with their victims as real people, hear about and sometimes see 

the pain caused by their crimes, and experience the ultimate accountability of 

empathy—the ability to feel the pain of others essential to developing the moral compass 

preventing most people from committing criminal acts against others. 

That is the aim of restorative justice: a win-win-win outcome by achieving a deeper 

sense of justice being served and greater inner and social harmony for everyone 

involved—victims, offenders, and their communities. 

So, how does restorative justice work? There are numerous variations and options. 

In some programs, restorative justice takes the form of mediation between victims and 

offenders as a form of diversion from ordinary prosecution. Sometimes, with victim 

agreement, such mediation is used as a condition of probation. Some programs are part 

of an offender reentry program during transition from prison to the community. 

According to The Handbook of Victim Offender Mediation, mediation referrals in the 

United States are about equally divided among diversion level, post-adjudication but 

predisposition level, and post-disposition level.40 Restorative justice programs are most 

common in juvenile justice systems, but other programs involve adults. There is no cost 

to victims and usually no cost to offenders, although offenders are sometimes required 

to pay a program participation fee to help offset costs. 

Unlike mediation in legal cases involving resolution of disputes, the primary objective in 

victim-offender mediation is dialogue, although the vast majority of cases result in 

signed restitution agreements.41 However, research has consistently shown that to most 

victims the opportunity to talk directly to the offender is more important than a 

restitution agreement. The dialogue provides victims with the opportunity to address 

the emotional and other impact of their victimizers’ acts, which is central to both 

emotional healing of victims and development of victim empathy in offenders. 

                                                   
40 University of Minnesota Center for Restorative Justice and Peacemaking (2001). The Handbook of 
Victim Offender Mediation: An Essential Guide to Practice and Research (Introduction) (Kindle version). 
San Francisco, CA: Jossey-Bass. 
41 Ibid. 
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In other approaches to restorative justice, especially in cases involving property or 

relatively low-level violence, the primary means of participant dialogue is through the 

use of circles (talking circles, peacemaking circles, sentencing circles, etc.) comprised of 

all the involved parties, including representatives of the community, allies of both the 

victims and offenders, and sometimes criminal justice system personnel. The use of 

circles is reminiscent of those used by some Native American tribes and other cultures 

to resolve disputes and restore peace in the community.  

The potential for victim healing through well-designed and administered restorative 

justice programs is fairly obvious. Less obvious is the public safety benefit achieved 

through development of offender capacity to experience empathy for past victims and 

therefore feel the empathy for potential future victims constituting the moral basis for 

choosing non-violent rather than violent means of dealing with conflicts and other 

challenges of life in difficult and sometimes violent settings and circumstances. 

Consequently, restorative justice should be a key element of any antiviolence strategy. 

 

Guns 

In Chicago, about 90 percent of homicides are committed using a firearm (88 percent in 

2015 and 90 percent in 2016).42 

As already noted, the homicide rate in Chicago is over five times that of New York City. 

However, the rates of non-gun homicides in the two cities are relatively comparable (2.7 

per 100,000 in Chicago versus 1.6 in New York City in 2016). The same is true when 

comparing non-gun homicide rates in Chicago with those in Los Angeles, Houston, and 

Philadelphia (2.1, 2.7, and 2.7, respectively). The dramatic difference in homicide rates 

between Chicago and New York City is almost entirely the result of the far higher gun 

homicide rate in Chicago (25.1 per 100,000 in Chicago versus 2.3 in New York City in 

2016). The same is true when comparing gun homicide rates in Chicago with those in 

Los Angeles, Houston, and Philadelphia (5.3, 10.6, and 14.7, respectively).43 

Given the similarity and relatively low rates of non-gun homicides in those five cities 

and higher rates of gun homicides, ranging from a little higher in New York City to far 

higher in Chicago, that naturally raises the question of whether the homicide rate in 

Chicago and elsewhere would drop dramatically if those who would otherwise commit 

homicides using firearms had no accessibility to firearms. Would they simply substitute 

another means of committing the same homicides or would the unavailability of a 

firearm prevent the commission of at least some killings, even most? 

                                                   
42 University of Chicago Crime Lab (2017). Gun Violence in Chicago, 2016, (p.9). Retrieved at 
http://urbanlabs.uchicago.edu/attachments/store/2435a5d4658e2ca19f4f225b810ce0dbdb9231cbdb8d7
02e784087469ee3/UChicagoCrimeLab+Gun+Violence+in+Chicago+2016.pdf 
43 Ibid. 

http://urbanlabs.uchicago.edu/attachments/store/2435a5d4658e2ca19f4f225b810ce0dbdb9231cbdb8d702e784087469ee3/UChicagoCrimeLab+Gun+Violence+in+Chicago+2016.pdf
http://urbanlabs.uchicago.edu/attachments/store/2435a5d4658e2ca19f4f225b810ce0dbdb9231cbdb8d702e784087469ee3/UChicagoCrimeLab+Gun+Violence+in+Chicago+2016.pdf
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The advantage to using a firearm to commit a homicide is primarily that it is a distance 

weapon, both physically and psychologically. If no firearm were available, resort to 

alternatives such as a knife, beating, or strangulation would require the killer to (1) get 

up close and personal with the victim, both physically and psychologically, during what 

would likely be a brutal encounter, (2) win the fight, (3) complete the killing and escape 

without being stopped, apprehended, or identified by witnesses, and (4) do all that 

without leaving any of the killer’s DNA or fingerprints at the scene or picking up any of 

the victim’s DNA, hair, or similar forensic evidence that would tie the killer to the crime. 

Any one or combination of those factors would probably prevent at least many domestic 

homicides and almost certainly most street crimes. 

Therefore, the claim that if killers do not have access to a firearm they will simply 

substitute a different weapon is an untenable overgeneralization. It would be true in 

some cases, but in most cases untrue. In most cases they would not kill. 

It is equally untenable, however, to maintain that gun control should be the centerpiece 

or even a main element of an effective antiviolence strategy, primarily because: 

• There are already nearly as many if not more guns in the United States as 

people,44 so even if the manufacture of firearms were to cease, the supply would 

still exceed criminal demand by magnitudes; 

• Even if it were constitutional, an attempt to reduce the supply of firearms to 

criminals through a general ban and confiscation would be both (1) impractical 

and (2) create far more public safety and other problems than it would 

theoretically solve by delegitimizing the government in the eyes of a large and 

well-armed segment of the population;45 and 

• With the aid of increasingly available modern technology, criminal gun traffickers 

can now and will soon be able to scale up manufacture of their own firearms to 

supply criminal demand. 

That is not to say the firearms market should be unregulated. Rather, the point is to 

make a plea to maintain strategic perspective. It would be counterproductive to allow 

the pursuit of gun control measures having little or no realistic potential to materially 

reduce criminal access to guns to (1) unduly divert attention and valuable human and 

political resources from developing and implementing more effective elements of our 

                                                   
44 Reasonable estimates of the number of guns in civilian hands in the U.S. range from a minimum of 265 
million (Azrael, Deborah, et. al. [2017], The Stock and Flow of U.S. Firearms: Results from the 2015 
National Firearms Survey, in The Russell Sage Foundation Journal of the Social Sciences, 3:5 [pp.38–57]. 
Retrieved at https://www.rsfjournal.org/doi/full/10.7758/RSF.2017.3.5.02) to 393 million (Washington 
Post [June 19, 2018]. Retrieved at https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/wonk/wp/2018/06/19/there-
are-more-guns-than-people-in-the-united-states-according-to-a-new-study-of-global-firearm-
ownership/?utm_term=.4f7e8e6e12a1] The population of the U.S. is estimated to be 326 million. (Ibid.) 
45 According to a recent Pew Research Center report, the percentage of surveyed American adult who 
reported owning a gun was about 30 percent. For that and other demographic information about gun and 
non-gun owners, see Pew Research Center (2107). America’s Complex Relationship with Guns. Retrieved 
at http://www.pewsocialtrends.org/2017/06/22/the-demographics-of-gun-ownership/  

https://www.rsfjournal.org/doi/full/10.7758/RSF.2017.3.5.02
https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/wonk/wp/2018/06/19/there-are-more-guns-than-people-in-the-united-states-according-to-a-new-study-of-global-firearm-ownership/?utm_term=.4f7e8e6e12a1
https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/wonk/wp/2018/06/19/there-are-more-guns-than-people-in-the-united-states-according-to-a-new-study-of-global-firearm-ownership/?utm_term=.4f7e8e6e12a1
https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/wonk/wp/2018/06/19/there-are-more-guns-than-people-in-the-united-states-according-to-a-new-study-of-global-firearm-ownership/?utm_term=.4f7e8e6e12a1
http://www.pewsocialtrends.org/2017/06/22/the-demographics-of-gun-ownership/
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antiviolence strategy, and (2) alienate gun owners who are major stakeholders in 

success in the fight against gun violence. 

To those in the anti-gun culture (largely centered in heavily populated urban areas 

experiencing high levels of gun violence) guns represent danger, death, and destruction. 

To those in the pro-gun culture (largely in areas with less gun violence) guns represent 

fun, freedom, and security. Both cultural perspectives are legitimate and supported by a 

factual basis in their respective contexts, but neither group seems to understand the 

other’s fears or feel their pain. Both cultures tend to view the other more as opponents 

than allies. 

Bridging that divide is a necessary element of an effective antiviolence strategic plan.  

Positions divide, but interests unite. While the cultural differences between anti-gun 

and pro-gun people are unlikely to be fully reconciled, at least in the immediate future, 

they nevertheless share a common enemy: guns in the hands of criminals. 

Guns in the hands of criminals is both the greatest fear of anti-gun people and the 

greatest threat to the Second Amendment rights of gun owners. On that common 

ground both groups should stand united, work together as allies, and do what is 

necessary to achieve their common public safety objective. 

Logically speaking, there are four potential solutions to the problem of how to 

dramatically reduce gun violence: 

1. Reduce criminals’ access to guns; 

2. Reduce criminals’ ability to use guns to commit acts of violence; 

3. Reduce criminals’ willingness to use guns to commit acts of violence (deterrence); 

and 

4. Reduce the number of violent criminals. 

All four have merit and should be elements of a comprehensive antiviolence strategy. 

The element with the most practical potential to dramatically reduce gun violence is the 

fourth: reduce the number of violent criminals. Nevertheless, strategies to achieve the 

first three objectives are also important, including reducing criminal access to firearms. 

The Wrong Target. In an environment in which guns are readily available to criminals 

through street sources, one impractical proposal receiving a lot of underserved political 

attention in Illinois is state licensing and regulation of already federally licensed and 

regulated firearms dealers. The truth is that federally licensed gun dealers are rarely the 

direct source of crime guns—so rarely that, given the massive number of guns already in 

private hands, even if all federally licensed firearm dealers were to close their shops 

today it would have virtually no effect on criminal access to firearms. 

University of Chicago researchers who studied sources of Chicago crime guns found: 
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[T]he guns confiscated by the police from gang members tend to be quite old—a 

median age of over ten years—with every indication that they have gone through 

a series of transactions before being acquired by the current owner. It is very rare 

for these guns to be purchased new from a gun dealer in a documented sale 

(occurring in less than 2% of circumstances)…. It appears that while licensed 

dealers may play some small direct role in arming gang members, other 

intermediaries are far more important.”46 

The Right Target: The Secondary Gun Market. Serious effort to reduce criminal access 

to firearms must be aimed at practical solutions to the real problem: the secondary 

market for guns downstream from original sale by licensed retail dealers. 

As stated in Chicago’s Gun Trace Report 2017,  

Given that roughly 95 percent of crime guns in Chicago are traced back to 

someone other than the original purchaser, and 91 percent of those crime guns 

are associated with an arrest against the illegal possessor, [the Chicago Police 

Department’s] trace data demonstrates the overwhelming rate at which illegal 

firearms are being exchanged on the secondary illegal market. Taking into 

account the approximately 7,000 guns that are taken off the street by the CPD 

each year, policy focus must remain on the secondary exchange of firearms, and 

efforts to prevent those guns from getting into the hands of individuals with a 

propensity for violence.47 

Even in the secondary market, the concern is not with transfers of firearms between 

law-abiding citizens, but with the point at which firearms jump the gap from the legal to 

illegal market.  

The primary means of preventing that is universal criminal background checks, which in 

Illinois is achieved by a state law requiring that those who purchase or possess a firearm 

must also possess a valid Firearm Owners Identification (FOID) card (or soon, the 

electronic equivalent). FOID cards are issued by the Illinois State Police only after 

completion of a criminal background check of state and federal databases. Even after a 

FOID card is issued, background checks are renewed daily and FOID cards are revoked 

if any new disqualifying information is received. Before any sale and transfer of a 

firearm is completed by a federally licensed firearms dealer to a private citizen, a 

criminal background check is required. Before any transfer of a firearm is completed in 

a private exchange, the person making the transfer must both see the transferee’s FOID 

card and verify its current validity by a telephone or online check with the Illinois State 

Police. A record of all transfers is required to be kept by both federally licensed dealers 

                                                   
46 Cook, Philip J., et al., (2015). Some Sources of Crime Guns in Chicago: Dirty Dealers, Straw Purchasers, 
and Traffickers. The Journal of Criminal Law and Criminology 104:717 (p.718) 
47 City of Chicago Gun Trace Report 2017 (p.13) (emphasis added). Retrieved at 
https://www.cityofchicago.org/content/dam/city/depts/mayor/Press%20Room/Press%20Releases/2017
/October/GTR2017.pdf  

https://www.cityofchicago.org/content/dam/city/depts/mayor/Press%20Room/Press%20Releases/2017/October/GTR2017.pdf
https://www.cityofchicago.org/content/dam/city/depts/mayor/Press%20Room/Press%20Releases/2017/October/GTR2017.pdf
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and private citizens and made available for review upon request by federal or state law 

enforcement officers. 

While there is room for improvement regarding some of those laws, if they were obeyed 

by every person in every transfer of firearms, guns would rarely end up in the possession 

of criminals unless they were stolen, and even that would be rare if all firearms were 

properly secured.  

The primary problem, of course, is that not everyone obeys those laws. As one high-level 

official of the federal Bureau of Alcohol, Tobacco, Firearms and Explosives (ATF) 

recently told me, we don’t need more laws, we need better enforcement of existing laws. 

Given the private and largely unregulated nature of private transfers of firearms in the 

secondary market, however, enforcement of laws requiring FOID card verification and 

criminal background checks by ordinary private citizens is impractical. Even when they 

do know about and comply with applicable laws at the time of the sale, because they are 

not in the business of conducting such transfers it is common for them to misplace or 

lose their records of those transactions, and in any event who could prove otherwise? 

Because ATF agents who conduct gun traces to identify the last known owner of a crime 

gun rely on such transfer records in following the paper trail from manufacturer to 

retailer and through the chain of  private owners (often key to solving who committed 

violent gun crimes), any failure to keep or be able to locate such records creates a dead-

end in the tracing trail. 

Some Practical Solutions. One obvious solution would be to require that every transfer 

of firearms be conducted through a person with a strong incentive to make and maintain 

proper records of every such transfer and to conduct required FOID card verification 

and criminal history background checks.  

One way to achieve that would be to require that every transfer of firearms be through a 

federally licensed dealer, but many dealers in the more profitable business of selling 

firearms  licensed firearms dealers would not want to be bothered with the paperwork 

required for a sale conducted by someone else, making it unduly difficult for many 

people to find a willing dealer. That would induce many private sellers to ignore the law 

and make the exchange privately with no record at all, claiming the gun was stolen if 

anyone came looking for it, which would be worse than with the current system.  

A better way to achieve the desired criminal history checks and recordkeeping would be 

to enact a state law requiring that all transfers of firearms be conducted through either a 

federally licensed firearms dealer or a state licensed firearms transfer agent authorized 

to charge a reasonably modest fee for providing that service.  

Such a scheme would avoid wasteful duplication in regulation. Firearms dealers would 

continue to be licensed and regulated federally and transfer agents would be licensed 

and regulated by the state. Both could be required by state law to conduct timely 

acquisition and transfer records-checks for certain firearm serial numbers in response 
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to Illinois State Police state-wide requests sent to all dealers and transfer agents via 

email or other electronic means.  

Four substantial incentives—two carrots and two sticks—should ensure a high level of 

compliance by private gun transferors. 

The first incentive for compliance would be a natural carrot: (1) no legal worries for 

private sellers about whether they have complied with all applicable federal and state 

transfer laws (which occasionally change), including making purchaser FOID validity 

checks; and (2) no record-keeping requirement for private sellers. The burden of 

keeping track of and assuring compliance with all legal requirements and record-

keeping for private sales or other transfers of firearms would be shifted from private 

sellers to the dealers or transfer agents through whom transfers are conducted. 

Second, on the stick side of the incentives, private transferors should be subject to a 

substantial fine for a first offense of failure to conduct a transfer through an authorized 

dealer or transfer agent—a penalty higher than the sale price of a typical firearm in 

either the legal or illegal markets and high enough to dissuade people from ignoring the 

law. A second offense or false claim that a gun was stolen should be a probationable 

felony, automatically rendering violators legally ineligible to own or possess any firearm 

and putting straw purchasers (those with an FOID card who buy guns on behalf of 

prohibited persons) out of business. 

Third, an even more powerful incentive for compliance: unleash the power of private 

lawsuits against noncompliant private gun sellers or other transferors if a firearm they 

illegally transfer is subsequently used to commit an act of criminal gun violence. The 

necessary statute could be called the Illinois Gun Violence Accountability Act. The Act 

should provide that any person who fails to conduct the private transfer of a firearm 

through a federally licensed firearms dealer or state licensed firearms transfer agent 

shall be strictly liable for damages resulting from any subsequent use of that firearm 

within three years of the transfer by any person to cause personal injury to himself or 

herself or to cause personal injury to any other person during or in relation to 

commission of a criminal act in violation of the Illinois Criminal Code of 2012 or federal 

law.  

Finally, another incentive carrot: immunity from such lawsuits for compliant 

transferors. The Act described above should also provide that compliance with the 

requirement to conduct the private transfer of firearms through a licensed dealer or 

transfer agent shall constitute an absolute defense to any claim of liability made 

pursuant to the Act. The Act should also provide that any person raising a claim of 

liability pursuant to the Act against a person who has complied with the statutory 

transfer requirements shall be liable for all attorney’s fees and other costs incurred by 

the complying person as a result of such claim. 

Such a liability statute should also provide that proof that the chain of illegal transfers 

was broken by a subsequent transfer to a person lawfully entitled to possess the firearm 
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and subject to the statute’s transfer provisions before the occurrence of the injury 

involved in an action brought pursuant to the statute shall be an affirmative defense. 

Finally, such a liability statute should provide that liability under the statute is subject to 

the same joint liability principles stated in Section 2-117 of the Illinois Code of Civil 

Procedure, which shall be applied with respect to all defendants found liable for the 

same injury regardless of whether joined in an action brought pursuant to the statute. 

Both pro-gun and anti-gun forces have strong incentives to unite to create such a 

statutory scheme against their common enemy of guns in the hands of criminals, but it 

would require compromise on both sides.  

To gain the support of pro-gun people, anti-gun hardliners would almost certainly have 

to give up their misguided quest for state licensing and regulation of already federally 

licensed and regulated firearms dealers, which pro-gun people view as (to them) a fairly 

obvious first step toward regulating gun dealers out of business on the theory that guns 

are bad, therefore gun dealers are bad.  

On the other hand, pro-gun hardliners would have to move off their no-compromise 

stance toward any new gun regulations—a stance they take because they believe anti-

gun hardliners use compromise, not as a bridge to peace and unity, but as a tactic of war 

in order to march step by step, compromise by compromise, toward their ultimate goal 

of gun confiscation. 

Realistically, both sides will remain opponents in what each side views, for different 

reasons, as a life-or-death political struggle. But, speaking from the perspective of 

someone who is a strong supporter of both the Second Amendment and public safety, 

the key to gaining the support of pro-gun people will be their practical and responsible 

recognition that the greatest threat to Second Amendment rights, indeed the primary 

driving force motivating anti-gun activists, is guns in the hands of criminals. Therefore, 

even absent trust or good will between the two sides, it is both the public safety duty and 

in the political interest of pro-gun people to not only support, but lead an aggressive 

campaign to erect strong barriers against even the unwitting transfer of firearms from 

the legal and illegal gun markets, from law-abiding to criminal hands. 

Freedom and public safety come at a price, part of which is facing reality. Denial and 

wishful thinking on both sides of the gun debate are detrimental to both sides’ interests. 

Speaking of which, viewing the public safety battlefield in the cold light of realism, no 

matter how strong the barriers are in Illinois between the legal and illegal gun markets, 

even if all the Illinois sources of supply to meet the criminal demand for guns in Chicago 

and elsewhere in the state were completely shut off, criminals will simply obtain their 

guns either from the existing supply already in the black market or from sources in other 

states. Even now, for example, as one senior ATF official pointed out to me, over the 

internet a gun trafficker can buy guns from private sellers in a neighboring state, 

arranging several purchases from multiple sellers in a single trip, then return to Illinois 
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and sell guns bought for $200 for $1500 on the black market in Chicago and other 

Illinois cities. 

Consequently, the most practical solution to reducing the number of guns in the hands 

of violent criminals remains to reduce the number of violent criminals. 

 

Community Policing and Problem-Solving Policing 

It turns out that many small town approaches to policing practices are also good big city 

policing practice. 

In any community, police officers are uniquely positioned to be community resource 

officers rather than only public security guards, to be assets and allies to residents in the 

communities they serve. The relationship between police and community should be 

more than cooperative, it should be collaborative. 

At its most basic level, effective law enforcement depends on solving crimes, which in 

turn usually requires witnesses willing to identify perpetrators and testify. If witnesses 

distrust the police or are too afraid of retaliation to identify perpetrators or testify, then 

police officers are nearly powerless to combat crime in their areas. The greater and more 

serious the crime in a community, the greater the danger both to residents and police 

officers. Breakdown of trust and collaboration between police and community is a 

downward spiral, often a literal death spiral. 

To be blunt, police working in high crime communities plagued by violence need to 

learn and apply many of the same lessons in their work as the military has learned in 

developing effective counter-insurgency strategies, starting with the fundamental 

importance of winning the hearts and minds of the people living in the community. 

Lives literally hang in the balance, and the reality is some of those lives may be of police 

officers. 

Consequently, gaining community trust through community policing and problem-

solving policing practices is a win-win proposition. Old ways may die hard, but it is far 

better for old ways to die than for people to die. 

What are community policing and problem-solving policing? As described by Malcom 

Sparrow, a former police commander now serving as a professor at Harvard’s John F. 

Kennedy Government and faculty chair of the school’s executive program on Strategic 

Management of Regulatory and Enforcement Agencies: 

Community policing exploits the power of partnerships, with police and 

community working collaboratively to establish priorities within the public safety 

mission, and working together to deal with the crime problems and other issues 

nominated as priorities by the community. 

Problem-solving policing … exploits the power of thought and analysis. Its central 

tenant is simple: police become more effective if they can identify and deal with 
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the underlying issues that generate crime and other public safety concerns, rather 

than continuing to respond to individual incidents and violations after the fact 

and one by one. 

Community policing and problem-solving policing are different ideas, but 

completely complementary. There is no conflict between them. Most 

departments that embrace one end up, quite naturally, embracing the other 

also.48 

Community policing, in particular, includes police officers becoming an integral part of 

the communities or neighborhoods they serve. It commonly involves getting out of 

patrol cars as much as possible to walk the neighborhood on foot, greeting and 

interacting with residents along the way so police officers get to really know their 

communities and communities get to really know their police officers. 

Easier said than done, however, in big cities in which police officers’ days consist largely 

of responding to 911 emergency calls scattered all over their district, making them feel 

more like they are working a shift than working a neighborhood.  

One strategy for balancing those often competing needs is the Neighborhood Policing 

plan adopted in 2015 by the New York City Police Department under the leadership of 

Police Commissioner William Bratton. Among the features of that strategy is doing away 

with the former separation of officer assignments into either patrol officer or 

community police officer duties. Now, all patrol officers are assigned to cover both roles 

within assigned sectors matching neighborhood boundaries as closely as possible and 

responding only to 11 calls within their assigned sector. Also, a new set of expectations, 

as described in a directive from Commissioner Bratton:  

[In addition to answering calls, patrol officers are] to follow up on past crimes, 

meet with community members, and work as active problem solvers in their 

assigned sectors—and [shall be afforded] sufficient time in their daily schedules 

to perform these functions. The officers will be allotted a minimum of 33 percent 

of their respective tours, or about two hours and 20 minutes each eight-hour 

tour, to engage in proactive and problem-solving activities.49 

 

Problem-Solving Courts 

One would hope that all courts would be problem solving, but as long as our criminal 

justice system is based on a punishment rather than problem-solving paradigm, 

problem-solving courts will be specialty courts.  

                                                   
48 Sparrow, Malcolm (2016). Handcuffed: What Holds Policing Back, and the Keys to Reform (pp.17-18). 
Washington, D.C.: Brookings. 
49 Bratton, William J. (2015). The NYPD Plan of Action and the Neighborhood Policing Plan: A Realistic 
Framework for Connecting Police and Communities. Retrieved at 
http://home.nyc.gov/html/nypd/html/home/POA/pdf/Plan-of-Action.pdf  

http://home.nyc.gov/html/nypd/html/home/POA/pdf/Plan-of-Action.pdf
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In Illinois, we have three types of problem-solving courts: drug courts, mental health 

courts, and veteran courts. Not every county has one or more of these types of problem-

solving courts, but the number is growing. (For interactive maps of each type of 

problem-solving courts in Illinois, see the link footnoted below.50) 

In all three types of courts, the basic pattern is the same: identify underlying causes of 

criminal behavior of voluntarily participating criminal case defendants, then take a 

holistic approach to addressing and solving those problems as a means of reducing the 

risk of recidivism. Teams of specially trained judges, prosecutors, public defenders, 

probation officers, clinical and other behavioral health service providers, and program 

coordinators work together to identify qualifying high-risk, high-need defendants and, 

as an alternative to incarceration or traditional probation, offer them the opportunity to 

participate in a program providing them with wrap-around services and intensive 

monitoring to address their problems with substance abuse, mental health, or co-

occurring disorders, all under judicial supervision and accountability. 

Properly resourced programs administered in accord with Illinois Supreme Court 

standards51 report substantially lower rates of recidivism than for the defendants in 

similar in similar types of cases in the conventional court system.52 

So, why aren’t all courts problem-solving courts? Answer: the problem of scalability. 

Problem-solving courts are resource-intensive. Therefore, for cost-benefit reasons such 

programs remain limited to high-risk, high-need defendants. 

Their success, however, demonstrates that practical solutions usually exist to remedy 

the criminal behavior of even high-risk, high-need defendants. It also demonstrates that 

most of those solutions are best delivered at the local level rather than in state prisons. 

Scale up resources needed to scale up problem-solving solutions to criminal behavior, 

solve most crime problems. 

 

The Problem on Which All Else Hinges: The Resource Riddle 

We know what works to reduce crime, including violent crime. Today, unlike in years 

past, that is not the problem. The problem is how to pay for those solutions. 

It may be supposed that the solution to the resource problem is to use savings from 

reducing the overuse of state prisons to pay for far more effective and less costly 

problem-solving solutions at the local level, but unfortunately that gets the cart before 

                                                   
50 Illinois Association of Problem-Solving Courts, list provided by the Illinois Center of Excellence for 
Behavioral Health and Justice: http://ilapsc.org/problem-solving-courts/illinois-psc/  
51 Illinois Supreme Court (2015). Problem-Solving Courts Standards. Retrieved at http://ilapsc.org/wp-
content/uploads/2018/02/P-SC_Standards_20152.pdf  
52 Hughes, Erica, and Reichert, Jessica (2017). An Overview of Problem-Solving Courts and Implications 
for Practice (note 14). Illinois Criminal Justice Information Authority. Retrieved at 
http://www.icjia.state.il.us/articles/an-overview-of-problem-solving-courts-and-implications-for-
practice  

http://ilapsc.org/problem-solving-courts/illinois-psc/
http://ilapsc.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/02/P-SC_Standards_20152.pdf
http://ilapsc.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/02/P-SC_Standards_20152.pdf
http://www.icjia.state.il.us/articles/an-overview-of-problem-solving-courts-and-implications-for-practice
http://www.icjia.state.il.us/articles/an-overview-of-problem-solving-courts-and-implications-for-practice
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the horse. Substantial reductions in our prison population and associated costs cannot 

be realized until we first invest in more cost-effective local solutions that reduce the 

number of defendants being sentenced to prison. 

That is the resource riddle. It is the central problem on which everything else in this or 

any other effective antiviolence strategy hinges. 

There are only two possible ways to increase needed revenue: (1) use evidence-based 

cost-benefit analysis to identify savings that can be realized if we stop paying for 

programs that either don’t work, work but are cost-inefficient, or are of lower priority 

and use those savings to pay for more cost-effective programs; or (2) raise more revenue 

by raising taxes. Given our current tax burden, I prefer and recommend the former.  

Whichever approach or combination of approaches is taken, it will take the political will 

to make the hard choices, and political will depends on a critical mass of public support, 

which can only be achieved by educating the public (the fourth strategy bucket). 

 

Conclusion 

I do not pretend to know all the answers to solving the epidemic of gun violence and 

other serious violent crime in some areas of Chicago and elsewhere in the state, but 

solving those problems starts with asking the right questions. I have outlined many of 

the essential elements of an effective antiviolence strategy, some of which may be new or 

represent paradigm shifts for some people. 

Every section of this paper could easily (and perhaps should) be expanded into a chapter 

of a book. Hopefully, however, this outline and referenced resources will provide a 

conceptual framework around which to flesh out effective solutions to the gun violence 

and other serious violent crime plaguing Chicago and some other areas in Illinois. 

One thing is for sure: if violent crime were a disease and imprisonment were the cure, at 

our current rate of imprisonment we would be an almost crime-free society. We are not. 

Quite the contrary. 

As they say, the definition of insanity is to keep doing the same things and expecting 

different results. If we want different results, then we must make serious changes in our 

approach to criminal justice and public safety, including dramatically reducing our gross 

overuse and misuse of imprisonment (tax-payer funded crime college). 

The deeper I get in studying and analyzing the problem, the more I keep coming up with 

four solution buckets: trauma, jobs, incentives, and educating the public. 

This strategy paper is aimed at helping fill the fourth bucket: educating the public. 
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