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The Impact of Violence on Children and Youth: 

Implications for Policy and Practice  

Dr. Garbarino began the session by highlighting the importance of the ecological perspective for 

understanding the impact of violence on children.  In an attempt to understand the social world, 

there is often an inclination to ask: Does X cause Y?  However, causality is not that clear cut, 

and often times, the answer is “It depends.”  An ecological approach helps us to understand 

why “it depends.”  One of the most important causal factors of violent behavior is child abuse, 

which can be defined as anything that is both socially unacceptable and physically or 

psychologically destructive.  Parental rejection accounts for at least 25% of maladjustment in 

children.    

The neighborhood is also an important factor.  30% of children who exhibit violent behavior will 

grow up to be violent offenders.  However, in some neighborhoods, 60% of aggressive children 

will grow up to be violent offenders. Two neighborhood factors seem to be important—the level 

of social integration within a neighborhood and the degree to which a neighborhood promotes 

anti-social values.     

Discussion Summary 

What can victims of violence do to empower themselves and 

address violence in their communities?  Furthermore, how 

can we integrate youth into the larger community so they 

have support and supervision?   

Age integration can be a powerful tool for combatting youth 

violence. It is also important to think about engagement, 

rather than repression.  For example, 85% of youth who are 

affiliated with gangs are not violent.  They are involved for 

social reasons.  Therefore, if your approach is to target 

gangs as the source of community violence, you will further 

alienate young people by treating them as criminals and 

challenging their social networks.  Mentoring can also be 

very helpful, but mentors must make long term 

commitments.  Short term mentoring can have negative 

impacts because it may cause feelings of abandonment.  

Age integration and mentoring is also extremely important in 

the work place.   

 
“Risk accumulates; opportunity 
ameliorates.  As negative 
influences (risk factors) increase, 
the child may exceed his or her 
breaking point.  Conversely, as 
positive influences  (opportunities 
for support) increase, the 
probability of recovery is 
enhanced…. children and youth 
most at risk for negative 
consequences associated with 
community violence are those 
who already live in the context of 
accumulated risk—e.g. the 
socially marginal, those with 
fractured families, those with 
mentally impaired or substance 
addicted caregivers.”  

 
Garbarino, James. 2001. “An Ecological 
Perspective on the Effects of Violence 
and Children” Journal of Community 
Psychology  
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However, it is important to keep in mind that although age integration is important, there are 

some very successful youth led programs. An example is Fearless Leading by the Youth (FLY), 

a group of youth on Chicago’s Southside who are advocating for juvenile justice reform.  After 

the co-founder of FLY died of a gunshot wound on the way to a Northside hospital, FLY began 

to advocate for a trauma center on the Southside.   Youth programs like FLY are successful 

because they start by respecting the perspectives that youth bring to the table, and then 

providing an opportunity for youth activism.   

Restorative justice programs have also been very successful 

because they help everyone involved: the offender is not expelled 

from the community, but they also provide resolution for the 

victim.   

Finally, working with victims of violence is one the best ways of 

preventing violence.  There are 3 types of trauma that stem from 

different violent experiences—Type 1 usually consists of a single 

incident, and while it may be very traumatic, the long term 

damage is usually minimal.  The second type is chronic trauma, 

which can have more long term effects.  The third type is 

pervasive trauma that is chronic and begins in childhood.  It is 

very likely that violent offenders have experienced Type 3 

trauma.  Therefore, addressing trauma is one of our best violence 

prevention strategies.   

Thus far, we have focused on the impact of child abuse, but what 

neighborhood factors lead to (or deter) violent behavior?   

Loyola has conducted studies which compare the infant mortality 

rates of two neighborhoods with very similar socioeconomic 

status.  You would expect the neighborhoods to have similar 

infant mortality rates, but they were quite disparate.  We found that the neighborhood with lower 

rates had an active alderman and a local hospital with an outreach program to pregnant 

teenagers.  In the neighborhood with higher rates, there had been several hospital closures and 

an alderman that was not very community oriented.   Likewise, there have been studies of 

homicide rates across cities, and the cities with better 911 systems have had lower rates of 

homicide.  These structural issues are incredibly important.   

How does trauma impact how victims of violence view the world?  How does it impact those 

who work with people who are experiencing trauma?   

Children are little anthropologists—they are very astute observers of the social world, and they 

create meaning from their experiences.   Children who are impacted by inequality, violence and 

poverty can understandably be very skeptical of institutions (such as schools or the police 

department). It can be difficult to maintain a positive outlook on their place in the world.  Trauma 

informed practice is an important development.  This approach trains people who come into 

contact with children (such as teachers, nurses, and social workers) to be aware of how trauma 

In a recently published study of 
homicide in Chicago from 2006-
2011, Yale sociologist Andrew 
Papachristos found that 6% of 
the population was involved in 
70% of the murders.  
 
Therefore, “risk factors like race 
and poverty are not the 
predictors they have been 
assumed to be.”  
 
One’s social network, rather than 
residence in poor community, 
may be a better predictor of 
participation in violent crime.   
 
http://news.yale.edu/2013/11/14/study-
finds-social-networks-are-key-city-
violence 
 

http://news.yale.edu/2013/11/14/study-finds-social-networks-are-key-city-violence
http://news.yale.edu/2013/11/14/study-finds-social-networks-are-key-city-violence
http://news.yale.edu/2013/11/14/study-finds-social-networks-are-key-city-violence
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impacts children, and to be equipped to address it.  Often, 

victims of Type 3 trauma cannot give a clear narrative of 

their traumatic events.  Trauma informed practice can help 

provide consciousness of the event, and then help children 

rethink their perceptions of themselves and their orientations 

to their community.    

It is extremely important for service providers to understand 

trauma, because youth who have experienced violence tend 

to dissociate, which can be interpreted as defiance or 

opposition.  In addition, many service providers are impacted 

by the trauma of their clients. For example, social workers in 

Chicago public housing have reported that they need 

counseling to cope with their work. Supervision and support 

are crucial—the Ounce of Prevention uses a technique 

called “reflective supervision.” In addition, CPS has offered 

trainings on trauma informed practice, but it is unclear 

whether this approach has been disseminated throughout 

the school system.    An additional obstacle to overcome is 

the distance that can exist between community members 

and service providers who do not live in the community.  

Going forward, if may be helpful to develop a list of best 

practices for trauma informed approaches.   

How malleable is the adult brain? Recently, the media has 

highlighted the neurological impact of trauma, which 

suggests that once early damage is done, negative 

behaviors become “hardwired” into the brain, and it is very 

difficult to reverse that damage.   

There is a lifelong link between experience and brain 

structure, therefore your brain will change if you change your 

behavior.  Once you begin dealing with trauma, your brain is 

less overwhelmed, and you begin to think clearer and to 

develop coping mechanisms.   It is true that adult brains are 

not as malleable as children’s brains, but they can be 

changed—it just may take a little longer and involve a different type of approach. 

How can this discussion inform public policy?   

First, the concept of untreated trauma should be the foundation for policies and programs that 

deal with violence and violent offenders.  The juvenile and criminal justice systems are in need 

of reform---the punitive nature of our criminal justice programs exacerbate, rather than address 

trauma.  Second, trauma informed approaches in early childhood are preventative, and could 

lessen the occurrence of violent crime later in life.  Finally, it is important to incorporate theory 

into our policies to ensure fidelity.  For example, the home visiting program originally developed 

 
Violence Impacts the 
Development of Children’s  
“Social Maps” 
 
Children exposed to community 
violence and war often have 
difficulty placing trust in authority 
figures and identifying spaces 
where they feel safe.  This can 
impact their worldview, sense of 
efficacy, and their ability to find 
meaning and purpose in their 
lives.  Trauma occurs when 
children cannot give meaning to 
dangerous situations. 
 
However, adults who effectively 
deal with traumatic events can 
ameliorate the negative impacts 
of violence. “Children measure 
the danger that threatens them 
chiefly by the reactions of those 
around them, especially trusted 
parents and teachers.”  
 
Therefore, adults equipped to 
deal with stress are a crucial 
resource for children dealing with 
community violence.   
 
Garbarino, James. 2001. “An Ecological 
Perspective on the Effects of Violence 
and Children” Journal of Community 
Psychology 
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in Europe was successful because it was based on theories of child development and family 

dynamics.  When it was first adopted in the US, many of the theoretical foundations were lost 

due to practical adaptations and fiscal concerns.  For example, instead of professionals, para 

professionals were utilized. However, there has been a reinvestment in home visiting programs 

in the United States, and we are beginning to see better outcomes.   

Implications for BPI  

Are there trauma informed best practices that could be implemented by the various institutions 

that serve poor communities (such as CPS and CHA)?  How could BPI utilize its resources to 

systematically implement those best practices across multiple institutions?   

How can BPI play a role in bridging the divide between community members who deal with the 

impacts of trauma 24/7, and service providers that may not live in the community? 

Trauma informed practice can prevent children from becoming violent offenders, but structural 

neighborhood factors (such as access to healthcare and hospitals), and stable adults play a 

significant role in a child’s wellbeing. What sort of policies would improve neighborhood 

infrastructure and support adults?     

Further Reading and Additional Resources  

All Our Kin: Strategies for Survival in a Black Community by Carol Stack’s discusses the role of 

social networks in poor neighborhoods.   

Ricky Greenwald, the founder and executive director of the Trauma Institute and the Child 

Trauma Institute has published several books on trauma informed practice, including The Child 

Trauma Handbook: A Guide for Helping Trauma Exposed Children and Adolescents 

For additional information on reflective supervision see: http://www.zerotothree.org/about-

us/areas-of-expertise/reflective-practice-program-development/three-building-blocks-of-

reflective-supervision.html 

Richard Tremblay’s Developmental Origins of Aggression argues than aggressive behavior 

begins in early childhood and we learn to temper it as we age.  Patrick Tolan and Nancy 

Guerra’s work on violence prevention found that we learn to temper violence in two ways:  

through cognitive structuring (how people think about violence) and behavioral rehearsal (the 

practices that people employ to deal with violence):    

http://citeseerx.ist.psu.edu/viewdoc/download?doi=10.1.1.182.9426&rep=rep1&type=pdf 

The Brain That Changes Itself by Norman Doidge argues that “you are what you do.”  There is a 

lifelong link between experience and brain structure, and this is true at all phases of life.   

http://www.zerotothree.org/about-us/areas-of-expertise/reflective-practice-program-development/three-building-blocks-of-reflective-supervision.html
http://www.zerotothree.org/about-us/areas-of-expertise/reflective-practice-program-development/three-building-blocks-of-reflective-supervision.html
http://www.zerotothree.org/about-us/areas-of-expertise/reflective-practice-program-development/three-building-blocks-of-reflective-supervision.html
http://citeseerx.ist.psu.edu/viewdoc/download?doi=10.1.1.182.9426&rep=rep1&type=pdf

