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Executive Summary 

This paper presents an overview of recent research findings relating to the identification of protective 

factors for youth violence,ii and interventions designed to enhance them, highlighting London based 

approaches where possible. Protective factors are defined as circumstances or events which reduce 

the likelihood of young people becoming violent, either directly or by buffering risk factors. The aim 

of the review is to encourage greater emphasis on protective factors across policy, practice and 

research; evidence suggests enhancing protective factors is equally as important as addressing risk 

factors for violence. 

 

Understanding and Identifying Protective Factors 

 Protective factors for violence are under-researched. This is in part a consequence of an 

overtly risk focused research and policy environment, and also a product of the conceptual 

confusions in defining them. 

 Protective factors relating to the individual (e.g. belief in the moral order; pro-social attitudes; 

low impulsivity), family (e.g. good family management; stable family structure infrequent 

parent child conflict) and school (e.g. academic achievement; attachment to school) have 

been found to be the most effective in reducing propensities toward violence.  

 Community and societal level protective factors for violence have been researched less, but 

evidence suggests that community cohesion, prosocial attitudes, economic opportunity and 

social support all have play important protective roles.  

 Understanding protective factors and the ways they function and interact across ecological 

domains is essential to understanding both root causes of violence, and designing and 

targeting interventions to reduce it. 

 

Interventions with a protective focus: What works? 

 A strong evidence base suggests early intervention is key to reducing violence; particularly in 

the form of targeted parenting and home visiting programmes, as well as pre-school 

enrichment.   

 Schools play a vital role in promoting protective factors, and identifying those most in need 

of intervention. A ‘whole schools’ approach combining universal and targeted interventions 

is most likely to generate positive effects. 

                                                           
i The views and opinions expressed in this article are those of the author and do not necessarily reflect the official policy or 
position of the Mayor’s Office for Policing and Crime (MOPAC). 
ii This review utilises the Early Intervention Foundation (2015) definition of ‘Youth violence’ community/public space 
violence committed by people under 25, also referred to as ‘street orientated’.     
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 Evidence for the effectiveness of mentoring and community-based intervention is more 

limited, but this should not discourage these approaches if implemented and evaluated 

effectively. 

 Diversionary programmes across a wider range of activities including diversion per se, 

preventative education, and skills building generate some benefits, particularly those 

involving participation in sports. But the evidence base is less clear on which mechanisms 

have most effect. 

 Collaborative community-led projects are a promising line of intervention, particularly when 

focusing on pro-social development and collective efficacy. In general, though, the evidence 

base lags behind the increasing take up of community-based projects. 

 Overall, a public health approach which emphasises evidence, connectivity and collaboration 

should in and of itself provide both a renewed emphasis on interventions which enhance 

protective factors across domains, and facilitate the research needed to inform them.  

 

Implications for Policy, Practitioners and Future Research 

 Research indicates that interventions aimed at reducing violence can be better designed and 

tailored if protective as well as risk factors are included in analysis of violent behaviour. 

 Clear understanding of context is important. Policy-makers should focus on collective 

efficacy and community norms (i.e. shared values, attitudes and behaviours); but poverty 

and disadvantage play an important structuring role which should be recognised and 

addressed. 

 There is a role for all forms of protective enhancing interventions. Innovation and 

experimentation should not be discounted where the evidence base is promising but 

underdeveloped (e.g. in relation to diversion, mentoring & community centered 

programmes). This means: 

 Better testing of preventative interventions is key 

 Robust evaluations are needed, which involved high quality collaboration between 

community members, practitioners and researchers, all of whom will have input into 

understanding why risk and protective factors function as they do, and will be able 

to situate implementation and findings within local context. 

 Implementation fidelity of evidence based programmes is vital to establishing and 

replicating positive effects.  

 All the above are reliant on enhanced support, collaboration and training. 

 Protective factors continue to be under researched and inconsistently measured. This makes 
isolation of their effects difficult, and it suggests that existing efforts toward violence 
reduction may be missing important aspects of the overall equation. 

 Where possible the moderating effect of demographic characteristics on protective factors 
should be explored to allow for more effective targeting and tailoring of interventions. 

 Given the current vogue for public health-based strategies, future reviews and meta-

analyses should focus on evidence linked to multi-agency, collaborative and ‘whole systems’ 

approaches; this could include exploration of commissioning and funding processes. 

 An examination of protective factors in the community and societal domains would address 

a number of current concerns; e.g. the retrenchment of youth centres or other prosocial 

groups or institutions including faith groups and more generally, economic investment in 

deprived neighbourhoods. 
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This paper presents an overview of recent research findings relating to the identification of protective 

factors for youth violence, and interventions designed to enhance them. Protective factors are defined 

as circumstances or events which reduce the likelihood of young people becoming violent, either 

directly or by buffering risk factors. The paper signposts to relevant systematic reviews and meta-

analysis, highlighting key learning and evidence gaps for policy makers, practitioners and researchers 

in the field. It has two parts; part one discusses the conceptualization and identification of protective 

factors, drawing predominantly on evidence from longitudinal studies in community settings. Part two 

focuses on the evidence base for interventions which incorporate elements designed to promote 

protective factors, highlighting London based approaches where possible. Here the focus is 

predominantly prevention and diversion, although criminal justice initiatives are discussed in the 

context of combined approaches.   

Background: Shifting the Risk Paradigm 

Recent spikes in interpersonal violence across the UK – particularly fatal and serious knife violence 

between young people - have re-focused attention on the perennial issue of street-orientated youth 

violence, generating a wide-ranging debate on causes and potential solutions. Shifting dynamics in 

drug supply have highlighted concerns not only around systemic violence but also the exploitation of 

vulnerable young people in the form of ‘County Lines’ networks.1 There is an increasing consensus 

that violence prevention is a societal issue that cannot be addressed by criminal justice interventions 

alone. At a national level, the Home Office is exploring steps to embed a public health approach to 

tackling serious violence, placing a statutory duty on agencies and partners to work together.2  In 

London, the Mayor is developing a Violence Reduction Unit based on public health principles. A 

fundamental element of a whole systems approach to violence prevention involves identifying and 

understanding the relationship between factors which either increase (i.e. risk factors) or decrease 

(i.e. protective factors) the likelihood of violent offending. Recognition has been growing that 

understanding the relative importance of protective factors, and the mechanisms that can promote 

or enhance their effect, is fundamental to violence reduction. Increasingly, policy and practice in 

violence prevention is seeking to combine risk-based ‘deficit’ and protective or asset-based 

approaches, rather than viewing them as competing frameworks,3 yet significant knowledge gaps 

remain. This is particularly true in the realm of youth violence, specifically in relation to how, why, and 

at what stage protective factors can be most beneficial.iii The majority of research,4 policy5 and practice 

in violence prevention continues to present protective elements as secondary.    

It is worth noting at the outset a fundamental criticism of risk/protective approaches, and of resilience 

work more generally: the danger that placing emphasis on self and community ‘empowerment’ 

distracts attention from underlying complex but widely evidenced structural correlates of youth 

violence,6 perhaps shielding an austerity constrained, shrinking State from responsibility.  The 

influence of ecological and systems approaches ensures that the importance of the environment and 

                                                           
iii Violence reduction and violence prevention are used interchangeably in this paper. 
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circumstances is recognized in these frameworks in theory, yet in practice the degree to which 

structural antecedents to violence are actively addressed in policy is moot and highly politicized.  

Whilst the difficulties in effecting long-term structural change within an inherently short-termist 

political system are acknowledged, as is the need for more immediately actionable approaches that 

this review addresses, it is likely that any approach that ignores underlying drivers will be more sticking 

plaster than panacea.  

 

Risk Factors for Violence 

The evidence base on risk factors for violence is well developed, with the risk paradigm embedded in 

strategic and operational responses to violence across statutory agencies via a plethora of 

assessments and predictive models. Developmental and life course criminology has typically sought 

to explain why people commit crime (including violence) through risk based explanatory models. A 

significant body of research has identified factors which increase the likelihood of violence 

perpetration across individual, family, school, peer group and community or societal domains.7 

Although complex, multi-layered and stretching across domains, research indicates risk factors tend 

to be similar for all offending behaviours, violent or otherwise. Indeed, this a substantial evidence 

base demonstrating the overlap in risk (and protective) factors across different forms of violence; this 

is the theoretical bedrock of public health approaches.iv 8  Commonly identified risk factors for youth 

violence include:9 

Table 1: Risk Factors for Youth Violence by Domain (adapted from Early Intervention Foundation 2015) 

 

Identifying and implementing interventions to address risk factors such as those above has been the 

foundation of violence prevention strategies for decades. It is undeniably important to understand 

risk; both in terms of public protection and to understand the injustices and inequality many young 

people encounter.10  However, an exclusively risk based focus to violence reduction is unhelpful for a 

number of reasons. Firstly, it fails to explain why the majority of individuals do not commit violent 

crime;11 even youths deemed ‘high risk’ eventually desist, or indeed never offend in the first place.12 

Secondly, a focus on risk factors contributes to a mistaken belief that protective factors are simply 

their mirror image. This may limit our ability to understand violent behaviour, with evidence 

suggesting that protective factors may be more anchored, and therefore effective, at certain 

developmental stages.13 A fuller consideration of protective factors has the potential to offer a more 

positive, resilience focused approach to violence prevention that is conducive to early intervention.14 

Thirdly, framing violence around ‘risk’ and ‘threat’ inevitably provokes calls for more punitive criminal 

justice approaches, at odds with a preventative outlook and often of at best dubious effectiveness.15 

At the threshold, this review recognizes that the separation of protective from risk factors is in 

practical terms a false dichotomy, but one that can be justified for the reasons above.  Much extant 

work on these issues concentrates on risk factors; the aim here is to redress the balance.

                                                           
iviv For a concise overview of links, see: Wilkins, N. et al. (2014) Connecting the dots: an overview of the links among 
multiple forms of violence. Atlanta: NCIPC. https://www.cdc.gov/violenceprevention/pdf/connecting_the_dots-a.pdf 

https://www.cdc.gov/violenceprevention/pdf/connecting_the_dots-a.pdf
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Part 1: Defining and Identifying Protective Factors 

Protective factors are circumstances or events which reduce the likelihood of young people 
becoming violent, either directly or by buffering risk factors.  They can be skills, strengths, 
resources, supports or coping strategies that a child has individually or in relation to her family, 
community or society.16 Protective factors will vary according to the cohort and context, and 
research continues to identify variations as well as similarities in their functioning across 
individuals, groups and contexts.   

 

The concept of protective factors has theoretical roots in theories of social learning17 and social 

control.18  Both approaches centered on the question of why youths do not participate in delinquent 

or criminal behavior. According to the former, young people can learn to engage in positive behaviours 

via the prosocial influence of peers, family, school and the local community. The latter suggests bonds 

that develop in the form of attachment to peers, schools or families, commitment to social 

relationships and involvement in prosocial activities can help prevent young people from negative 

outcomes in terms of offending and delinquency.19 v 

Resilience 

Although developmental and life course criminologists embraced the exploration of protective   

factors relatively recently, the notion of protective factors has existed in the wide body of research on 

resilience for some time. Stemming from advances in developmental psychopathology which sought 

to explain recovery and positive adaptions after various kinds of trauma, the study of resilience - the 

ability to thrive in the face of high levels of risk or adversity20 - has expanded from an individual focus 

to a social ecological framework.   

 

The concept of resilience now underpins many current approaches to working with young people 

involved in or at risk of violence. Protective factor and resilience theory and learning have been 

synthesized into the relatively recent asset-based conceptual approach known as Positive Youth 

Development (PYD). Instead of focusing on exposure to risk as the primary driver for negative 

behavior, including violence, PYD seeks to emphasize protective factors or assets within a person-

context relationship. However, measurement and assessment is in its infancy. Many currently 

implemented youth violence interventions feature asset-based approaches akin to PYD; the evidence 

base for the effectiveness of the approach is explored in part two.  

 

Types of Protective Factors 

As with risk factors, protective factors are often shared across multiple forms of violence and 

contexts.21  However, the evidence base on protective factors for offending - and violent crime 

specifically - is far less developed.   This partly due to conceptual issues relating to their definition; as 

noted above, a common misconception of protective factors is that they are simply the opposite of 

risk factors.22 Whilst this is sometimes true, protective factors can exist in their own right – that is, the 

absence of a protective factor does not automatically imply risk, and vice versa. Understanding the 

relationship between risk and protective factors is crucial to increasing the chances of successful 

interventions.  Although the theoretical debate continues,23 a general consensus is beginning to be 

formed around three distinct types of protective factors. 

 

                                                           
v The key elements of both theories can be seen in commonly identified protective factors, as outlined in Table 2: 
Protective Factors for Youth Violence by Domain on p.7 
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Direct Protective Factors. Also referred to as Promotive Factors, these predict a low probability of 

offending in their own right.  Research has demonstrated reductions in violent offending when direct 

protective factors are present, despite the presence of significant, multiple, risk factors.24 For example, 

a recent analysis of data from the Seattle Social Development Project longitudinal study found that 

rewards (e.g. teacher praise), bonding (e.g. looking forward to going to school), and opportunities at 

school (e.g. chances to take part in class activities), as well as family bonding (e.g. sharing thoughts 

and feelings with mother) consistently predicted reduced likelihood of serious violence at later 

developmental periods.25  Generally, research on direct protective factors for violence is under 

developed, and the need to review and refine techniques for identifying them through theory-

informed approaches has been highlighted.26  

Risk Based Protective Factors predict a low probability of offending within a risk category; that is, a 

group of people experiencing one or several risk factors which increase the likelihood of violent 

offending. For example, recent findings from a large-scale longitudinal study highlighted a number of 

individual- (e.g., low hyperactivity, low psychopathic features), family- (good supervision, low parental 

stress) and school- (high academic achievement, positive attitude to school) factors to be against 

violence amongst various interrelated risk groups identified (e.g. deprived/disrupted families, those 

living in disadvantaged neighbourhoods, etc.).27 Demographic characteristics may also be labelled as 

risk based protective factors. For example, in the aforementioned study, having an older mother and 

good quality housing were also found to be risk-based protective factors.28 Likewise, gender and 

ethnicity may have a moderating effect on both risk and protective factors.29 Whilst this review 

presents findings at the aggregate level, the over representation of young black males as both victims 

and perpetrators of serious violence in London30 highlights the importance of future research in this 

area.31 This also links to the importance of immediate and social context in understanding effect.  

Interactive/Buffering Protective Factors ‘buffer’ risk; when the protective factor is present, the 

probability of offending does not increase in the presence of the risk factor (and when the protective 

factor is absent, the probability of offending does increase in the presence of the risk factor).32  For 

example, one study found that effective parenting nullified the risk presented by poor housing.33 In 

the Pittsburgh longitudinal study, high academic achievement was consistently found to be an 

interactive protective factor and was also independently related to low levels of violence. The same 

study found that the impact of interactive protective factors varied between risk groups; high 

academic achievement reduced violence among those from disrupted families to a greater extent than 

among those from intact families.  Interactive protective factors are rarely explored, and although this 

knowledge gap is slowly being addressed, small sample sizes and a relative dearth of longitudinal 

studies provide significant barriers.34 Because protective factors will directly influence the predictive 

validity of associated risk factors, further exploration offers potential in terms of increasing the 

accuracy of risk assessments with their inclusion.35 However, the fact that effects can only be detected 

in the presence of a risk factor arguably contributes to the conceptual confusion around protective 

factors and raises important questions around the extent to which research should be data rather 

than theory driven, as the next section discusses.  

 

Identification and Measurement 

Protective factors are typically understood through indicators which can be used to measure part of 

all of a protective construct. For example, typical indicators for the school domain might include exam 

marks (academic achievement), attendance records (commitment to school) or more bespoke 

measures derived from surveys or interviews (attachment to teachers or school environment).  See 

Appendix Identifying Protective Factors for further details on methodology and future direction. 
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Protective Factors for Youth Violence: When and for whom? 

The table below presents a list of commonly identified protective factors for youth violence across 

domains as compiled by a recent evidence review by the Early Intervention Foundation (EIF).36 Factors 

in bold were found to have the strongest protective effects.  

Table 2: Protective Factors for Youth Violence by Domain (adapted from Early Intervention Foundation, 2015)  

 

As the EIF report notes, research exploring the strength and influence of protective factors for youth 

violence by developmental period, and for specific risk groups, is still limited. There is strong evidence 

that, as with risk factors, the effect of protective factors is cumulative.37 The following section briefly 

discusses key factors by domain, and introduces emerging findings relating to temporal and risk 

categories before concluding with overarching key findings; part two then provides a more focused 

dissection of ‘what works’ including discussion of interventions at specific developmental stages (e.g. 

‘Early Years’ interventions).  

 

Community / Societal 

Perhaps surprisingly, given they are arguably the most important domain for addressing violence long-

term,38 there has been relatively little research exploring the protective effects of socio-economic 

factors for violence. Protective factors will generally relate to the physical environment, economic 

opportunity, social support and cohesive communities. Research has routinely demonstrated the high 

number of risk factors associated with deprived locations,39 and low economic deprivation has been 

identified as a strong protective factor.40 Prosocial neighbourhood interaction and support systems 

have also been identified as protective against youth violence.41 Social cohesion has been shown to 

have similarly protective effects on child abuse and neglect,42 whilst good quality housing has also 

been identified as a risk based protective factor.43  Several American studies suggest that involvement 

in religious groups may provide buffering protective effects against the risk of violence. 44 However, 

overall evidence in this area is mixed, complicated by cultural and cross domain complexities in both 

nature and measurement of faith-based activities and forms part of a wider debate on the impact of 

religion and spirituality on pro-social development. 45 

 

Peer 

In the peer domain protective factors generally relate to attachment, socialization and interaction. 
Whilst research has demonstrated the increasing influence of peers on short term decision making 
through adolescence,46 this domain has the weakest evidence base for the strength of protective 
effects against violence. Peer group membership is a good example of the mixed findings of recent 
research, with studies finding this could work as both protective and risk functions. A recent Australian 
study found supportive peer relationships in late childhood to be a significant interactive protective 
factor,47 supporting previous findings that involvement with prosocial youth and support networks 
increases resilience to violence.48 Similarly, research has found having non-deviant peers to be 
protective,49 ameliorating the associations between externalizing problems and violence. A recent 
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Swedish study which used self-reported indicators of peers low antisocial behaviours and attitudes to 
rule breaking and delinquency found significant associations with a lower likelihood of violent 
offending.50  
 

Schools 

Evidence suggests that school based protective factors are some of the most important in mitigating 

the risk of violence, with notable variation in strength of effect across developmental stages. For 

example, research indicates that commitment to school matters more at age 18 than age 10 in 

protecting against violence.51  Similarly, the magnitude of both risk and protective factors has been 

found to increase with age.52  Recent analysis from the Pittsburgh longitudinal study identified positive 

relationships with teachers in early adolescence as a risk based protective factor against fighting in 

later teenage years.  High academic achievement was also consistently found to be an interactive 

protective factor and was consistently independently related to low levels of violence.53 Additionally, 

a positive attitude towards school has been found to be a consistent risk based protective factor across 

various risk groups.54  
 

Family 

Although drawing from a smaller evidence base, a number of studies support the idea that positive 

family relationships protect against involvement in violence. For example, analysis of Seattle Social 

Development Project data found that both high parental involvement in adolescence and positive 

parent child communication protected against violent behavior in later adolescence.55 Buffering 

protective factors have been identified in terms of maternal warmth in relationship between discipline 

and aggression.56  A recent study specifically focusing on protective factors found low parental stress 

to be a risk based protective factor across risk groups.57 Other research suggests that good parental 

relationships are important during developmental stages, serving as a buffer to aggression.58 

 

Individual 

Research suggests that many psycho-social protective factors in early adolescence are more influential 

than risk factors, emphasizing the importance of early intervention.59 Individual, ‘personal’, variables 

(e.g. positive self-image and attachments) have consistently been identified as more powerful than 

overarching demographic factors (e.g. socio-economic status).60 Recent analysis of data from a long 

term Australian longitudinal study found that among high risk youth with childhood externalizing 

problems, high self-control was consistently associated with lower levels of fighting in the later 

teens.61 Intelligence has also been found to consistently predict lower levels of violent offending 

across both low and high-risk groups, raising interesting questions around potential intervention 

approaches and relationship with school based protective factors.62  
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Summary of Part One 
Protective Factors are wide ranging in strength and effect. The following overarching points can 
be developed from the existing literature: 
 

 The effect of Protective factors is cumulative 
The more protective factors an individual ‘has’, the less likely they are to become 
involved in anti-social behaviour or violent offending, even when controlling for both 
the number of risk factors, and socio-economic status.63  In the presence of risk, these 
cumulative effects were found within, as well as across, protective domains, decreasing 
the chance of violent offending. A recent large-scale Swedish study looking at 25 years 
of offending data found that the total number of protective factors significantly 
decreased the likelihood of violent offenses for those with and without childhood 
behavioral risk factors, however the decrease was significantly greater for those with 
no childhood risk factors.64  

 

 The effect of Protective factors varies over time 
Protective factors for violence are not static; different factors may come into play at 
different points during childhood and adolescence. Their predictive value changes 
depending on when they occur during the child’s developmental life course and under 
what circumstances. The same factor may constitute a risk during one stage of 
development but not another; it may even constitute a protective factor for some 
groups of children or in some circumstances (and vice versa).65 Protective factors tend 
be to be more anchored and effective in particular developmental stages.66  For 
example, a study exploring protective factors for serious theft and violence found them 
to be more common amongst younger age groups.67 Findings suggest it is important to 
provide follow up interventions during adolescence to ensure risk reduction and 
protective enhancement continues into adulthood.  

 
 The influence of Protective factors varies dependent on the level of risk 

Protective factors have a greater effect in reducing violence amongst youths exposed 
to high levels of cumulative risk.  Further, studies have found that some protective 
factors can be equally protective against some risk categories, such as low socio-
economic status, regardless of the presence or absence of other risk factors. This 
suggests that, whilst all would benefit from universal programmes to build protective 
factors, those with high risk exposure would benefit most.  

 

 Context is important 
The context of the immediate and wider social environment can influence the strength 
and effect of protective factors. Of particular note for multi-site or meta-analytical 
studies, context might be best viewed as an effect moderator.68  For example, individual 
factors such as intelligence may have less protective effects in climates of high social 
disadvantage and crime.69  

 
The second part of this paper develops these themes in the context of the evidence base 
concerning interventions specifically focused on violence reduction across domains and 
developmental stages.  

 



10 
 

Part 2: Protective Factors for Youth Violence - Evidence on Interventions  
 

The current policy direction towards a public health approach to violence contains an implicit 

assumption that no single form of violence can be treated or addressed in isolation. As part one of this 

review has demonstrated, protective and risk factors for youth violence are complex and multi- 

faceted, overlapping with those for other forms of violence such as domestic abuse and sexual 

violence. Young people who are victims of abuse, or who have been exposed to violence at a young 

age are more likely to go on to become violent themselves.70 It follows that the most beneficial 

prevention strategies will be multi-level, seeking to reduce risk and promote protective factors across 

domains. The strategies with the highest likelihood of success in violence reduction are likely to 

combine elements of prevention, diversion and enforcement. The focus of this review excludes 

analysis of most enforcement orientated approaches, but the final part does include brief discussion 

of its role in a joined up, ‘public health’ approach from a protective perspective. 

A comprehensive recent review of what works in youth violence prevention was conducted by the 

Early Intervention Foundation (2015b).71 In line with previous research, the report concluded that a 

focus on developing and enhancing protective factors to create positive change in the lives of young 

people and their families is a key principle of effective prevention programmes: 

 Many of the most well-evidenced and effective programmes identified were school-
based or family focused, and involved skill practice, parent training, or therapy. 

 

 Consistent with other evidence reviews, there is limited evidence on the effectiveness 
of mentoring and community-based programmes. 

 

 Supporting previous research, adherence to the original programme specification and 
ensuring implementation quality is crucial in terms of maximizing effectiveness. 

 

It is important to note that interventions aimed at reducing violence are generally administered in 

either a universal or targeted manner. Universal designs will seek to provide an intervention to 

everyone within the population in focus (e.g. all young people living in a particular area).  Targeted 

interventions will first identify those deemed to be at highest risk of committing violence and 

specifically target the intervention towards that group (e.g. those young people living in a particular 

area judged to be most at risk of committing crime). As noted in the Home Office’s Serious Violence 

Strategy (2018), whilst there is more evidence to suggest targeted interventions have a greater impact 

on preventing violence,72 universal approaches are also likely to have benefits in some contexts; while 

their effect is more difficult to establish, it should not be discounted. Both approaches are explored 

below.  

The evidence base on risk and protective factors for violence suggests that the targeting, timing and 

dosage of interventions is important. The sparse resources currently available across relevant sectors 

(schools, social services, housing etc.) further underlines the importance of efficient targeting. 

Reforms and updated guidance from Local Safeguarding boards have begun to acknowledge the 

importance of understanding and addressing external threats in children’s lives – ‘contextual 

safeguarding’73 – an assessment of threats outside the home that has begun to be implemented in 

some boroughs and which is discussed below.74 The setting in which such interventions are 

administered can also influence impact. For example, a recent systematic review found family-based 

https://www.eif.org.uk/report/what-works-to-prevent-gang-involvement-youth-violence-and-crime-a-rapid-review-of-interventions-delivered-in-the-uk-and-abroad
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interventions to be more effective than school based programmes.75 The evidence here is mixed, and 

does not negate the importance of good quality early childhood education in holistic terms.  

The World Health Organization76 identifies four main categories of intervention, broadly in-line with 

the domains detailed in part one, but inclusive of developmental and risk-based elements: parenting 

and early childhood development; school-based academic and social skills development; young 

people at higher risk of or already involved in violence; community and societal level. The following 

section summaries the evidence on ‘what works’ across each area, highlighting current London-based 

approaches where possible, and covering both universal and targeted interventions.  It is not intended 

to be a comprehensive list of current or evaluated interventions, and recognizes that many 

intervention approaches straddle domains and incorporate elements which address risk as well as 

protective factors. 

 

Parenting and Early Childhood Development 

There is good general evidence that early intervention programmes can help to prevent violence, or 

at least bolster protective factors and address some of the common behavioural risk-factors from 

which violence can manifest.77 However, the specifics of what works when and for whom are harder 

to establish, no least due to the significant time lag between the earliest interventions and the point 

at which violent offending can reasonably be identified (i.e. it can be hard to design and implement 

evaluation of an intervention at age 5 when outcome variables such as violent offending are only 

expected to ‘kick in’ 10 or even 15 years latter). Therefore, promising interventions described below 

include those that enhance factors known to be protective against violence, but do not necessarily 

present evidence of a direct effect.      

A number of systematic reviews highlight positive outcomes in terms of impact on offending and risk 

and protective factors for youth violence.78  Early home visiting programmes can enable parents and 

at-risk children to develop protective factors including better parenting practices, maternal mental 

health and address issues relating to child maltreatment and child behavioural problems.  Evidence 

from US based schemes is largely positive,79 although results from UK versions have been more 

circumspect.80 Parenting programmes have also demonstrated some positive outcomes, including in 

the UK.  For example, an evaluation of an intervention for parents of children at risk of conduct 

disorder, was found to reduce problem behaviours in children, reduce parental stress and depression, 

and be cost effective – albeit with the same temporal caveats.81 A meta-analysis of parenting 

programmes for the prevention of physical child abuse found promising evidence for the intervention 

method82, whilst previous reviews have found enhancing protective factors such as the endorsement 

of appropriate child-rearing attitudes, positive parenting, and parent–child interaction to be 

beneficial.83  

More generally, focus on developmental prevention has been shown to generate promising results, 

with a recent analysis of the outcomes of fifty systematic reviews across school, family and individual 

based early interventions found a reduction in aggression of around a quarter.84 Evidence from the 

United States highlights the benefits of early years intervention, with long term positive outcomes for 

children involved in the High-Scope pre-school enrichment programme, based on the principles of 

active learning.85 In London, Healthy Early Years is an awards scheme designed to complement existing 

statutory framework across pre-school care providers. Launched in October 2018, the scheme was 

developed based on a strong international evidence base pointing to the importance of physical and 
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mental health in young children for future development and protection.86 It seeks to target the 

significant within borough disparities in children’s health. A first-year evaluation is due in late 2019. 

The Government’s flagship Troubled Families programme seeks to address families with complex 

needs where there is serious violence or a risk of offending.  Although early evaluations of the 

programme found no evidence of impact, there are now some signs – albeit limited by weak 

evaluation methodology - the intervention may be helping to reduce adult and child offending,87 with 

funding specifically made available to assist with early interventions to address youth violence.vi  

 

Schools-Based Academic and Social Development 

Research into school-based violence prevention is growing, and whilst the clearest evidence of 

efficacy is from the United States there is increasing interest not yet matched by evidence in the UK.88 

Overall, international level evidence suggests that universal programmes, which aim to reduce 

aggression and violence in schools are beneficial, with changing attitudes and beliefs about violence 

most likely to generate positive effects.89 There are a number of different formats or structures for 

schools and education-oriented interventions: life skills; school environment; and preventative 

education. 

Life Skills  

A substantial body of international research points to the benefits of interventions designed to 

improve and develop young people’s emotional, behavioural and interpersonal skills. Evidence 

suggests that programmes focused on these areas create protective factors to reduce violent 

offending. The evidence base for the efficacy of school-based skills development programmes on 

violence prevention is well developed in America,90 with programmes such as the Good Behaviour 

Game (GBG) and Promoting Alternative Thinking Strategies (PATHS) have all been robustly evaluated 

with some positive results as outlined below. Findings on long-term impact on violence are lacking in 

the UK context.  

The Good Behaviour Game is a developmentally oriented primary-school programme that aims to 

support teachers and children to promote positive social interactions, behaviour and learning. Various 

evaluations have shown it can reduce disruptive and aggressive behaviours, whilst in the longer term 

studies have linked the intervention with reductions in antisocial, violent and criminal behaviour.91 A 

recent robust UK evaluation found improvements across a range of behaviours, but highlighted 

substantial challenges in implementation.92  PATHS is also a universal primary-school based 

intervention aimed at promoting emotional and social competencies and reducing aggression. It has 

been subject to numerous robust evaluations, including in the UK, with replicated positive results 

including improved self-control, empathy and conflict resolution.93  

Generally, methodologically robust evaluation of schools-based programmes aimed specifically at 

reducing violence is extremely sparse in a UK context.94 This does not mean a lack of interventions, or 

that those that are implemented do not work, but simply there is currently a lack of robust evidence 

as to efficacy. A recent comprehensive review of the evidence on schools-based interventions to 

enhance social and emotional development found that where evidence does exist, the most successful 

programmes tend to be well established, focusing on skills and cognitive training, classroom 

management, and anti-bullying interventions.95  

                                                           
vi https://www.cypnow.co.uk/cyp/news/2005982/troubled-families-teams-to-get-gbp5m-to-tackle-youth-violence 

https://www.cypnow.co.uk/cyp/news/2005982/troubled-families-teams-to-get-gbp5m-to-tackle-youth-violence
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Positive Youth Development Outside Schools 

As outlined in part one, Positive Youth Development (PYD) - focusing on promoting positive ‘assets’ in 

terms of skills and confidence - may help to reduce or ameliorate the impact of environmental risk. A 

recent NHS systematic review on the effectiveness PYD interventions delivered outside school found 

across a range of outcomes including violence only very small reductions in violence, probably 

occurring by chance.96 The review found that logic models for PYD interventions were 

underdeveloped; existing theoretical work is not clear about exactly how this protection occurs.  

Further focused reviews have highlighted the importance of context – and the benefits of community 

involvement - in delivering successful outcomes.97 These findings highlight the importance of 

developing the evidence base around protective factors more generally, particularly form a theory 

driven perspective. Programmes with PYD elements are further explored in the section on ‘diversion’ 

below. 

 

Preventative Education 

Secondary schools in London are often involved in both universal and targeted violence intervention 

work.98 However, this appears to be primarily in the form of gang, weapons and trauma awareness 

education rather than strength-based approaches.99 Evidence of efficacy is also limited; for example, 

a recent evaluation of Growing Against Gangs and Violence, a US-derived primary prevention 

developed from a strong evidence base100 and delivered in schools with the aim of reducing gang 

involvement and violence, did not demonstrate a significant effect.101 Evidence of the impact of 

awareness-type interventions across all forms of violence is mixed, and questions have been raised 

over the efficacy anti-gang or violence programmes which simply seek to shock or frighten pupils.102 

Another area of increasing concern as yet not matched by methodologically robust research is that of 

the protective functions of social media relating to violence.  A growing body of research highlights 

online activity as risk factor for real world violence,103 particularly in the realm of gangs and organized 

crime.104 Whilst learning the skills to deal with online aggression or coercion may be covered to some 

extent in the life skills and awareness initiatives detailed above, there is a gap in the evidence base in 

terms of the extent to which social media (and wider online activities) can also be protective.  

School Environment 

The importance of curating a ‘whole schools’ approach to violence prevention is increasingly 

acknowledged; a safe and enriching ‘school climate’ is an important protective factor, and links closely 

to public health approaches. Findings from one ongoing London based study into primary school based 

early intervention to prevent later violence highlights the difficulties in early identification, and 

practitioner frustrations that the resources and support were not available to enhance protective 

factors, and access to wider support networks was limited and uncoordinated.  This was clear in the 

identified need to support emotional and social learning programmes in schools in the context of a 

whole schools approach – a social-ecological model incorporating influence of peers, school, family 

and community.105 

A ‘whole schools’ approach to violence prevention is currently being piloted in Croydon, seeking to 

address gangs, serious youth violence and violence against women and girls in the context of healthy 

relationships, resilience and enabling young people to make positive choices. The pilot is being funded 

by The Mayor’s Office for Policing And Crime (MOPAC), and a full process and impact evaluation is 

planned. In terms of encouraging commitment to school, a rigorous evaluation of recent Australian 

intervention aimed at high risk truants generated promising results including reduced offending, 

though findings are limited by the small sample size.106   
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Safer Schools police officers are routinely deployed in schools across London.  Although primarily 

aimed at decreasing risk and ensuring a ‘safe and secure school community’, another stated 

responsibility is ‘to ensure young people remain in education…’, both of which are potentially 

protective factors. Evidence as to the efficacy of school’s officers against either aim is limited; a recent 

review107 found few methodologically robust studies evaluating the effectiveness of police in schools, 

and none robust enough to determine impact on violence.108 The recent MOPAC ‘Youth Voice’ survey 

included generally positive perceptions of schools officers from school pupils, and demonstrated a 

willingness to have the police working together with the school.109 Overall, the available evidence 

suggests that the preventative-orientated UK approach is likely to be more effective110 than the 

enforcement-focused US model,111 and that where educational elements are a programmatic feature, 

these are more effective when delivered in collaboration with teachers rather than by officers 

alone.112   

Essential to a more holistic approach is the need to link out of school context to behaviours in school. 
This has recently been highlighted specifically in relation to addressing knife crime. A recent Ofsted 
report on Safeguarding children in education from knife crime notes that despite statutory guidance 
there is significant variation in schools ability to understand the wider context of knife related issues 
amongst their pupils.113  Where contextual safeguarding training had been provided it was well 
received and useful.114 Enhanced connectivity and understanding such as this relates directly to 
interventions discussed in the community and societal section below. 
 
The impact of school exclusions is currently central to the public debate on youth violence. Ofsted 

recently acknowledged that excluded children ‘may have fewer protective factors’,115 a concern raised 

by several Local Authorities in a review of Children’s Services response to serious youth violence.116 A 

recent government review of exclusions emphasized the importance of schools – both in general 

terms and via their ability to provide specialist support and safeguarding – as protective factors in 

children’s lives.117 All reports emphasize the benefits of a public health approach imbued by stronger 

multi-agency collaboration, and the necessity of new research which incorporates an exploration of 

protective factors to violence in the context of truancy and exclusion and the role Alternative 

Provisions (AP) can play in protective enhancements. 118   

 

Young People at High Risk or already involved in Violence 

A growing evidence base indicates that interventions which enhance protective factors can offset 

previous or current exposure to multiple risk factors for individuals already involved in violence.119 

These may take the form of individual therapeutic treatments, mentoring and mediation, or 

diversionary schemes at a ‘teachable moment’. 

Therapeutic Approaches 

Young people involved in violence have often experienced traumatic events or been exposed to 

violence or other harms from a young age. Therapeutic approaches tailored to address multiple risk 

factors have the potential to increase resiliency and strengthen familial protective factors, and 

evidence suggests some positive outcomes in addressing past trauma and current behaviour at 

individual and family levels. Trauma-Focused Cognitive Behavioural Therapy, initially designed for 

victims of child sexual abuse, has been adapted to deal with PTSD from other traumas including 

exposure to violence, helping children and their families build coping and interpersonal skills.120  
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Functional Family Therapy is a short-term intervention where a young person and their parents 

attend weekly sessions to learn strategies for improving family functioning and addressing the young 

person’s. The approach has been commissioned by some London boroughs but the evidence base 

around its contribution to violence reduction is mixed.121 This intervention is targeted to the needs of 

each family with the aim of impacting positively on family conflict, communication and parenting. 

Multi-Systemic Therapy involves breaking the cycle of criminal behavior among youth with experience 

of child abuse and neglect. The intensive intervention has a 24/7 case worker providing services 

including CBT and safety planning over six to nine months, engaging with youth’s entire social 

network.122 123 Once again, evidence of efficacy is mixed, although a recent UCL study found no 

difference between MST and business as usual treatment in a UK based trial.124  

Although focused on victims of sexual abuse or exploitation, The Lighthouse pilot, co-funded by the 

MOPAC, is worthy of note given the cross-cutting themes. Multidisciplinary and child-centered, the 

pilot provides a range of services under one roof including guaranteed access to therapeutic 

interventions. Initially developed in the US with positive results, the approach inspired a number of 

Scandinavian derivatives, becoming collectively known as the Barnahus (Child House) model. Whilst 

also considered a success,125 the predominantly US evidence relates to service satisfaction and process 

and is generally lacking around long term outcomes for parents and children.126 A two-year evaluation 

which aims to address some of these knowledge gaps (e.g. impact on offending) is currently being 

conducted by MOPAC’s Evidence and Insight unit.127  

Mentoring and Mediation 

Mentoring, mediation and peer support programmes are understandably popular in relation to 

violence prevention, and are often incorporated into many localized interventions. However, evidence 

on effectiveness is once again limited.  A recent review including any interventions that featured 

contact and interaction with a positive role model found little or weak evidence of effectiveness, 

calling for larger scale evaluations with appropriate controls.128 The effectiveness of mentoring 

programmes is heavily reliant on the quality of the intervention, and poses risks if not implemented 

well. The Early Intervention Foundation (EIF) provides a toolkit for those commissioning mentoring 

programmesvii, and identifies the following elements as important in increasing the likelihood of 

positive outcomes:  

 emotional support must be a key part of the mentoring provision. 

 mentors should be motivated to participate as part of their own professional development.  

 mentors and mentees meet at least once a week and incrementally increase time together. 

 mentoring takes place over a prolonged period. 

 mentoring is one part of a wider suite of interventions and support. 

 the programme is well-run with effective training, support and monitoring. 

(adapted from McNeish & Scott 2018)129 

In London, mentoring is a common facet of a wide variety of programmes aimed at violence reduction.  

For example, Mentivation is an established mentoring, motivation and mediation service that works 

with young people in a number of boroughs experiencing difficulties in education, community or home 

                                                           
vii Guidance for commissioning mentoring programmes is available here: https://www.eif.org.uk/files/pdf/gyv-
commissioning-mentoring-programmes.pdf 
 

https://www.eif.org.uk/files/pdf/gyv-commissioning-mentoring-programmes.pdf
https://www.eif.org.uk/files/pdf/gyv-commissioning-mentoring-programmes.pdf
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life. They also provide diversionary activities such as football coaching and music sessions. Empower 

(Safer London) and St Giles Trust also provide mentoring services across London.  

In terms of mediation – a primarily tertiary intervention - the Metropolitan Police Service, and a 

variety of London local authorities, have referred gang members to mediation services for the last 

decade. However, there is no published evidence of effectiveness, highlighting the need robust 

exploration of impact in ongoing initiatives.  An unpublished ‘insider’ PhD on the impact of mediation 

on gang violence found individuals referred to mediation were significantly less likely to reoffend 

violent, but poses some interesting questions regarding outcomes, describing how one interviewee 

believed that gang members were using the service to address internal ‘HR’ issues, and perhaps 

strengthening them as a cohesive criminal enterprise. 130   

The role of mediation in violence reduction has also been incorporated into London based approaches 

modelled on the widely publicized and public health orientated ‘Cure Violence’ model (discussed in 

more detail below). Chaos Theory is a grassroots charity working in Waltham Forest since 2011 to 

reduce serious violence which works in partnership with families, the community, the third sector and 

statutory organisations. They organisation deliver support across a number of areas including prison 

and resettlement, family and community outreach.  A key element of their programme is the use of 

‘violence interrupters’, support workers with experience of ‘street life’ and offending behaviour. 

Trained as mediators and mentors, they utilise their credibility to identify and de-escalate tensions, 

ideally before they have become violent. Although the approach shows promising signs,131 there has 

been no published independent evaluation exploring impact on violence. 

Crucially, mentoring or mediation is usually one element of a broader service provision for violence 

prevention and therefore creates difficulties in isolating any effect. Whilst there is a good evidence 

base to suggest these approaches can be positive, it is less clear as to what context and combination 

of approaches are most likely to enhance protective factors.  This links to a wider need for more 

innovative and well thought through methodologies for assessing impact of anti-violence 

interventions more generally. 

Diversion  

Diversionary schemes are often used in tandem with mentoring or mediation support services, using 

a prosocial activity such as sports and music to engage and build trust with young people.  The activity 

itself, as well as the additional support and life skills development offered, can combine to bolster 

protective factors and increase resilience. Again, context and quality are key: there is some evidence 

that highly structured, well implemented after school programmes can have a positive impact on 

offending rates (see for example Big Lottery Splash132), and a growing evidence base that out-of-school 

programmes more generally act as a vital protective mechanism for young people to access.133 

Sports based diversionary activities are understandably popular, and although previously highlighted 

methodological barriers mean make it difficult to isolate effect, there is some evidence to suggest that 

participation can have an impact on offending, including violence. The key mechanisms for sports 

based diversion have been identified as diversion per se (e.g. participating at a time most likely to 

offend), deterrence (communicating the potential and negative effects of being caught) and pro-social 

development (enhancing self-esteem, control and cognitive skills). 134 Some approaches offer combat 

sports based on the premise that they are attractive to young people for whom risk is normalized. For 

example, Fight for Peace has been subject of a number of positive evaluations internationally, 

although findings are limited to self-reported impact.135 This lack of robust evidence is further 

demonstrated in Project Oracle’s review of 11 sports based programmes in London, all claiming 
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positive outcomes, which highlighted the methodological limitations of the evaluations meant that no 

robust conclusions could be drawn.136 

A plethora of diversionary programmes run across London, with many offering a combination of 

coaching or tuition in a creative or sports field, and more targeted mentoring and life skills 

development.  Dwaynamicsviii is a community interest company delivering boxing and fitness coaching 

to young people, alongside bespoke skills training around employment, social development and 

entrepreneurial skills.137 Founded in 2014, it has received considerable attention for the positive 

impact it has had on the local community and the individuals who have attended. The project has its 

roots in the local community; it was founded by local resident Dwayne Simpson to address the lack of 

diversionary activities for young people in the area, and carried-on by his mother after Dwayne was 

stabbed to death when he intervened in a knife attack on a friend. Dwaynamics recently received 

funding from the Mayor’s Community Seed Fund, along with an array of grassroots organisations 

across London who provide diversionary activities for those involved or at risk from violent crime.ix   

Another larger scale example is Premier League Kicks, a nationwide youth outreach programme 

funded by the Premier League. In London, jointly funded by the Premier League and MOPAC, Kicks 

focuses it services on young people on the periphery of gangs. It has recently committed to expansion 

to specifically target areas affected by violent crime.x  The aim of the programme is to create stronger, 

safer and more respectful communities through the development of young people’s potential, 

providing sports facilities, coaching and mentoring. The scheme has links to the police and elements 

focus on trust building, with the MPS providing a liaison officer and acting as a referral route into the 

programme. A comprehensive evaluation of the programme, including its impact on violence 

offending, is currently being designed by MOPAC’s Evidence & Insight unit.   

Similarly, Kick Off @ 3xi is a grass roots youth diversion strategy originally based in London but now 

expanding nationally with a primary aim of establishing lasting relationships between young people 

and their local police services through the medium of sports and music. It is supported by both the 

Metropolitan and national black police associations. Other organisations using diversionary activities 

as a means to bolster protective factors for violence include Indigo Youth (Lambeth and neighbouring 

boroughs), who employ outreach workers to identify those most in need, running programmes across 

media production, heritage, enterprise and sports. Code 7 (Lambeth) specializes in using music 

production training to gain trust and support individuals through referrals and mentoring.xii 

The difficulties of robust evaluation of schemes such as these, not least in terms of resources and 

expertise when often run by volunteers on very limited budgets, are compounded by the hard to 

quantify nature of the benefits that they provide to individuals and local communities. Certainly, there 

is strong evidence to suggest that participation can promote established protective factors to violence 

such as improved self-esteem, pro social bonding, and confidence.  When seeking to explore the 

dynamics of risk and protective factors for violence in relations to a given intervention such difficulties 

are magnified exponentially; the benefits of collaborative working in this regard are clear, whether 

embedding academic researchers into grassroots projects, ensuring practitioner consultation in 

                                                           
viii www.dfscic.co.uk 
ix See for example: https://www.london.gov.uk/press-releases/mayoral/14m-for-anti-kinfe-crime-projects 
x https://versus.uk.com/2019/04/premier-league-kicks-community-programme-expand-support-young-people/ 
xi https://www.kickoffat3.co.uk/ 
xii See London Community Foundation (2017) for details and other established local charities specializing in violence 
prevention.  

http://www.dfscic.co.uk/
https://www.london.gov.uk/press-releases/mayoral/14m-for-anti-kinfe-crime-projects
https://versus.uk.com/2019/04/premier-league-kicks-community-programme-expand-support-young-people/
https://www.kickoffat3.co.uk/
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programme design, maintaining advisory networks or improving the way data is linked and shared.xiii 

It should also be noted that one of the most common themes across the literature is the importance 

of programme implementation to the likelihood of achieving positive outcomes. 

 

Interventions specifically targeting involvement with gangs 

Research on specific protective factors for gang involvement is under-developed in the UK, which is 

somewhat surprising a decade after the gang was sensationally ‘rediscovered’ during the last spike in 

serious violent crime. This has much to do with continuing difficulties in defining, identifying and 

isolating what is ‘gang related’.138 Evidence suggests that protective factors for violence more 

generally will also be applicable to individuals who are gang involved.   

Examples of pan-London gang specific programmes in which enhancement of protective factors is a 

prominent part of the intervention include: 

 
 London Gang Exit (LGE) is a support service that helps young Londoners to exit the gang; both 

those who are involved in youth violence and those who are exploited by them. Safer London 
delivers LGE with key delivery partner Catch22 and in partnership with London CRC and DWP. The 
programme works with young people between the ages of 15-24 years on statutory orders or on 
a voluntary basis. Referrals can come from any agency: police, council, health, housing, offender 
managers, secure estate, voluntary and community sector organisations, as well as referrals from 
family members and self-referrals. LGE offers a holistic service to young people – male and female 
– tackling each of the key drivers of involvement in serious youth or group violence, including 
mental health support, employment support, family support, housing advocacy and specialist 
support for girls and women. Its aim is to achieve positive change for young people through 
providing advocacy, specialist support and practical tools. Staff offer a non-judgemental service 
and develop trusted relationships with young people. Referrals can be made for specific, specialist 
parts of the LGE service (e.g. family support, mental health, housing) or for more generic 
support/casework. The Mayor’s Office for Policing and Crime (MOPAC) are conducting an 
evaluation of the programme, with interim results due to be published in late summer 2019. 
 

• Response and Rescue is a pan-London service designed to address issues relating to County Lines. 

The programme is focused on gaining a better understand and response to County Lines issues, 

aiming to reduce levels of exploitation. Whilst a significant part of the programme deals with 

intelligence gathering relating to the identification and prioritization of those exploited and most 

in need, the service also supports young people who are vulnerable and caught up in ‘county lines’ 

drug distribution networks by providing support and specialist interventions to young people 

identified as being involved in county lines activity.  This element is delivered by St Giles Trust, 

Abianda and Safer London. A phased process and impact evaluation is being conducted by the 

University of Bedfordshire.   

Initiatives intended to reduce gang and serious youth violence in London have largely failed to provide 

evidence of behavioural change in this regard.139 This has much to do with both evaluation design and 

the challenges of implementation and specifically the complex multi-agency environment where 

agencies may work towards competing or incompatible outcomes, with tension most evident between 

diversion and enforcement.140     

                                                           
xiii MOPAC’s Evidence and Insight unit have recently released an evaluation guidance website and evaluation support tool 
for practitioners. 

https://www.london.gov.uk/what-we-do/mayors-office-policing-and-crime-mopac/data-and-statistics/academic-research/mopac-evaluation
https://www.london.gov.uk/sites/default/files/final_evaluation_tool.xlsm
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‘Teachable’ moments  

Linked therapeutic interventions for violent offenders, there is increasing focus on interventions with 

victims of violence when they present at hospital. In London, the Redthread programme operates in 

Major Trauma Centres, providing support for victims of serious violence who may wish to make 

significant lifestyle choices that may protect them against further violence. A two-year evaluation of 

the programme carried out by MOPAC’s Evidence and Insight unit found positive indications both in 

terms of the quality of service provision. Indicative impact analysis was also showed some positive 

indications in terms of a reduction of involvement in violence, but small sample sizes and limited data 

mean findings should be interpreted with caution.141 Current uptake of services indicates that 

individuals have presented four to five times previously, suggesting the potential for even earlier 

intervention.xiv 142 Similarly focusing on a teachable moment, the DIVERT programme seeks to engage 

with young people on entry to custody.  The police-initiated intervention offers access to support 

workers who can make onward referrals to agencies with a view to employment, training and 

education opportunities. Early reported outcomes are promising, and the approach is currently being 

evaluated by the College of Policing, due in March 2020.xv 

More generally, it is worth noting that there is evidence to suggest that recidivism rates for low risk 

diverted young people are generally lower, though effect sizes vary substantially between 

programmes.143 A recent briefing paper on the benefits of diversionary programmes outlines the social 

and fiscal benefits of youth diversion, emphasizing not only the benefits to those diverted but also to 

police in terms of lessening impact on front line resources.144 

Community and Societal  

A recurring criticism of risk-based approaches to violence prevention is the predominant focus on the 

individual. Evidence indicates that improvements to the structural and environmental conditions of 

neighbourhoods and communities can be effective in preventing violence, increasing community 

safety, collective efficacy and opportunities. Whilst wholesale structural improvements to reduce 

inequality and increase opportunity may be the long-term goal, more readily implementable changes 

which promote pro-social interactions, social norms, and supportive networks can all increase 

protective factors. There is also growing evidence base relating to the benefits of direct community 

involvement in violence prevention strategies, as an equal partner.  

Space based Interventions 

A wide body of evidence demonstrates how making changes to the physical environment can help 
prevent crime, including violence.  Situational Crime Prevention (SCP) approaches which can enhance 
protective factors for violence in communities or neighbourhoods include increasing access to and 
prevalence of green spaces,145 or ensuring adequate street lighting.146 These and similar 
environmental adjustments can have positive benefits by increasing community pride, cohesion and 
social interaction as well as individual mental and physical wellbeing.147 A systematic review of 
American neighbourhood level interventions to reduce violence found the most promising evidence 
in the realm of housing, in terms of both provision and improved conditions and demolition of 
dilapidated stocks, along with renovation and reinvigoration of public spaces. As with most research 
in this area there is a lack of robust evidence, in part due to the ethical challenges of implementing 
randomised designs.148 
 

                                                           
xiv Based on this evidence, MOPAC will be funding youth work services in a further six priority A&Es with the aim of 
intervening before a young person is injured so seriously as to necessitate attendance a Major Trauma Centre (MTC). 
xv https://whatworks.college.police.uk/Research/Research-Map/Pages/ResearchProject.aspx?projectid=765  

https://whatworks.college.police.uk/Research/Research-Map/Pages/ResearchProject.aspx?projectid=765
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Community based approaches 

Community can play a vital role in enhancing protective factors for violence, first in terms of the 

services provided by community-level organisations which have the potential to be more impactive 

due to increased trust and more nuanced understandings of context and needs,149 and second in terms 

of direct involvement of community stakeholders. Interventions based on the Social Development 

Model (SDM) emphasise prosocial bonding through skills building and participation as protective 

factors for violence and other problem behaviours.  For example, the Communities that Care (CtC) 

programme places community stakeholders at the heart of multi-agency collaborations, providing 

autonomy to identify risk and protective factors and select appropriate interventions. Although some 

results are promising in terms of violence reduction,150 similar initiatives in the UK have struggled to 

identify medium to long-term impact, a common problem given the complexities of 

implementation.151 SDM has informed Asset Based Community Development (ABCD) approaches 

which rely on strength-based community interventions as opposed to focusing solely on problems. 

Emphasis is placed on communities finding solutions to problems such as violence by drawing on their 

local assets. Perhaps unsurprisingly in the current financial and political climate, promotion of such 

approaches is growing nationally, including in London.152 Whilst chiming with protective factor 

enhancement through positive development, questions have been raised as to whether the approach 

individualizes and privatizes social problems.153  

Research has further found that identifying the right members of the community to work within the 
programme is crucial; these are not always the designated community leaders.154 This is a common 
problem with community focused initiatives to tackle violence, and may be linked to a top down 
approach to violence intervention where community engagement or active involvement is an 
afterthought, rather than a fundamental element of programme design as can happen interventions 
led by police or other statutory agencies (e.g. see Davies et al. 2016).155  

 
Also linked to community ‘voice’ and collective efficacy, an interesting recent example of innovation 

in community centred strategies to violence prevention is Hackney’s contextual safeguarding project 

which seeks to develop bystander approaches; working with young people and the wider community 

to empower people to change normalised culture and behaviours within their own peer groups and 

communities.156   

Community outreach 

Following a public health approach to violence prevention, ‘Cure Violence’ is perhaps the best-known 

example of a community outreach approach to tackling youth violence. Developed as a response to 

gun violence in Chicago, it utilizes a behavioural change and community engagement model which 

emphasizes five ‘essential components’;  detection and interruption of potentially violent conflicts; 

identification and treatment of the highest risk individuals and groups; mobilizing the community to 

change norms; undertaking ongoing data analysis to track patterns of violence and monitor 

implementation; providing training and technical guidance to ensure implementation fidelity.  Cure 

Violence has reported some promising results in terms of violence reduction across a number of 

independent impact evaluations,157 but in common with similar tertiary interventions is in essence a 

sticking plaster that may ameliorate the symptoms but cannot not address the underlying cause. As 

highlighted above, the Cure Violence model has been implemented in Waltham Forest, whilst several 

boroughs employ outreach workers or commission street outreach services through providers such as 

MAC-UK. As well as potentially changing community norms, such interventions can provide support 

(e.g. mental health) that may not otherwise be accessible and that could promote individual level 

protective factors.   
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Evidence highlights the importance of continued support and assistance across developmental 

periods. Youth services – in particular recreational facilities such as youth centres – have been 

decimated by Government funding cuts.158 These are a strong protective element and a conduit to the 

provision of support,159 signposting and interventions. A recent analysis by the All Party Parliamentary 

Group (APPG) on Knife Crime and Youth Services suggests a discernable link between increased knife 

violence and cuts to youth services.160 Exploring wider measures of deprivation, recent analysis from 

the Greater London Authority Intelligence Unit highlights associations between a range of inequalities 

and serious youth violence, albeit at borough level only which brings its own limitations.161 

One aspect of community-led interventions which has received less academic attention from a 

protective perspective is faith-based interventions. US multi-agency models emphasise the influence 

and co-operation of faith groups in community orientated violence prevention (i.e. Ceasefire/GVI, 

discussed below),162 an aspect historically under researched in the UK context. Many grass roots 

interventions have faith-based elements, yet potential learning from ethno-cultural community 

practices remains a largely ‘untapped resource’ warranting further exploration.163 

Public Education / Addressing Social Norms 

As with Cure Violence, many of the interventions discussed above incorporate strategies aimed at 

addressing the normalization of violence. General attitudes and beliefs can act as important protective 

factors at the community and societal levels.  In addition to targeted individual, group or community   

interventions, these messages can be disseminated more widely.  At a national level, recent examples 

include the Home Office’s #knifefree, an evidence based digital first approach challenging the 

perceived normalization of knife carrying.164 In London, mass media campaigns such as the Mayor’s 

London Needs You Alive #LNYA, fit this mold and have been generally well received,xvi but as with all 

such initiatives impact is difficult to establish.  Analysis from the recent MOPAC Youth Voice survey 

highlights the success of certain media channels in communicating the campaign (e.g. Instagram), with 

over half of respondents who saw the campaign feeling it delivered a positive message. However, a 

sizeable group were less positive – particularly those exposed to crime and safety issues already, 

suggesting campaigns such as this can exacerbate concerns for young people already worried about 

their safety.165 The campaign was accompanied with a tool kitxvii designed to support young people in 

re-connecting with positive aspirations and self-identity, seeking to directly address factors which may 

promote protective factors and increase resilience. 

 

                                                           
xvi Launched in November 2017, the campaign has had a reach of 23 million, including 9.4 generated by Social Media 
Influencers. www.london.gov.uk/london-needs-you-alive 
xvii https://www.london.gov.uk/what-we-do/mayors-office-policing-and-crime-mopac/our-priorities/london-needs-you-
alive-toolkit  

http://www.london.gov.uk/london-needs-you-alive
https://www.london.gov.uk/what-we-do/mayors-office-policing-and-crime-mopac/our-priorities/london-needs-you-alive-toolkit
https://www.london.gov.uk/what-we-do/mayors-office-policing-and-crime-mopac/our-priorities/london-needs-you-alive-toolkit
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Summary of Part Two 
The UK evidence base for the effectiveness of interventions aimed at promoting protective 
factors is limited, a factor likely to be relevant in terms of context for some programme types: 
 

 Early Intervention is key to preventing violence. In keeping with findings from 
longitudinal studies in part one, enhancing and promoting protective factors in the early 
years of development is likely to reduce the likelihood of later involvement in violence, 
but for most programmes establishing causation is difficult. However, several targeted 
home visiting or parenting programmes have established evidence bases. 
 

 Schools can play a vital role in promoting protective factors. International evidence 
suggests that universal programmes designed to change attitudes and beliefs around 
violence can have positive effects. Methodologically robust evidence on schools-based 
violence prevention programmes are scarce.  Within a ‘whole schools’ approach which 
combines universal and targeted interventions, the school climate becomes a safe and 
enriching protective factor, encouraging attachment and linking closely to the public 
health approach. This is further emphasized by contextual safeguarding approaches. 
Evidence relating to the impact of both schools’ officers and preventative education on 
violence reduction is limited.   

 

 Although not a main focus of this review, evidence on Therapeutic interventions 
effectiveness in violence reduction is mixed.  All approaches have the potential to 
increase resiliency and strengthen family-based protective factors.   
 

 Many interventions feature a Mentoring aspect and whilst there is some promising 
evidence, processes vary considerably and isolating effect on violence is difficult; 
evidence also suggests that such programmes should be long term. Mediation may 
promote non-violent conflict resolution skills and is also usually part of a suite of 
interventions. For teenagers, positive development and life skills through mentoring 
can be invaluable.   
 

 Diversionary schemes present evidence is promising in terms of building protective 
factors, but is again heavily dependent on type and quality of the scheme. The police – 
and other statutory agencies – also have a crucial role to play in this respect, but one 
that necessitates effective signposting, engagement and communication. There is 
extremely limited evidence on the effectiveness of gang specific interventions; given 
the difficulties and stigma involved in labelling individuals, it may be more effective to 
target interventions towards violence and vulnerability rather than gangs per se. 
 

 Community-centred interventions are growing in number. The evidence base around 
the effectiveness of community-based intervention, including faith-based initiatives, is 
limited, but this should not discourage these approaches if implemented and evaluated 
effectively. Such schemes – which include diversionary, mentoring and mediation 
approaches as well as those focused on collective efficacy – are in keeping with a public 
health approach, but require strong leadership, multi-agency support and collaboration 
to move them away from a focus on the ‘usual suspects’.   
 

 A common thread in the literature is that good quality design, implementation and 
adherence to original programme specifications are key to positive outcomes.  
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Joining the Dots. The role of Protective Factors in a Public Health Approach to Violence  

Street-orientated youth violence does not exist in isolation; risk and protective factors overlap with 

other forms of violence such as child abuse, sexual and domestic violence.  For this reason, evidence 

suggests whole systems, ecological, approaches which aim to promote protective and reduce risk 

factors across multiple domains are most effective for violence prevention. All the interventions 

outlined above have a role to play in multi-agency, multi-domain and community centered strategies 

rooted in evidence, both in terms of understanding the problems and the effectiveness of solutions; 

in other words, a public health approach to violence reduction.  

The public health approach is far from new,166 and renewed interest may seem merely of a case of 

semantics in a field in which multi-agency responses, data sharing and collaboration have long been 

core elements.167 However, framing such processes through a protective rather than predominantly 

risk focused lens re-orientates debate and draws in wider partners, communities and young people 

themselves. Further, a focus on identifying and addressing community and societal factors which 

protect against violence, as well as the structural antecedents, ultimately offers the potential to 

reduce the need for interventions at all levels in the first place.  

The most well publicized UK based public health approach to violence is the Scottish Government 

funded Violence Reduction Unit (VRU), part of Police Scotland.  The VRU coordinates a range of 

interventions aimed at reducing violence including anti-violence schools programmes, social 

enterprise initiatives and emergency department support for victims.168 Over the decade since the 

unit was created there has been a decrease in violence in Scotland across a range of metrics - including 

notable reductions in homicide – however the timescales and complex array of contributory factors 

including evidence of a more general crime drop make attributing impact directly to VRU interventions 

extremely problematic. 169    

Glasgow’s Community Initiative to Reduce Violence 

The best known example of a VRU initiated intervention is Glasgow’s Community Initiative to Reduce 

Violence (CIRV), running in the east end of Glasgow between 2008 and 2011.  Whilst this approach 

veers into the realm of criminal justice interventions, the community and support strands and links to 

public health approaches make it worthy of brief discussion here.  The CIRV was based on the Boston 

Ceasefirexviii ‘Pulling levers’ approach by way of a similar intervention in Cincinnati. It featured a 

tripartite approach of enforcement, service provision, and a Moral Voice of the community. The 

enforcement aspect acts as focused deterrence, proactively targeting gangs involved in violence by 

any legal means when any individual within the gang commits a violence offence. In terms of 

protective factors, the scheme offered a graduated support provision model with bespoke, month-

long intervention programmes that upon successful completion leads to further support such as 

employability programmes.  Mentoring and other diversionary support is also offered.170 The inclusion 

of a strong moral voice of the community can also be seen as protective enhancing community 

cohesion and promoting prosocial interactions. The programme required the community to transmit 

strong messages underlining their care for the young people involved with an unequivocal message 

that the violence must stop.  

 

Findings from the limited evaluation of the programme are reasonably positive, although the 

magnitude of success has perhaps been exaggerated.  Against a matched comparison group, overall 

rates of violent offending did decrease across the course of the intervention and in the two-year follow 

up period. However, the rate of reduction for physical violence was not significantly greater than the 

                                                           
xviii No known as Group Violence Intervention (GVI) 
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comparison. The evaluators identified the greatest impact on weapons carrying, where the rate of 

carriage of the intervention group reduced by more than twice the rate of the comparison group 

across the two-year follow-up period.171 Questions remain around the transferability of the 

programme and the influence of wider changes in police activity (e.g. increased use of stop and 

search). The influence of protective enhancements concerning community cohesion and increased 

opportunities is also unclear.      

London Iterations of ‘Pulling Levers’ 

In London, the focused deterrence approach has been attempted on a number of occasions, with 

inconclusive results, particularly in terms of understanding the impact of community messaging and 

non-Criminal justice interventions.172  The most recent documented MOPAC-led iteration - The Group 

Violence Intervention London - met significant barriers in terms of over-zealous, enforcement focused 

rhetoric and poorly communicated aims, uncoordinated and extra-programmatic police activity, and 

misunderstanding as to the resources and pathways for intervention. Question marks were also raised 

as to whether the nature of the collective and within gang efficacy required to generate behaviour 

change was feasible given the structure of the London gangs the intervention targeted. Poor 

community engagement and buy-in was also a crucial aspect of the pilot’s ultimate failure, 

underpinned by tensions between enforcement and intervention strands.173 

 

Police, Statutory Agencies, Community Engagement and Trust 

Whilst an assessment of policing activities - a fundamental element of any holistic approach – is 

outside the scope of this review, it is important to note the role policing can play in enhancing 

protective factors for violence such as increasing feelings of community safety or preventing 

victimization. Evidence also suggests that fair and proportionate treatment – i.e. procedural justice – 

is an important factor in police-community relations.174 For example, the Youth Voice Survey 2018 

highlights concerns relating to perceived police fairness, and the importance of polite and respectful 

interactions, with results particularly low amongst Black and Minority Ethnic (BAME) groups.175 

Community based approaches that are directed (or perceived as such) by statutory agencies have met 

significant barriers in the form of mistrust and poor community engagement (e.g. Davies et al. 2016), 

often deeply embedded and based on intergenerational experienced of being stereotyped or 

harassed.176 On the other hand, the fierce independence of Cure Violence ‘violence interrupters’ from 

the police and other statutory agencies, for example, facilitates greater credibility with the young 

people they are trying to reach. This can be at odds, however, with the idea of inter-agency working, 

and appears to be both a key strength and focus of criticism.  This tension is a common theme within 

multi-agency community- based projects as the final section further explores.  

Preventative and diversionary programmes delivered in conjunction with the police177 can play a role 

in generating more positive attitudes towards the police, but it is likely only meaningful long-term 

engagement coupled with experiential shifts in real-world interactions that will effect real change.178  

A reconsideration of the role police and statutory agencies play, particularly regarding traditional 

deterrence focused messaging, may be necessary to ensure they contribute to community protective 

factors at this level.  It is this balance between community led preventative solutions and fair and 

effective enforcement that is crucial to positive outcomes.  
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London’s Developing Public Health Approach to Violence 

In September 2018 the Mayor of London announced the creation of a Violence Reduction Unit (VRU) 

for London to facilitate a public health approach to violence in the capital.  Currently in development, 

the unit will bring together specialists from health, police, local government, probation and the 

community 'to tackle violent crime and the underlying causes of violent crime’. A key element of the 

approach will be collating and analyzing data from health, criminal justice and other public services to 

better understand the problem, coupled with an emphasis on collaborative working with partners and 

the community. 

A number of London boroughs are also implementing their own Violence Reduction Units or similar 

based on public health strategies. For example, Hackney has referred to its violence prevention activity 

as a public health approach since May 2018, with many of the core elements already embedded in 

working practice.179  Croydon has also announced plans to adopt a similar approach through its 

Violence Reduction Network180, whilst Lambeth has outlined its Tackling Violence against Young 

People Strategy which emphasizes the role of community in ownership and development of the 

collaborative approach.181 Waltham Forest’s Violence Reduction Partnership  is also informed by the 

public health approach.182 

The increasingly commonly articulated aim of moving to address youth violence outside of the realms 

of criminal justice is undoubtedly a positive shift, yet how such strategies will fundamentally differ 

from the multi-agency approaches that proceeded them is as yet unclear.  The practical means by 

which agencies, services and communities are connected and working towards a common purpose, 

sharing data, and implementing evidence based approaches with strong inbuilt evaluations will be 

crucial in understanding and improving future outcomes.   

Evidence suggests that a wide range of interventions across domains and life-stages can contribute to 

embedding, enhancing or promoting protective factors for violence and a range of other harms.  Yet 

the complexities of the field mean that evidence is limited in terms of exactly what works, when and 

for whom; this is particularly true of protective factors. Crucially, a truly collaborative public health 

approach provides the framework and buy-in to address these knowledge gaps. 

 

Part 3: Conclusion 

This paper has focused on research and interventions which explore, utilize and promote protective 

factors for violence. It has demonstrated the benefits of reorienting focus from predominantly risk-

based discussion of violence prevention, and highlighted the necessity of a more nuanced exploration 

of the factors which protect against violence across domains, context and developmental stages. 

Importantly, given the conceptual complexities and need for innovation, this should be as equally 

theory-driven as it is based on existing data. Bringing protective factors to the foreground sits well 

with a ‘public health’ approach whereby collaborative, cross-domain working can simultaneously 

facilitate and benefit from enhanced research in this field. Further, emphasis on resilience and positive 

development through community collaboration and primary prevention provides a plausible long-   

term alternative to often less effective criminal justice orientated approaches.    
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The key findings of this review can be summarized as: 

 

Understanding and Identifying Protective Factors 

 

 Compared to risk factors, protective factors for violence are under researched. This is partly 

as a consequence of continuing conceptual confusions including a tendency towards a narrow 

view as simply being the opposite of risk factors; protective factors can exist in their own right. 

 Understanding protective factors and the ways in which their indicators and associated 

constructs are linked to different forms of violence is essential to understanding both root 

causes, and designing and targeting interventions to reduce violence. 

 The strongest effects have been identified in protective factors relating to the individual (e.g. 

belief in the moral order; pro-social attitudes; low impulsivity), family (e.g. good family 

management; stable family structure infrequent parent child conflict) and school (e.g. 

academic achievement; attachment to school) domains.  

 Community and Societal level protective factors have been researched far less; evidence 

suggests that community cohesion, prosocial attitudes, economic opportunity and social 

support all have play important protective roles. 

 Protective factors have been identified across all ecological ‘domains’, but the evidence base 

as to their interaction with risk factors, variation in effect across risk, developmental stages 

and situational context is limited.  The available evidence suggests that: 

 Protective factors have a cumulative effect; the more protective factors one has the 

less likely one is to be violent, both within and across domains. 

 Effect can vary over time (developmental period); protective factors are not static 

and longitudinal studies have highlighted the benefits of follow up interventions.  

 Effect will vary according to risk; research show that protective factors have a 

greater effect in reducing violence amongst youths exposed to multiple risks.   

 Context is also important in determining effect; this is an important consideration 

when attempting to transfer or evaluate multi-site interventions.   

 These differences, if not more fully understood, may inhibit future programme design and 

evaluation. 

 

Interventions with a protective focus: What works? 

 A strong evidence base suggests early intervention is key to reducing violence; particularly in 

the form of targeted parenting and home visiting programmes, as well as pre-school 

enrichment.   

 The evidence base around the effectiveness of mentoring and community-based 

intervention is more limited, but should not discourage these approaches if implemented 

and evaluated effectively. 

 Schools play a vital role in promoting protective factors, and identifying those most in need 

of intervention. Here, evidence suggests that a ‘whole schools’ approach combining 

universal and targeted interventions is most likely to generate positive effects. 

 There is some evidence to suggest benefits of therapeutic approaches at the individual and 

family level, particularly for those who have suffered adverse childhood experiences.  
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 Diversionary programmes cross a wider range of activities, with much variation in structure 

and approach, often comprising diversion, preventative education and skills building.  Whilst 

research suggests some benefits, particularly from those involving participation in sports, 

the evidence base is less clear on which mechanisms have most effect. 

 Mentoring is a common aspect of diversionary schemes, but difficulties in isolating impact 

mean that its effectiveness in violence reduction is unclear. Here, the expertise of mediator, 

regularity and longevity of contact and programme implementation are key. 

 Community based approaches becoming increasingly common, but the evidence base lags 

behind. Collaborative community-led projects are a promising line of intervention, 

particularly when focusing on pro-social development and collective efficacy. 

 Focus on community and societal level factors has the potential to offer a more efficient 

approach by addressing multiple violence forms simultaneously; lessening the need for 

tertiary ‘sticking plaster interventions’. 

 The delicate balance between multi-agency, community cross domain collaboration, in 

terms of leadership, front line action and underlying principles is crucial; evidence suggests 

that preventative approaches are more effective than enforcement and deterrence – how 

these elements can work together within communities is likely to be a significant 

determinant of long-term success.  

 Overall, a public health approach which emphases evidence, connectivity and collaboration 

should in and of itself provide both a renewed emphasis on interventions which enhance 

protective factors across domains, and facilitate the research needed to inform them.  

 

Implications for Policy and Practice  

 Interventions can be better designed and tailored if protective factors are included in 

analysis of violent behaviour, rather than it be restricted to risk factors. 

 Clearer understanding of context is important. Policy makers may rightly focus on collective 

efficacy and community norms as important proximate factors shaping the behaviour of 

local residents, but it is important to recognize, and hopefully address, the underlying 

structural role played by poverty and disadvantage. 

 There is a role for all forms of protective enhancing interventions within such an approach; 

innovation and experimentation should not be discounted where the evidence base is 

promising but underdeveloped (e.g. diversion, mentoring & community centered 

programmes). This means: 

o Better testing of preventative interventions is key; the ability to isolate which 

protective factors have the biggest effect and on whom. 

o Robust evaluation 

o High quality collaboration which includes community collaborators, practitioners 

and researchers; all of whom will have input into understanding why factors behave 

as they do, and situate implementation and findings within local context. 

o Above all, implementation fidelity of evidence based programmes is vital to 

replicating positive effects.  

o All the above are reliant on enhanced support, collaboration and training. 

 Protective factors should form elements of assessments as well as interventions. 
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Implications for Future Research 

 Protective factors continue to be under researched and measured inconsistently; this makes 
isolation of interaction effects difficult.  

 Exploration should be theory driven as well as data driven – over reliance on existing 

datasets limits novel identification and consequently possibilities of new interventions. 

 Big data, enhanced sharing and novel methodologies may supplant the need for traditional 

(and expensive) longitudinal approaches.  

 Where possible the moderating effect of demographic characteristics on protective factors 
should be explored to allow for more effective targeting and tailoring of interventions. 

 Given the current vogue for public health-based strategies, future reviews and meta-

analyses should focus on evidence linked to multi-agency, collaborative and ‘whole systems’ 

approaches; this could include exploration of commissioning and funding processes. 

 Mapping and connectivity between programmes schemes and interventions using 

systematic approaches may also derive benefits in a crowded and complex field. 

 An examination of protective factors in relation to community and societal domains would 
address a number of current concerns; youth centres or other prosocial institutions 
including faith groups, economic investment, housing etc. 
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Appendices 
 

i. A Note on Methodology 
The literature included in this review was identified using various standard methods. Online searches 

on Google; Google Scholar and various databases including ASSIA Applied Social Science Index and 

Abstracts; Criminal Justice Abstracts; SAGE Full-Text Collections – Criminology and Sociological 

Abstracts.   Key words/phrases included: “Protective Factors” “violence”; “protective” OR “promotive”  

AND “Risk” “youth violence”; “risk based” AND protective”; “resilience”; “violence prevention”. Initial 

emphasis was on locating recent literature-, evidence- and systematic- reviews and meta-analysis.  A 

number of core recent reviews - or reports which included reviews - were identified, namely: 

 Early Intervention Foundation (2015) Preventing gang and youth violence, a review of risk and protective factors, Early 
Intervention Foundation/Home Office.  

 Early Intervention Foundation (2015b) What works to prevent gang involvement, youth violence and crime: a rapid review of 
interventions delivered in the UK and abroad. London: Home Office. 

 Home Office (2018) Serious Violence Strategy. London: Home Office.  

 McNeish, D. & Scott, S. (2018) Tackling and preventing serious youth violence: a rapid evidence review. DMSS consultancy.  

 Wilkins, N., Tsao, B., Hertz, M., Davis, R., & Klevens, J. (2014) Connecting the dots: an overview of the links among multiple forms 
of violence. Atlanta, GA: National Center for Injury Prevention and Control, Centers for Disease Control and Prevention.  

 

Priority was placed on UK research published from 2015 onwards, although the sampling method and 

limited evidence base in some areas necessitated a pragmatic widening of this range; the U.S. evidence 

base is far more developed.  Likewise, relevant programmes subject to at least one quasi-experimental 

evaluation were included, but for areas with significant evidence gaps a small number of programmes 

with weaker evaluation methodologies have been included and highlighted appropriately.  Grey 

literature is included in the review. In total over 120 articles, reports or books were included in the 

review. A ‘snowball’ approach was implemented, drawing on relevant references from related 

reviews. Unless otherwise stated, the original research papers were then hand searched.  Details of 

various London based interventions and prospective evaluations were identified and obtained via the 

cited documents, websites and the author’s professional contacts. Programmes wholly or partly 

funded and/or evaluated by the Mayor’s Office of Policing And Crime (MOPAC) are clearly denoted. 

ii. Identifying Protective Factors 
The most common method for identifying risk and protective factors in longitudinal studies is to 
trichotmize indicators into the ‘worst’ (e.g.  low exam results) and ‘best’ (e.g. good exam results) 
quarters, and middle half.  The probability of offending can then be compared between middle half 
and best quarter, using an odds ratio to understand the strength of effect. Linear relationships indicate 
that a variable can be both a risk factor and a protective factor. Non-linear relationships suggest the 
variable may be either a risk factor or a promotive factor depending on the direction of the 
relationship. Whilst some indicators such as those around intelligence and academic achievement 
offer greater potential for replicability, exploration should not be constrained; the sheer range of 
potential factors across domains has encouraged calls for novel approaches to identification and 
measurement.183 An important element of this is not restricting research to data-driven approaches – 
that is, reliance on pre-existing data and collection context – but also incorporating theoretical 
development.184 The increasing availability and of diverse metrics should also enable innovative work 
in the field, particularly if the Government’s data sharing ambitions are fulfilled. For example, the 
Home Secretary recently committed to ‘better data collection and sharing between the healthcare 
sector and other key organizations…to play an enhanced role in reducing violence’; the proliferation 
of ‘big data’ and addition of previously unconnected datasets and larger samples should facilitate 
more nuanced understanding of protective factors.xix  

                                                           
xix The Early Intervention Foundation’s Preventing Gang and Youth Violence: A Review of Risk and Protective Factors (2015) 
suggests possible indices/information sources for measuring protective factors (p.95). 

https://www.eif.org.uk/files/pdf/preventing-gang-and-youth-violence-risk-protective-factors.pdf
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