


 
 

 
 
 
Research on violent crime 
 
The recent increases in serious violent crime come against a backdrop of long historical 
decline. Research from scholars such as Manuel Eisner has shown that over the very long 
term, homicide rates in what is now the UK declined from something like 20 per 100,000 
population in the 13th Century to around one per 100,000 by the end of the 20th. In more 
recent times, homicides fell from 2004 onwards, to a low of .9 per 100,000 in 2015, a rate 
last seen in 1983. 
 
Yet since 2015 there has been an increase in the homicide rate, and indeed in violent crime 
more generally. While the extent of this increase remains unclear – famously, police-
recorded data and survey data from the Crime Survey of England and Wales tend to paint 
somewhat different pictures – there is little doubt that violence is a serious, and increasing, 
problem for some communities.   
 
The causes of violent crime 
 
At the macro-level poverty and inequality are consistently correlated with homicide and 
other forms of violent crime. Poorer and particularly less equal countries tend to have 
higher homicide rates; within countries such as the UK, violent crime is heavily concentrated 
in more disadvantaged areas. However, identifying the reasons behind short- or medium-
term changes in crime rates is notoriously difficult. Any number of different factors can 
come together to drive change in levels of crime, whether overall or in relation to particular 
forms of offending. 
 
This uncertainty is reflected in debates on the recent increases in serious violent crime, and 
the academic research base. Take, for example, the link between street gangs, drug dealing 
and drug use, and violent offending. Some research certainly suggests that violence can be 
integral to the establishment and development of street gangs, particularly as they move 
towards fully ‘organized crime’ status. At a more general level, drug and alcohol misuse are 
consistently been linked to violent offending. 
 
Other studies, however, argue that certainly at the upper levels of distribution drug 
traffickers attempt to avoid violence, not least because it disrupts business. It can also prove 
difficult to disentangle violence caused by organized crime groups and others operating in 
arenas created by the criminalization of drugs and the policies that enact and enforce such 
criminalization in the first place. Drug-related violence is clearly associated with the fact the 
drugs concerned are illegal, and both dealing and the associated violence (i.e. ‘crime’) stem 
from this underlying fact. 
 
Very little UK-based research has considered the causes behind the reduction in violent 
crime up to around 2015, and even less the recent increases. Nick Tilley and colleagues have 
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suggested, however, that reductions in violent offending over the 1990s and early 2000s 
were in part due to increases in vehicle security – the security hypothesis. Theft of and from 
vehicles fell dramatically from the mid-1990s, as security measures improved. Since vehicle 
crime is often an ‘entry-level’ offence for many who go on to engage in other forms of 
offending, enacting vehicle security measures prevented further crimes from occurring as 
offending trajectories were blocked.  
 
Reducing and preventing violent crime 
 
Research on ‘what works’ in reducing and preventing serious violent crime can be equally 
contradictory. However, some consistent messages can be identified. Some relate to 
environmental and policy changes beyond policing and criminal justice, for example alcohol 
pricing and street lighting. Within policing, policies or practices such as hotspots and 
problem oriented policing can have an effect on crime, including violent offending. 
Switching the focus to reducing re-offending, both mediation and restorative justice have 
been shown to be effective, at least in some situations. 
 
Programmes that have focussed on the communities most affected by violent crime have 
also shown some success. The Fica Vivo programme in Belo Horizonte, Brazil, involved on 
community capacity building and enhancing relations between police and local people, and 
was associated with a marked reduction in homicides in the implementation site. An 
evaluation of the Peace Management Initiative in Kingston, Jamaica, concluded that it 
reduced homicides by more than 95% over the 5-year intervention period. The Peace 
Management Initiate is built on a four-pronged strategy: mediation and dispute resolution; 
grief counselling and therapy for persons affected by serious violence; the ‘mainstreaming’ 
of unattached youth; and involving the wider community in cultural change. 
 
Other studies have shown that policing and other interventions that are highly targeted at 
those groups and individuals most at risk of violent offending (and victimisation) can also be 
effective, at least under some circumstances. Examples here include Ceasefire in Chicago 
and Boston, and the Group Violence Intervention that stemmed from these programmes. In 
Scotland, the Violence Reduction Unit has consciously drawn on much of this earlier US-
based work. 
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