CHANGING COURSE:
KEEPING KIDS
OUT OF GANGS
BY NANCY RITTER, THOMAS R. SIMON, AND RESHMA R. MAHENDRA
A new book offers evidence-based principles that can halt the cascading impact of gangs on youth,
families, neighborhoods and society at large.

T

he gang problem in the United States has remained
stubbornly persistent over the past decade. Here
are the facts:

	One in three local law enforcement agencies in 2010 reported youth
gang problems in their jurisdiction.1
	In a 2010 national survey, 45 percent of high school students and
35 percent of middle-schoolers said
that there were gangs — or students who considered themselves
part of a gang — in their school.2
	Nearly one in 12 youth said they belonged to a gang at some point
during their teenage years.3
Public health and public safety workers who respond to gang
problems know that after-the-fact responses are not sufficient. An
emergency department doctor who treats gang-related gunshot wounds and a law enforcement officer who must
tell a mother that her son has been killed in a drive-by shooting are both likely to stress the need for prevention
— and the complementary roles that public health and law enforcement must play — in stopping violence before
it starts.
But how can we prevent gang-joining, especially during a time of limited national, state, tribal and local budgets?
To help meet the challenge, the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) and NIJ engaged some of the
nation’s top criminal justice and public health researchers to explore what the evidence shows. The result of that
effort is the book Changing Course: Preventing Gang Membership and its companion executive summary, which
are available in print, Web and e-book formats. (See sidebar, “What’s in the Book?”)
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The Consequences of Gang Membership

savings for communities in terms of medical, law
enforcement, incarceration and lost productivity costs
— not to mention reductions in fear, increases in
school security, the enhancement of property values
and greater community cohesion.

The consequences of gangs — and the burdens
placed on the law enforcement and health systems
in our communities — are significant. Homicide is
the second-leading cause of death for American
adolescents and young adults: an average of 13
deaths every day among 15- to 24-year-olds.4
However, the number of violent deaths tells only part
of the story. More than 700,000 young people are
treated in emergency departments in the U.S. for
assault-related injuries every year.5

How Big Is the Problem?

Although kids in gangs are far more likely than
kids not involved in gangs to be both victims and
perpetrators of violence,6 the risks go far beyond
crime and violence. Gang-involved youth are more
likely to engage in substance abuse and high-risk
sexual behavior and to experience a wide range of
potentially long-term health and social consequences,
including school dropout, teen parenthood, family
problems and unstable employment.7

“At the individual level,” he says, “youths who join a
gang develop an increased propensity for violence,
and, in turn, their likelihood of violent victimization
increases. In addition, their favorable life-course
outcomes are significantly reduced.”

Local, state and federal budgets — in public health,
criminal justice, education and community services —
currently address the aftermath of gang-joining. But
because the large majority of youth who join a gang
do so at a very early age (between the ages of 11 and
158), early prevention is key.
Fortunately, we know that many early-prevention
programs are effective and provide taxpayers with
significantly more benefits than costs. For example,
Nobel Prize-winning economist James Heckman has
written about the economic benefits of targeting highrisk children before they start kindergarten.9 Steve Aos
and his colleagues at the Washington State Institute
for Public Policy have done cost-benefit analyses of
prevention programs that show significant effects on
a range of outcomes, including crime, educational
attainment, substance abuse, child abuse and neglect,
teen pregnancy, and public assistance.10 Many programs
have substantial returns that far exceed the costs.
Therefore, in our partnership to publish Changing
Course, NIJ and CDC focus on the early prevention of
gang-joining, which has the potential for enormous
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In the first chapter of Changing Course, James C.
(“Buddy”) Howell discusses the magnitude of the
problem and why preventing kids from joining gangs
is so important. Howell is a senior research associate
at the National Gang Center who has been performing
research on gangs for more than 30 years.

Howell discusses how gang involvement encourages
more active participation in delinquency, drug use,
drug trafficking and violence — all of which, in turn,
may result in arrest, conviction and incarceration.11
Gang involvement also tends to bring disorder to
the life course in a cumulative pattern of negative
outcomes, including school dropout, teen parenthood
and unstable employment.12
With respect to community decline and costs, Howell
reports that large cities have seen consistently high
or increasing levels of gang-related homicides in
recent years.13 He also discusses other impacts on
communities, including loss of property value and
neighborhood businesses and tax revenue, weakened
informal social control mechanisms, and the exodus of
families from gang-ridden neighborhoods.14
According to one estimate, by Fight Crime: Invest
in Kids, crime costs Americans an estimated $655
billion each year.15 And highly respected researchers
have determined that, over the course of a lifetime, a
high-rate criminal offender can impose some $4.27.2 million in costs on society.16 But, Howell notes,
the costs are relatively low during the early years of
a chronic offender’s life (defined as six or more law
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enforcement contacts through age 26): about $3,000
at age 10.17 This, he argues, demonstrates the
cost-benefit of early-prevention efforts that focus on
youth in high-risk settings before problem behaviors
develop.

Outlaw culture: Many youth — not only those at
risk for gang membership — rebel against traditional
societal values. During the cognitive-development
stage of adolescence, being a part of an “outlaw
culture” can, for some kids, be compelling.

The Attractions of Gangs

Understanding the Role of
Child Development

In a Changing Course chapter on the attractions of
gangs, Carl S. Taylor and Pamela R. Smith discuss
what the evidence shows about factors that, for
some kids, outweigh the potentially life-destroying
consequences of joining a gang. Taylor, a professor
at Michigan State University, has worked with
communities on the issues of youth violence, gangs
and youth development for 40 years. Smith manages
the female study for the Michigan Gang Research
Project. They discuss several factors that have been
shown to attract some youth to gangs, including:
Economics: For many young people who feel
disconnected from the American dream, the economic
opportunities of gang membership offer an acceptable
alternative to a low-wage job in the legitimateemployment arena.18
Relationships: Youth who feel marginalized, rejected
or ignored — in the family, school or church — may
join a gang to fill a need for support.19 Some youth
join a gang for a sense of belonging, viewing the gang
as a substitute or auxiliary family.20 For some, the
appeal is that a friend or family member is already in
the gang.21
Protection: Although there is incontrovertible
evidence that kids in a gang are more likely to be
exposed to violence than kids who do not belong to a
gang, this does not resonate with many young people
who believe that joining a gang will protect them from
violence in school or the community. Also, girls who
experience physical or sexual abuse at home may
believe that being in a gang offers protection.22
Status: Gangs can be seen as a way to increase
status among peers, a way to get respect, freedom
and independence — self-empowerment factors that
may be missing from some kids’ lives.
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The promise of prevention is that most youth — even
those most at risk, living in the most distressed urban
communities — do not join a gang. The question,
therefore, is: Why do some?
“A 13-year-old does not wake up one day and decide
out of the blue to join a gang,” say Nancy G. Guerra,
Carly B. Dierkhising and Pedro R. Payne in Changing
Course. “The decision is a consequence of a particular
life environment, behavior and way of thinking that
leads a child to adopt the gang lifestyle later on.”
Guerra is a professor of clinical/developmental
psychology at the University of Delaware and
also serves as the editor of Journal of Research
on Adolescence. Dierkhising, a doctoral student
in developmental psychology at the University of
California, Riverside, works for the National Center for
Child Traumatic Stress. Payne manages a communitybased nonprofit organization at Loma Linda University
Medical Center in California.
Guerra and her colleagues argue that every decision
we make is influenced by contexts that develop over
time, and joining a gang is no different. In describing
the individual and family factors in early childhood
(ages 0-5) and during the elementary school years
(ages 6-12), the authors note that joining a gang
should be understood as part of a life course that
begins when a child is born (or before). Important risk
factors for children ages 0-5 include hypervigilance
to threat, cognitive impairments, insecure attachment
to a caregiver, and early aggressive behavior.23 For
6- to 12-year-olds, important risk factors include poor
school performance and parental monitoring, deficits
in social information-processing skills, antisocial
beliefs, and negative relationships with peers,
including being rejected and victimized by peers.24

National Institute of Justice | www.NIJ.gov

4

Changing Course: Keeping Kids Out of Gangs

“We know, for example, that children are at risk
for joining a gang from an early age if they are
hypersensitive to threat because they regularly
see shootings in the neighborhood, have fallen
behind in school because they can’t read, or live in
neighborhoods where gangs and ‘easy money’ seem
to go hand-in-hand,” Guerra and her co-authors say.
There are protective factors, however, that can help
youth who are growing up in high-risk communities;
these include higher levels of social-emotional
competence, academic success, secure attachment
and effective parenting. The key is identifying at-risk
youth and providing them with age-appropriate
prevention strategies, such as those that improve
family functioning and connections with schools,
facilitate involvement with socially appropriate peers,
and reduce bullying and victimization. Such programs
can help these youth avoid a cascade of problems,
including gang-joining, delinquency and violence.

The Role of Public Health
Gang membership has traditionally been viewed
from a public safety, rather than a public health,
perspective. In Changing Course, however, three
public health experts argue that looking at the issue
solely through the public safety lens fails to leverage
the extensive expertise of our nation’s public health
professionals, who understand the impact on the
health of an individual gang member and on the
health of a community.
Tamara M. Haegerich, a senior health scientist at
CDC’s National Center for Injury Prevention and
Control, has been researching youth-violence
prevention for more than 10 years. Along with
co-authors James A. Mercy, who oversees global
violence prevention activities at CDC’s Division
of Violence Prevention, and Billie P. Weiss, an
epidemiologist who has worked in injury and violence
prevention for more than 25 years, Haegerich
describes the public health approach to violence
prevention. This four-step approach is based on a
cross-disciplinary principle that puts everybody —
those who work in medical and mental health, criminal
justice, education and social services — at the table:
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Describe and monitor the problem.
Identify the risk and protective factors.
Develop and evaluate prevention strategies.
Ensure widespread implementation.
Although the public health model is ideal for
developing programs to help prevent kids from joining
gangs, it does not come without challenges. One is
that, in many respects, the idea of “prevention” is not
understood or highly valued by our society.
“Policymakers and the public are strongly invested in
programs and strategies that focus on punishment
and that supposedly yield immediate results,”
Haegerich and her colleagues say. “Preventing gang
violence through reductions in gang membership will
require a long-term investment in research, program
development and evaluation.”
Public health can contribute to the development of
definitions, data elements and data systems that
can help the nation understand the magnitude of
gang-joining and violence. Indeed, the public health
approach to monitoring trends, researching risk
and protective factors, evaluating interventions, and
supporting the dissemination and implementation
of evidence-based strategies is an important
complement to law enforcement.
Haegerich and her co-authors call for fundamental
operational changes in agencies and systems — as
well as for the coordination of funding streams —
to facilitate collaboration across sectors, generate
sufficient resources to monitor gang membership, and
implement and evaluate prevention strategies.

The Role of Law Enforcement
In Changing Course, Scott H. Decker says that to
prevent kids from joining gangs we must move
beyond “Hook ’em and book ’em.” Police officers,
he says, must enhance their traditional role as crime
fighters by collaborating with public health, school,
community and other public- and private-sector
partners on primary, front-end prevention strategies.
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A professor at Arizona State University who has been
conducting research on gangs and gang members
for more than two decades, Decker argues that the
mandate for law enforcement to play a key role in
gang membership prevention is clear.
“The police have a vital role in preventing youth from
joining a gang in the first place,” he says. “In fact, they
have a true mandate with respect to efforts to prevent
gang-joining: It is, quite simply, a part of their job to
serve and protect.”
Law enforcement can play a crucial role in a
community’s effort to prevent kids from joining
gangs by gathering better knowledge of where gang
problems exist and who is vulnerable to membership.
Decker writes that, in this regard, patrol is important,
and because officers are already doing this, it doesn’t
cost more money. Law enforcement leadership should
emphasize, reinforce and reward these prevention
aspects of patrolling, Decker argues.
Decker also notes that working in collaboration with
other groups to prevent gang-joining increases police
legitimacy and credibility, particularly in at-risk
communities and among at-risk youth.
“Police legitimacy can be increased through
partnerships with community groups and agencies
that are trying to reduce the attraction of gangs;
when police play a more active, visible role in gangmembership-prevention activities, it builds trust and
improves community efficacy,” he writes.

The Role of Schools
Gary D. Gottfredson, a professor at the University of
Maryland, College Park, who has studied school safety
issues for more than three decades, describes the
need to increase the ability — and the willingness
— of schools to accurately assess gang problems,
implement prevention strategies, and address the
fear in schools that contributes to the risk for gangjoining. Indeed, Gottfredson argues, providing a safe
environment to ensure that students are not fearful
may be the single most important thing that schools
can do to prevent gang-joining.
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“Preventing gang violence
through reductions in gang
membership will require
a long-term investment
in research, program
development and evaluation.”
“Communities must prevent gang problems and provide
safe school environments not only to protect students
and improve their educational outcomes but also to
forestall a cycle in which school disorder and community
disorganization perpetuate each other,” he says.
Arguing that many principals in schools with gang
problems do not recognize or admit a problem,
Gottfredson points to a large study of secondary
schools that found that only one-fifth of the principals
in schools with gang problems (defined as more than
15 percent of students reporting they belonged to a
gang) said their school had a problem.25
Gottfredson says that despite their potential to reduce
the risk for problem behavior and violence in the
general population when implemented well, schoolbased programs are unlikely to reach youth who
are at greatest risk of gang-joining because many
have dropped out or are not fully engaged in school.
In places with staggering dropout rates, such as
Baltimore (41 percent), Albuquerque (49 percent) and
Philadelphia (61 percent),26 it is unrealistic, he says, to
expect to reach those youth who are most at risk with
school-based programs.
“Much of the dropout occurs in the ninth grade, which
means that youth at risk of dropout — who are
typically poor school attendees while they remain
enrolled — have little chance of exposure to
programs in high school,” he writes.
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What’s in the Book?				

> Visit NIJ.gov, keywords: changing course

The chapters in Changing Course: Preventing Gang Membership are written in plain English and share
these common features to help readers see the most critical information up front and begin to connect
research with real-world applications:
Key principles are presented in short, bulleted form.
An “In Brief” summary pulls together key findings and ideas.
A Q&A interview with a practitioner (“In the Spotlight”) offers a personalized illustration.
Implementation challenges are explored.
Policy issues are discussed.
In addition to an introduction and conclusion by NIJ and the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention,
there are 11 chapters:
Why Is Gang Membership Prevention Important? by Dr. James C. (“Buddy”) Howell
How Should We Reduce the Attraction of Gangs? by Dr. Carl S. Taylor and Ms. Pamela R. Smith
How Should We Identify Youth at Risk for Joining Gangs? by Dr. Nancy G. Guerra, Ms. Carly B.
Dierkhising and Dr. Pedro R. Payne
What Should Public Health Professionals Do to Prevent Gang Membership? by Dr. Tamara M.
Haegerich, Dr. James A. Mercy and Ms. Billie P. Weiss
What Is the Role of Police in Preventing Gang Membership? by Dr. Scott H. Decker
What Should Be Done in the Family to Prevent Gang Membership? by Dr. Deborah Gorman-Smith, Ms.
Kimberly Bromann Cassel and Ms. Andrea Kampfner
What Should Be Done in the Schools to Prevent Gang Membership? by Dr. Gary D. Gottfredson
What Should Be Done in the Communities to Prevent Gang Membership? by Dr. Jorja Leap
How Should We Prevent Girls From Joining Gangs? by Dr. Meda Chesney-Lind
How Do Race, Ethnicity and Immigration Influence Gang Membership? by Drs. Adrienne Freng and
Terrance J. Taylor
Program Evaluation: How Do We Know If We Are Preventing Gang Membership? by Drs. Finn Esbensen
and Kristy N. Matsuda
“In the Spotlight” sections feature interviews with these practitioners:
Anthony Holt, chief of police and assistant vice president for community affairs at Wayne State
University; Virgil Taylor, executive director of The Peace Project, a Detroit-based partnership; Tisha
Johnson, with the Detroit-based Street-Side Development Academy; Yusuf Shakur, director with
the Detroit-based Urban Youth Leadership Group and a former gang leader; and Michael Williams,
president of the Detroit-based Orchards Children’s Services

National Institute of Justice | www.NIJ.gov

NIJ Journal / Issue No. 273

March 2014

7

Sgt. Raul Vergara, Riverside County (Calif.) Gang Task Force (RCGTF), and Cmdr. Joe DelGuidice,
RCGTF’s assistant director and a member of the Riverside County District Attorney’s Office Bureau of
Investigations
Connie Rice, civil rights lawyer and co-director of the Advancement Project
Joe Mollner, senior director of delinquency and gang initiatives for the Boys & Girls Clubs of America
Jan Hassan-Butera, program director, and Rhonda Jackson, clinical supervisor, with the New York Citybased SCO Family of Services
Thomas W. Gore, president and executive director of the Washington, D.C.-based Associates for
Renewal in Education (ARE) Public Charter School
Father Greg Boyle, founder of Homeboy Industries
Marian D. Daniel, founder of the Baltimore-based Female Intervention Team (FIT)

Finally, in Changing Course, Gottfredson discusses the
importance of conducting a careful needs assessment
before a school-based gang-prevention program is
implemented. Assessments of gang risks, as well
as the usefulness of current prevention activities,
are necessary to guide future action, he says.
Therefore, systematic self-report surveys regarding
gang involvement and victimization should be used
to supplement existing data collection — such as
school- or principal-reported incident or suspension
rates — which are insufficient for developing a true
picture of gang problems in schools. Schools can use
this information to make decisions about which risk
factors for gang-joining, including substance abuse,
delinquency and violence, are most prevalent; choose
programs that are known to reduce those risks; and
then fully implement those programs.

The Role of Communities
Because of the heavy emphasis on school-based
programs, communities have largely been overlooked
as a major player in targeting kids who are at risk
of joining a gang, says Jorja Leap in Changing
Course. Too often, programs in the classroom are not
connected to what is going on in the streets.
This disconnect can be exacerbated by a feeling in the
community that a “solution” is being imposed on them
from the outside — but this paradigm must change,

argues Leap, an anthropologist and professor at the
University of California, Los Angeles, who has more
than 30 years of research experience focused on
violence, culture and identity.
In her discussion on the role of communities in
preventing gang-joining, Leap says that in today’s
economic reality — where budget cuts have reduced
or entirely eliminated youth-development programs
— community partnerships must step up to the plate.
Emphasizing the need for comprehensive approaches
that enhance “core activities” such as tutoring,
mentoring, life-skills training, case management,
parental involvement, connection with schools,
supervised recreational activities and community
mobilization, Leap outlines several key strategies,
including:
Avoid reinventing the wheel by building from
programs that already exist.
Develop strategic plans.
Identify real and imagined boundaries.
Make community participation a priority and
maximize partnerships.
Use training and technical assistance to expand
organizational capacity.
Ensure sustainability.
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Leap discusses how communities can conduct a
needs assessment, choose the right partners, and
eliminate bureaucratic obstacles. The hard reality
is that many community-based gang-membership
prevention programs depend on a single or a small
number of funding sources, she says. Because
sustaining effective programs requires a funding
stream, building partnerships can be crucial.

in gang and other types of violence,” Gorman-Smith
and her co-authors say. In Changing Course, they
also discuss how practitioners, policymakers and
prevention scientists need to coordinate efforts for
scaling up and disseminating evidence-based, familyfocused programs.

The Role of Families

Until recently, girls in gangs were often “invisible,”
says Meda Chesney-Lind. One reason for this is that
girls enter gangs — and exit from gang activity — at
younger ages than boys.

Deborah Gorman-Smith and colleagues Andrea
Kampfner and Kimberly Bromann Cassel discuss how
early-prevention strategies can increase the protective
role of families in preventing gang-joining. A professor
at the University of Chicago School of Social Service
Administration, Gorman-Smith has been working in the
area of youth violence prevention for 20 years. Co-author
Bromann Cassel works for the Coalition for EvidenceBased Policy, and co-author Kampfner is a research
associate at the Chicago Center for Youth Violence
Prevention at the University of Chicago, Chapin Hall.
We know, for example, that aggressive and antisocial
behavior during childhood is a risk factor for crime,
violence and gang involvement later in life. In general,
the earlier the onset of such behavior, the authors
note in Changing Course, the greater the severity.
The age of onset, in turn, tends to be related to
family functioning; serious disruptions in parenting
and family functioning are related to earlier onset of
delinquent behavior, which is generally more severe
and dangerous than when criminal activity begins
later in adolescence.27
However, effective parenting and strong family
functioning — with warm affective bonds, high
monitoring and consistent discipline — protect against
a variety of antisocial and problem behaviors, such as
involvement with delinquent peers and subsequent
likelihood of gang membership and violence.
“Particularly for families living in high-risk
neighborhoods, programs that help to build networks
of social support and foster family-community ties
can provide an additional protective factor to support
healthy development and prevent youth involvement
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Preventing Girls From Joining Gangs

In Changing Course, Chesney-Lind, a University of
Hawaii professor who has worked for years on the
issue of girls in the criminal justice system, discusses
families that are unable to support female adolescent
development and provide basic safety. This — in
conjunction with dangerous neighborhoods, possible
sexual and other abuse, and poor-quality schools —
paints a daunting picture for girls who are at risk of
joining a gang.
Girls in gangs are far more likely than their non-gang
peers to have been sexually assaulted, generally by
a family member.28 In one study, researchers found
that 62 percent of female gang members had been
sexually abused or assaulted, and three-fourths said
they had been physically abused.29
Although girls join gangs for many of the same
reasons as boys, girls are more likely to be seeking
safety and security that they cannot find in a troubled
or abusive home. Some girls join a gang in search of
a surrogate family; others turn to a gang as a solution
to family violence, believing that the gang may equip
them to emotionally or physically fight back.30
The reality, however, is that a gang is not a good
place for protection. Girls may be raped during
a gang initiation.31 Also, the link between posttraumatic stress disorder (PTSD) and drug use is
more pronounced in girls than in boys; one study has
shown that 40 percent of substance-abusing girls
were experiencing PTSD compared with 12 percent
of boys.32
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Chesney-Lind argues that preventing gang-joining
should focus on helping girls stay in school and
avoid substance abuse and abusive boyfriends, and
give them the skills to delay early sexual activity and
parenthood.
“Such work will be challenging, however, given
years of inattention to girls’ programming and the
consequent lack of robust, gender-informed program
models,” she says. “We urgently need strategies to
help the girls who are at the greatest risk for gangjoining, particularly those who may turn to a gang for
‘protection’ or a sense of belonging.”

The Role of Race and Ethnicity
“The role of race and ethnicity in gang membership is
becoming increasingly complicated, and it is important
to understand that the term ‘gang membership’ is
not code for race or ethnicity,” say Adrienne Freng
and Terrance J. Taylor in Changing Course. Freng,
an associate professor in the Department of Criminal
Justice at the University of Wyoming, and Taylor, an
assistant professor at the University of Missouri-St.
Louis, explore the complex role that race and ethnicity
can play in gang membership. For example, do we
need race- or ethnic-specific programming to help
prevent gang-joining? Do we need more targeted
programs that focus on specific risk factors for
different racial and ethnic groups? Or is general gangprevention programming — which includes some
racial- and ethnic-sensitive elements — sufficient?
Freng and Taylor point out that there is surprisingly
little research to answer these questions. Noting some
recent evidence that racial-/ethnic-specific gangprevention programming may not be necessary, the
authors suggest that general prevention programming
— which includes race- and ethnic-sensitive
elements — may be helpful.33
“To know whether race- and ethnic-specific
programming would be more successful than general
gang-prevention programming, it is important that
current prevention programs be better evaluated to
determine whether particular impacts based on race
or ethnicity exist,” they say.
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For now, however, Freng and Taylor argue that
gang-prevention strategies should focus on “common
denominators” that cut across racial and ethnic lines,
such as poverty and immigration, social isolation
and discrimination, drug use, limited educational
opportunities, and low parental monitoring.

Evaluation: Prepare to Prove Success
In a Changing Course chapter on the importance
of evaluation, Finn-Aage Esbensen and Kristy N.
Matsuda say it is not a surprise that policymakers,
practitioners and researchers have different mindsets
when it comes to solving gang problems. But, they
say, it is crucial that their thinking converge when it
comes to determining whether a solution does (or
does not) work.
Everyone — from federal and state policymakers
to local school board members, and from health
departments to police departments — needs to be
able to answer the question: “How do we know if
we are preventing gang membership?” Esbensen,
a professor at the University of Missouri-St. Louis
who has conducted research in youth violence and
gangs for more than three decades, and his co-author
Matsuda, an assistant research professor at the
University of Missouri-St. Louis, argue that anecdotal
success stories do not justify creating a new program
or continuing the investment in an ongoing one.
Decisions should be made using the best available
evidence. Therefore, it is crucial that decision-makers
understand the key principles of process, outcome
and cost-effectiveness evaluations. And a formal
evaluation of a strategy, initiative or program that is
designed to prevent gang-joining is the only way to
measure outcomes and to understand what works
and why it works.
“It is important that policymakers and practitioners
understand the components of the most rigorous
evaluations and, most important, be able to articulate
to their constituents the real-world occurrences that
sometimes make an outcome evaluation difficult to
execute,” Esbensen and Matsuda say.
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They explore the two basic types of evaluation:
outcome and process. They also discuss two
strategies — cost-benefit analysis and costeffectiveness analysis — for comparing the cost of a
gang-membership prevention program to the cost to
society of a criminal offender.

Conclusion: An Invitation
The impacts of gang membership — and the burden
it places on our health, law enforcement, corrections,
social and education systems — are significant. But
there is reason for optimism. By preventing youth
from joining gangs in the first place, we significantly
improve their chances for a safe and productive life.
In the conclusion of Changing Course: Preventing
Gang Membership, NIJ and CDC extend an invitation
to policymakers and practitioners to engage in a new
way of thinking about the intersection of public health
and public safety and leveraging resources. Indeed,
the need to think more broadly about gang-joining
is one of the reasons CDC and NIJ brought together
diverse perspectives from public health and law
enforcement and from researchers and practitioners.
Faced with the current economic realities, prevention is
the best way to halt the cascading impact of gangs on
our kids, families, neighborhoods and society at large.
By working together to focus on the prevention of gang
membership, rather than solely caring for the victims
of gang violence and arresting gang-involved youth, we
can change the course of the future for our kids.
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