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A New Anti-Violence Center Offers Scientific
Solutions to Gun Violence
In recent years, homicides and violent crime have increased. Now a University of
Maryland center is combining research and real-world know-how to point
policymakers toward strategies that work to curb the problem.

Police investigate the scene where as many as 14 people were reported to have been shot on October 31, 2022 in Chicago, Illinois. Three juveniles were among those
reported to have been wounded in the drive-by shooting, according to published reports. (Scott Olson/Getty Images)
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Cities across the U.S. are struggling with tragic increases in community violence. Homicides jumped byjumped byjumped byjumped byjumped by     3030303030% in% in% in% in% in

20202020202020202020 and  and  and  and  and 44444% in % in % in % in % in 20212021202120212021, disproportionately affecting communities of color. But for local leaders, the solution is

often unclear — and there’s little rigorous, publicly available information to guide them. 

Consider Richmond, Virginia. Homicides there roseroseroseroserose to 90 in 2021 from 66 in 2020, a 36% spike, and in 2022 the

city continued to see an alarming spate of shootingsspate of shootingsspate of shootingsspate of shootingsspate of shootings. What can be done? Could a tough-on-crime task forcetough-on-crime task forcetough-on-crime task forcetough-on-crime task forcetough-on-crime task force stop

the killing? How about mentorship and job programsmentorship and job programsmentorship and job programsmentorship and job programsmentorship and job programs for youth? Maybe a gun buyback programgun buyback programgun buyback programgun buyback programgun buyback program? State and local

policymakers are trying all of these approaches, despite a wide body of evidencea wide body of evidencea wide body of evidencea wide body of evidencea wide body of evidence demonstrating the

ineffectiveness of such strategies.

Left to their own devices, it’s easy for cities to fund programs that sound good on paper but work only

temporarily, or don’t work at all. Meanwhile, they often miss out on investing in interventions that are proven to

reduce violence.

RELATED

AMID SHIFTING LEGAL AND POLITICAL LANDSCAPES, A NEW REPORT HIGHLIGHTS THE LATEST FINDINGS IN GUN POLICY RESEARCH

DON'T GET MAD ABOUT GUNS — GET FUNDING FOR RESEARCH

FOUNDATION LEADERS CALL FOR GREATER PHILANTHROPIC AND GOVERNMENT SUPPORT FOR GUN VIOLENCE RESEARCH

That problem is what led Thomas AbtThomas AbtThomas AbtThomas AbtThomas Abt, a professor of criminology and researcher on community violence at the
University of Maryland, to launch the new Center for the Study and Practice of Violence ReductionCenter for the Study and Practice of Violence ReductionCenter for the Study and Practice of Violence ReductionCenter for the Study and Practice of Violence ReductionCenter for the Study and Practice of Violence Reduction, also known

as the Violence Reduction Center (VRC).

“We’re here to save lives by stopping violence,” Abt said. ​“The way we do that is by getting the best science on

violence reduction and making it available, free of charge, to policymakers and practitioners.”

The mission of the VRC is twofold: to gather and share the most rigorous evidence on effective community
violence interventions, and to help city leaders choose and apply the right combination of strategies to reduce

violence locally. Abt and his colleagues work collaboratively with both government officials and community

representatives to improve community safety for the long term.

Expanding ​‘Access to Research About What Works’

The spike in violence has spurred unprecedented new funding for anti-violence programs at every level of

government. The 2022 bipartisan Safer Communities Act made $$$$$250250250250250 million million million million million of federal funding available for

Thomas Abt
professor of criminology and researcher on community violence at the University of Maryland

We’re here to save lives by stopping violence.

VIOLENCE PREVENTION | 2

https://www.theguardian.com/us-news/2022/oct/05/fbi-crime-data-2021-homicides#:~:text=The%20agency%20said%20that%20homicides,the%20historic%20highs%20of%201991.
https://www.theguardian.com/us-news/2022/oct/05/fbi-crime-data-2021-homicides#:~:text=The%20agency%20said%20that%20homicides,the%20historic%20highs%20of%201991.
https://www.theguardian.com/us-news/2022/oct/05/fbi-crime-data-2021-homicides#:~:text=The%20agency%20said%20that%20homicides,the%20historic%20highs%20of%201991.
https://www.rva.gov/sites/default/files/2022-01/CityWide_2021_final.pdf
https://www.nbc12.com/2022/10/17/its-little-unsettling-community-reacts-violent-weekend-shootings-richmond/
https://www.wric.com/news/virginia-news/virginia-creates-new-violent-crime-task-force-heres-a-look-at-some-data/#:~:text=Homicides%20in%20Richmond%20went%20from,the%20same%20point%20in%202021.
https://www.nbc12.com/2022/07/12/richmond-leaders-address-rise-gun-violence/
https://www.pewtrusts.org/en/research-and-analysis/blogs/stateline/2022/08/30/gun-buybacks-are-popular-but-are-they-effective
https://nap.nationalacademies.org/catalog/10881/firearms-and-violence-a-critical-review
https://www.arnoldventures.org/stories/amid-shifting-legal-and-political-landscapes-a-new-report-highlights-the-latest-findings-in-gun-policy-research
https://www.arnoldventures.org/stories/dont-get-mad-about-guns-get-funding-for-research
https://www.arnoldventures.org/stories/foundation-leaders-call-for-greater-philanthropic-and-government-support-for-gun-violence-research
https://ccjs.umd.edu/research/founding-director-thomas-abt
https://ccjs.umd.edu/research/center-study-and-practice-violence-reduction
https://www.whitehouse.gov/wp-content/uploads/2022/06/Bipartisan-Safer-Communities-Act-SAP-1.pdf


local community violence intervention initiatives, and 15 states have pledged a total of $700 million for

community safety and wellbeing programming.

Spending those funds well is key to saving lives. ​“So many cities are struggling to understand how to effectively
reduce violence,” said Walter KatzWalter KatzWalter KatzWalter KatzWalter Katz, vice president of criminal justice at Arnold Ventures. ​“But they don’t

necessarily have access to research about what works.”

Arnold Ventures devotes significant investments to reducing community violence. The philanthropy places

a strong focus on addressing perpetration and victimization among young Black and brown men in high-risk

places, increasing community involvement in preventing crime, and improving police effectiveness and
fairness. To advance that vision, Arnold Ventures supports rigorous research on strategies to guide local

policymakers, community members, and law enforcement officials in their efforts to plan, launch, and sustain

evidence-based strategies that lead to large-scale violence reductions.

“With its unique combination of research and practice, the VRC is central to realizing this goal,” Katz said.

A Commitment to Research and Practice

On the research side, the center is working on two major projects. One is a systematic meta-review of all anti-

violence strategies, building on Abt’s previous researchAbt’s previous researchAbt’s previous researchAbt’s previous researchAbt’s previous research. The other is a systematic review of street outreach
work, an intervention that employs community workers to intervene in conflicts and connect high-risk people

with services. Both studies are ​“well underway and should be published next year,” Abt said. 

Some strategies have already been shown to reduce violence effectively. Focused deterrence — which brings law

enforcement together with community members and social service providers to offer both a legal warning and

community resources to high-risk people — has been linkedlinkedlinkedlinkedlinked to a 43% decline in homicides in Oakland and
major violence reductionsmajor violence reductionsmajor violence reductionsmajor violence reductionsmajor violence reductions elsewhere. Street outreach programs like Cure ViolenceCure ViolenceCure ViolenceCure ViolenceCure Violence have helped reduce

community violence, as have hospital-based violence intervention programshospital-based violence intervention programshospital-based violence intervention programshospital-based violence intervention programshospital-based violence intervention programs and approaches that incorporateincorporateincorporateincorporateincorporate

cognitive-behavioral therapycognitive-behavioral therapycognitive-behavioral therapycognitive-behavioral therapycognitive-behavioral therapy.

$250M
Amount of federal funding available for local
community violence intervention initiatives

50
Number of sates pledging funds toward anti-violence
solutions

$700M
Amount earmarked for community safety and
wellbeing programming
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“The common denominator,” Abt explained, ​“is that these approaches focus on the highest-risk people and

places, balance punishment with rewards, and forge connections with local communities so that they are

perceived as fair and legitimate.”

Building legitimacy is especially important to reducing violence, according to University of Maryland
criminology professor Rod BrunsonRod BrunsonRod BrunsonRod BrunsonRod Brunson, who is advising Abt on the VRC. Strategies that use aggressive law

enforcement tactics in neighborhoods of color often damage police legitimacy in the eyes of the community,

making residents less likely to cooperate on solving violent crimes. 

“Anti-violence strategies need to be implemented as part of broader public safety initiatives rooted in fairness,

equity, and procedural justice,” Brunson said. ​“Police will be better equipped to help prevent and solve crime if
the community sees them as having the moral authority to do so.”

On the practice side, the VRC is ramping up to work with a small number of cities using a training format that

the organization calls the ​“practicum.” Over the course of a few days, VRC staff collaborate intensively with

senior city leadership, including the mayor, police executives, social workers, and community representatives,

helping them put together a plan and then assisting as the city puts it into action.

“We know that cities need to implement more than one strategy simultaneously, and they need to figure out

how to align them,” Abt said. He noted that effective anti-violence work includes both enforcement and non-

enforcement strategies.

In December 2022, VRC staff held its first practicum with leaders in Knoxville, Tennessee, which saw its highest

homicide numbers on recordhomicide numbers on recordhomicide numbers on recordhomicide numbers on recordhomicide numbers on record in 2020 and 2021. There they worked with local leaders to determine the nature of
the city’s violence problem, understand what obstacles stood in the way of past interventions, and outline what

strategies the city would use in the future. 

“The subject matter experts they exposed our community to really gave insight about how to do violence

reduction well, what things have worked, where some stumbling blocks are, what tools or resources we will

need, and how we need to think about not only implementing the work, but also assessing the work in real-
time,” said LaKenya Middlebrook, the city’s community safety director. ​“The experience was invaluable for our

community.”

Brunson explained that the practicum was exemplary of how the VRC works with cities: ​“We didn’t come with

all the answers. We came to listen, and to help them shape a collaborative effort that will not only have positive

Decline in homicides in Oakland linked to focused deterrence
strategies

43%

VIOLENCE PREVENTION | 4

https://ccjs.umd.edu/facultyprofile/brunson/rod-k
https://www.hardknoxwire.com/new-2021-is-officially-knoxvilles-bloodiest-year/


impacts on violence but also be sustainable well beyond our involvement.”

Who’s Involved

Abt brings a long record of anti-violence action to the VRC. He is currently a senior fellow at the Council onCouncil onCouncil onCouncil onCouncil on

Criminal JusticeCriminal JusticeCriminal JusticeCriminal JusticeCriminal Justice, a think tank where he chairs a committee focused on addressing recent violence spikes. His

2019 book, ​“Bleeding Out: The Devastating Consequences of Urban Violence — and a Bold New Plan for PeaceBleeding Out: The Devastating Consequences of Urban Violence — and a Bold New Plan for PeaceBleeding Out: The Devastating Consequences of Urban Violence — and a Bold New Plan for PeaceBleeding Out: The Devastating Consequences of Urban Violence — and a Bold New Plan for PeaceBleeding Out: The Devastating Consequences of Urban Violence — and a Bold New Plan for Peace
in the Streetsin the Streetsin the Streetsin the Streetsin the Streets,,,,,” outlined an influential vision for reducing violence in major American cities by combining the

most effective strategies. Abt also served for several years as a public safety official in the New York Governor’s

Office, leading the state’s Gun-Involved Violence Elimination Initiative, and prior to that he was chief of staff for

the Justice Department’s Office of Justice Programs, where he helped to found the National Forum on Youth

Violence Prevention. Abt has advised hundreds of public officials on anti-violence strategies in the U.S. and
internationally.

Brunson has spent his career conducting research that informs criminal justice policy, particularly in the areas

of youth violence, concentrated neighborhood disadvantage, and police-community relations. In landmark

studies like ​​​​​“““““Oh Hell No, We Don’t Talk to Police”: Insights on the Lack of Cooperation in Police InvestigationsOh Hell No, We Don’t Talk to Police”: Insights on the Lack of Cooperation in Police InvestigationsOh Hell No, We Don’t Talk to Police”: Insights on the Lack of Cooperation in Police InvestigationsOh Hell No, We Don’t Talk to Police”: Insights on the Lack of Cooperation in Police InvestigationsOh Hell No, We Don’t Talk to Police”: Insights on the Lack of Cooperation in Police Investigations

of Urban Gun Violence,”of Urban Gun Violence,”of Urban Gun Violence,”of Urban Gun Violence,”of Urban Gun Violence,” from 2019, Brunson interviewed people in disinvested Black communities to
understand what policy solutions can help improve police-community interactions and counteract ​“anti-

snitching” norms. A fellow of the American Society of Criminology, his scholarship has appeared in

Criminology & Public Policy and Preventive Medicine, among other academic journals. 

The VRC will also benefit from the participation of Bianca Bersani, a professor in the University of Maryland’s

Department of Criminology and Criminal Justice, and Joseph Richardson, the university’s Joel and Kim Feller

Professor of African American Studies and Anthropology. Both have made important contributions to violence

reduction research and policy throughout their careers.

The new center brings Katz hope that a greater number of cities will connect with more effective anti-violence

strategies, he said. ​“We believe that this approach, through the University of Maryland, is an important piece in

advancing what works.”

Walter Katz
vice president of criminal justice at Arnold Ventures

We believe that this approach, through the University of Maryland, is an important
piece in advancing what works.
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Saving Lives: 
Ten Essential Actions Cities Can Take 
to Reduce Violence Now
January 2022

As 2022 begins, America’s cities confront an ongoing 
surge in violent crime, particularly homicide. The 
Council on Criminal Justice (CCJ) documented a 30% 
rise in murders nationwide in 2020,  while police data 
from large cities reveal another 7% increase in 2021.1 
Indianapolis, Philadelphia, Portland, and at least ten 
other municipalities experienced the most homicides in 
their cities’ history last year. This spike has been driven 
primarily by community gun violence, or violence 
involving firearms in community settings. It is claiming 
lives, tearing families and communities apart, filling 
prisons, and eroding support for policing and other 
criminal justice reforms. Policymakers and practitioners 
need to put polarized, “us versus them” politics aside 
and focus on solutions that strengthen both community 
and enforcement-based approaches.

In response to the crisis, CCJ launched a Violent Crime 
Working Group in July 2021. Composed of a diverse 
range of leaders, the Group dedicated itself to saving 
lives by producing anti-violence guidance that is timely, 
relevant, and reliable. Since then, the Group has met 11 
times, consulted with the field’s leading experts, 
produced three reports on national crime trends, held 
two live public web events, and issued seven bulletins 
highlighting its key findings and featuring concrete 
recommendations to improve policy and practice in this 
critical area. 

Four principles guide the work of the Group. First, 
the Group is solution-focused, with an emphasis on 
providing concrete assistance to leaders in the 
field. Second, it is 
evidence-informed, recognizing that reliable 
research and data are critical to understanding the 
complex challenge posed by violent crime. Third, it 
is community-engaged, noting the importance of 
involving those who are most frequently and 
directly exposed to crime and violence. Fourth and 
finally, it is 
humanity-centered, reaffirming the humanity of all 
those impacted by promoting healing and 
minimizing harm. 

In this final report, the Group identifies Ten 
Essential Actions  that cities can ta  e now to 
reduce community gun violence. This list is not 
comprehensive; instead, it highlights the actions 
members believe are most likely to make the 
greatest immediate impact on violence. Listed in 
roughly sequential order, the actions are short-
term measures that can be carried out within a 
year. They are not a substitute for longer-term 
strategies and investments that can address 
poverty, inequality, racism, and other underlying 
systemic causes of crime and violence. 
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1. Set a clear goal: commit to saving lives by
stopping violence.
Homicide and other violent crimes devastate cities in 
human and economic terms. In Chicago in 2021, 
homicide collectively cost the city almost $8 billion in 
criminal justice and medical costs, lost wages and 
earnings, diminished property values, and reduced 
quality of life.2  And that is just the price of murder. The 
human and economic costs of all violent crime run far 
higher. 

Preserving life by preventing lethal or near-lethal 
violence is the primary goal of any true anti-violence 
effort, and progress should be measured in concrete 
terms: fewer homicides and non-fatal shootings. City 
leaders should commit to tangible reductions in these 
measures. Annual 10% reductions in homicides and non-
fatal shootings are realistic goals. 

2. Identify the key people and places driving the
violence.
In every city, violence concentrates among small sets of 
individuals, groups, and locations. To effectively reduce 
violent crime, cities should begin with a rigorous 
problem analysis like the one completed in Oakland.3  
These analyses d aw on incident reviews, shooting data, 
law enforcement intelligence, and social network 
mapping to identify the people and groups most likely to 
become involved in a violent incident. Also critical: 
mapping the occurrence of such incidents to reveal the 
micro-locations, or “hot spots,” where most violence 
happens. These analyses should then be reviewed by 
trained street outreach workers and other non-police 
individuals with relevant experience. This foundational 
work is critical to creating a shared understanding of a 
city’s violence and guiding collaborative efforts.4 

3. Create a citywide plan for engaging key people
and places.
Addressing violence demands a multi-disciplinary 
response and a strategic plan to effectively organize 
these efforts, such as the paired plans from the Dallas 
Mayor’s Office and Police Department.5 Most critically, 
leaders must coordinate stakeholder activities focused 
on the highest risk people and places. Plans should be 
practical and actionable, detailing concrete 
commitments: for key people and in key places, who will 
do what, by when? These commitments should use 
SMART (specific, measurable, achievable, relevant, and 
time-bound) criteria. Plans should also identify which 
activities will not be undertaken in order to maintain 
focus, as trying to do too much often results in failure. 
Finally, plans must emphasize partnership, particularly 
between members of law enforcement and impacted 
communities, where relationships are often severely 
strained.

4. Engage key people with empathy and
accountability.
Those individuals and groups at the highest risk of 
violence must be placed on notice that they are in 
great danger of being injured, killed, arrested, and/or 
incarcerated. This message must be delivered with a 
combination of empathy and accountability. 
Supports and services must be offered so people 
have something better to say “yes” to, but it must be 
made clear that further violence will not be 
tolerated.

Outreach workers in neighborhoods and hospitals 
where shooting victims are recovering can defuse 
conflicts, connect people to services, and serve as 
crucial go-betweens for a city and some of its most 
disconnected citizens, as they do in New York City.6 

VIOLENT CRIME IS A 
DEADLY SERIOUS 
CHALLENGE, BUT ALSO A 
SOLVABLE ONE.

 “

Cognitive behavioral interventions like those used 
by READI Chicago can help even the most 
traumatized individuals begin to heal and make 
better life decisions.7 Proactive policing, like the 
“precision policing” effort also in New York City, 
can put high-risk people and groups on notice that 
they are being watched and that further violence 
will be met with swift and certain consequences.8 
Focused deterrence strategies, such as Oakland 
Ceasefire, are a successful framework for all such 
engagement, blending customized supports for 
high-risk individuals with targeted sanctions, as 
needed.9 Finally, efforts like those in Boston to 
improve homicide and shooting clearance rates can 
deter future violence and disrupt cycles of 
retaliation.10 

5. Address key locations using place-based
policing and investment.
A combination of place-based policing and 
investment can calm violent spaces. Police are 
necessary to disrupt existing cycles of violence and 
stop others from starting. But such short-term 
actions must be supplemented and quickly 
replaced by place-based interventions and 
investments to change the nature of violent 
micro-locations and the communities in which they 
are located. 
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Problem-oriented policing, conducted in collaboration 
with residents as demonstrated by the Community 
Safety Partnership in Los Angeles, can begin the 
process.11 Environmental crime prevention approaches 
such as cleaning-and-greening initiatives in Philadelphia  
as well as changing traffic patterns and repairing, 
upgrading, and adding streetlights can also influence 
the trajectory of these areas.12 Finally, targeted 
investments and deployment of resources must be 
made to improve education, employment, healthcare, 
housing, transportation, and other socioeconomic 
factors that can give rise to crime and violence in the 
first place.13 

6. Place responsibility for violence reduction efforts
at the top.
Every city suffering from high rates of violent crime 
should have a permanent unit dedicated to violence 
reduction operating inside the mayor’s office, with 
senior leadership reporting directly to the mayor. 
These units, such as the Office of Gang Reduction and 
Youth Development (GRYD) in Los Angeles, can 
provide direct services as well as administer funding 
and should act as a hub for city anti-violence efforts.14 
Housing the unit outside the mayor’s office or placing 
intermediaries between the mayor and the unit’s 
leadership will significantly diminish performance and 
long-term viability across administrations. These units 
must be sustainably staffed and substantially funded in 
order to be successful long-term.15 

CITIES, AS WELL AS STATES 
AND THE FEDERAL 
GOVERNMENT, ARE NOT 
HELPLESS IN THE FACE OF 
RISING RATES OF SHOOTINGS 
AND KILLINGS.

 

“

Within law enforcement agencies, chiefs and other top 
leaders must demand a consistent focus on preventing 
violence, not just making arrests, and on working with 
citizens and community partners. Effective 
management also includes rewarding officers for 
outcomes like reduced victimization, rather than 
outputs like the number of pedestrian or car stops they 
make. Similarly, non- law enforcement leaders such as 
those running community-based anti-violence 
organizations should maintain a focus on anti-violence 
outcomes, not outputs such as services delivered. 

7. Emphasize healing with trauma-informed
approaches.
Gun violence disproportionately affects the poor and 
powerless in our society. In certain communities, Post-
Traumatic Stress Disorder is more common among 
residents than among veterans of the wars in 
Afghanistan, Iraq, or Vietnam.16 Victims of violent crime 
are more likely to be victimized again, and many victims 
are subject to multiple forms of violence, known as 
polyvictimization.17 Finally, those exposed to chronic 
violence are more likely to perpetrate violence 
themselves.18

Agencies working with victims and survivors of violent 
crime should use a trauma-informed approach, such as 
the model used by the Trauma Recovery Center in San 
Francisco.19 This means acknowledging and recognizing 
the impacts and symptoms of trauma and ensuring that 
supports and services are delivered in a way that does 
not retraumatize victims. Law enforcement officers also 
experience trauma and benefit from such approaches as 
well.202

8. Invest in anti-violence workforce development.
Too many in the violence reduction field have worked 
too long without proper support or recognition. Many 
street outreach workers, for instance, work for little 
pay, no benefits, and with minimal opportunity for 
advancement. Most do not receive sufficient support 
for addressing the trauma – direct and vicarious – 
that  comes with anti-violence work. Investing in a 
professional and sustainable anti-violence workforce 
means providing adequate salaries, benefits, and 
prospects for upward mobility through effective 
training and education. Law enforcement agencies, 
meanwhile, are suffering from serious morale, 
retention, and recruitment challenges. That  
workforce also needs additional support to perform 
at its best.21 

9. Set aside funding for new stakeholders and
strategies.
There is a large base of rigorous evidence about what 
works, and what doesn’t, when it comes to violence 
reduction. That said, there is still room for learning 
and improvement. While most funding should be 
reserved for strategies with demonstrated track 
records of success, some portion of anti-violence 
dollars should be set aside to promote innovation. 
Development funds should be created to nurture new 
leaders and organizations with small grants, training, 
and technical assistance. Innovation set-asides can 
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support new anti-violence strategies intended to 
establish proof of concept and pave the way for 
additional funding. Intermediary, pass-through, and 
fiscal sponsorship agreements can ensure that less-
established organizations can still participate in city 
efforts.

10. Commit to continous improvement based
on data, evidence, and peer-to-peer learning.
Strategies must be tested to see if they actually stop 
violence and save lives. Plans must be reviewed and, 
if necessary, revised. Leaders should embrace a 
learning culture that is able to recognize when 
strategies are not working and shift course – without 
starting over from scratch. Data must be gathered 
and research partners should be engaged early to 
assess performance, 

working in close consultation with police and 
community partners.

Reducing violence requires a diverse range of 
stakeholders, and the best way to focus and 
maximize their efforts is through 
information-sharing networks. In today’s 
interconnected world, networks can promote 
peer-to-peer learning across bureaucratic andti 
jurisdictional boundaries. Efforts like the National 
Network for Safe Communities and the newly-
established National Offices of Violence 
Prevention Network can also promote fidelity to 
evidence-informed practices, encourage 
collaboration, spur innovation, and build capacity 
for action.22 Finally, networks can serve as vehicles 
for broader institutional and systemic change.

STATE AND FEDERAL SUPPORT

Most anti-violence efforts happen at the local level, but state and federal support are key to help 
cities succeed in their front-line anti-violence campaigns. States and the federal government can 
support the essential actions outlined above through messaging and convening, grantmaking and 
fiscal incentives, regulation and legislation, and through the direct actions of certain agencies.23 

Help cities set the right goals. 
Prioritizing violence reduction can be politically difficult for local leaders seeking to portray their cities as safe 
and healthy places to live, work, and raise families. State and federal leaders can encourage their local 
counterparts with clear messaging as well as fiscal incentives for doing what is necessary, not politically 
expedient. This means emphasizing clear anti-violence goals, evidence-informed strategies, and partnership 
between law enforcement and community groups. 

Support evidence-backed strategies, workforce development, and technical assistance while also 
investing in innovation.
Most state and federal dollars invested in local violence reduction efforts should fund proven strategies and 
the capacity building and training needed to sustain and expand those strategies. At the same time, resources 
must be made available for localities to pursue or enhance promising or emerging approaches to reducing 
violence. Also key is support for improving the quality and quantity of relevant data and research as well as 
peer-to-peer learning through convenings and information-sharing networks.

Align state and federal actions with local anti-violence priorities. 
For state and federal agencies that work directly on anti-violence issues, aligning activities with local efforts is 
essential. State probation and parole agencies can create specialized caseloads to better supervise and support 
high-risk individuals, the FBI and U.S. Attorneys can coordinate with local law enforcement to incapacitate 
persistently violent individuals and groups, and health, labor, education, and other non-enforcement agencies 
can similarly focus their resources. A coherent, whole-of-government approach that identifies and engages the 
key people and places driving local violence is the goal. 
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BEGIN TODAY
Violent crime is a deadly serious challenge, but it is 
also a solvable one. Cities, as well as states and the 
federal government, are not helpless in the face of 
rising rates of shootings and killings. By taking the 
ten essential steps above, government and 
community leaders can avoid paralyzing and 
polarizing debates and promote peace and safety 
in their communities. These actions can begin 
immediately, without the need for massive 
budgets or new legislation. The main ingredients 
are courage and commitment. As the famous 
Chinese proverb says, “The best time to plant a 
tree was 20 years ago. The second-best time is 
now.”
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STATEMENT FROM THE MAYOR 

Over the past few years, too many Knoxvillians have experienced loss of 
family, friends, and neighbors, as a result of violence. While violence 

impacts our entire community, we acknowledge that the weight of violence 
disproportionately impacts already underserved and underrepresented 
communities. 

As a city—as a community—we all have a role to play in creating safe, 
healthy, thriving communities.

As Mayor, I am committed to using proven strategies to reduce 
community-based violence. I am thankful for the partnership of 
so many in our community to address this critical issue. No single 
individual or entity can eff ectively solve this crisis. I am eager to 
work with stakeholders from a range of disciplines and experiences, 
including those most directly impacted by violence, to implement 
solutions that will save lives. 

The plan detailed in this report represents a commitment to engaging 
the people, places, and behaviors most likely to be impacted 
by community-based violence, using strategies that prioritize 

strengthening and supporting individuals and neighbors, building community 
trust, and focusing resources towards the highest risks. I am confi dent that 
using coordinated, evidence-based, community-informed approaches, 
adopted and implemented across disciplines, we will save lives.

Sincerely,

Indya Kincannon,
Knoxville Mayor

Sincerely,

Indya Kincannon,
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The Challenge

The City of Knoxville is a mid-sized city in East Tennessee, located at the foot of the Great 
Smoky Mountains. It is the third largest city in the State of Tennessee, the largest city in the 

state’s eastern division, and the county seat of Knox County. According to most recent census 
data, Knox County has a population of approximately 478,971, with approximately 190,740 
people living in the City of Knoxville. Like many other cities in the United States, Knoxville 
experienced dramatic increases in violent crime in 2020 and 2021. Between 2010 and 2014, 
Knoxville averaged 17.2 homicides per year; between 2015 and 2019, the city averaged 23.2 
homicides per year. In 2020 and 2021, the city experienced 37 and 41 homicides respectively. 

In 2020, while the nation experienced 7.8 homicides per 100,000 people, 
Knoxville experienced 19.7 per 100,000 people. In 2021, that number 
rose to 21.4 per 100,000 residents. In 2021, 93% of homicides in Knoxville 
involved a firearm. In 2022, 35 lives were lost to violence.

Homicides in Knoxville disproportionately impact Black Knoxvillians. Black 
residents represent about 17% of Knoxville’s population, but represent 
about 75% of persons involved in shooting incidents between 2019 and 
2021. Violence in Knoxville is disproportionately concentrated in areas 
with high concentrations of black or poor residents. Black Knoxvillians not 
only bear an outsized share of the burden of community-based violence, 

In 2020 and 2021, the city experienced 
37 and 41 homicides respectively.

they are also overrepresented in the number of Knoxvillians living in poverty. Black residents 
represent about 9% of the population of Knox County; however, almost 30% of black Knox 
County residents live below the poverty line, compared to 12.2% of white residents. As of 
2019, the poverty rate among black residents in the City of Knoxville is approximately 34%. 
Black residents experience the highest poverty rate of any racial demographic in Knox County.   
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The Process On December 6th, 2022, a diverse collection of leaders met in Knoxville 
for four days to discuss, deliberate, and decide on new ways to 

address Knoxville’s elevated rates of gun violence. These leaders included 
Mayor Indya Kincannon, Councilwoman Gwen McKenzie, District 
Attorney Charme Allen, Police Chief Paul Noel, Denzel Grant from Turn Up 
Knox, Reverend Dr. Jacquelyn Bragg from Justice Knox, Chris Martin from 
the Knoxville Leadership Foundation, Candace Allen from the McNabb 
Center, Randy Nichols from Knox County Sheriff’s Office, and many others. 

Supported by the University of Maryland’s Center for the Study and Practice of Violence 
Reduction (also known as the Violence Reduction Center or VRC), these leaders participated 
in a series of briefings by leading anti-violence researchers and practitioners on the most 
effective local anti-violence strategies currently available.

Following the briefings, participants produced a draft “plan to plan” to help guide Knoxville’s 
future anti-violence efforts. This “plan to plan” included key definitions and values to frame 
the understanding of the issue and how Knoxville will approach identifying and implementing 
strategies, identified a framework for implementation, and proposed key strategies to be 
further developed and finalized after consulting with and receiving feedback from additional 
Knoxville stakeholders.

On March 1, 2023, Mayor Kincannon convened a team of more than twenty-five leaders 
representing city government, law enforcement, criminal law systems participants, medical 
systems representatives, service providers, faith leaders, and violence impacted persons to 
review and provide feedback on the proposed plan.  Following feedback from the team, the 
following plan was developed.
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The Plan Key Definitions and Values

What is Community Gun Violence? Community gun violence is the lethal or 
potentially lethal violence that happens in community settings and is perpetrated 
with firearms, the vast majority of which are illegally possessed and carried. It is 
also known as urban or street violence. From 2019-2021, approximately 87% of 

all shootings in Knoxville where the cause of the incident was known 
were associated with community gun violence (Knoxville Gun Violence 
Problem Analysis, 2022).

The Problem: Knoxville is losing too many lives to community gun 
violence. In 2020, 37 Knoxvillians were murdered. In 2021, 41 more 
were killed and in 2022, an additional 35 people died violently. 
Knoxville’s homicide rates are rising over time and are significantly 
higher than state and national averages (Knoxville Gun Violence 
Problem Analysis, 2022). Too many of our residents are dying – we 
must act now.

The Solution: Knoxville will save lives by reducing community gun 
violence, cutting the numbers of fatal and non-fatal shootings by 10% 
each year starting in 2023. At the same time, we will improve trust 
between government agencies and our most impacted communities, 
as measured by new tools such as surveys as well as individual and 

group consultation.

Key Values: Knoxville will save lives and improve trust by staying true to its values, 
using strategies that are partnership-based, solution-focused, evidence-informed, 
community-engaged, and humanity-centered.

• Being solution-focused means staying focused on providing Knoxvillians with
concrete relief from community gun violence as measured by reductions
in fatal and non-fatal shootings.

• Being partnership-based means understanding that building trust requires
working together, communicating and coordinating across stakeholders
that may not have worked together before.

• Being evidence-informed means that all decisions concerning community
gun violence are informed by sound evidence and reliable data, including
community generated evidence.

• Being community-engaged means recognizing the importance of engaging
with impacted communities generally, but particularly with those who are
most frequently and directly exposed to crime and violence.

• Being humanity-centered means reaffirming the humanity of those impacted
by crime and violence, as maintaining peace requires acknowledging difficult
truths, building trust, and promoting reconciliation.

“Knoxville will save 
lives by reducing 
community gun 
violence, cutting the 
numbers of fatal and 
non-fatal shootings 
by 10% each year 
starting in 2023.”
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The Plan Implementation

Translating a city’s anti-violence vision into action requires clear and consistent 
leadership. In order to achieve a 10% reduction in fatal and non-fatal shootings, as 
well as build community trust in government, a clear accountability structure must 
be put into place to drive strategy implementation. Resources are also required, 
including, but not limited to, staff, funding, training, and equipment.

Knoxville leaders agreed on five accountability measures to keep the city’s anti-
violence work on track and moving forward.
1. Increase the capacity of the Knoxville Office of Community Safety.

OCS staff are responsible for day-to-day implementation of this plan, but
current capacity is not sufficient to handle the workload associated with
this effort. The OCS should hire additional staff, including at least one with
project management experience and expertise, and make funds immediately
available to engage outside experts to help the OCS guide implementation.

2. Establish a leadership committee. The city needs a leadership committee
to set the direction of the city’s anti-violence effort and monitor progress
towards its goals. This committee should be chaired by the city Mayor. Other
committee members would include law enforcement leaders such as the
Knoxville Chief of Police, District Attorney General, Knox County Sheriff, and
the U.S. Attorney; non-enforcement leaders, such as nonprofit, business, and
public health executives; and importantly leaders from impacted communities -
especially leaders of faith-based organizations.

In March 2023, Mayor Kincannon convened a team of more than twenty-		
	 five leaders representing city government, law enforcement, criminal law 

systems participants, medical systems representatives, service providers,  
faith leaders, and violence impacted persons. The Leadership Team meets 
monthly, engaging in shared learning and discussing how to effectively  
implement violence reduction strategies in Knoxville.

3. Establish a management team. In addition to convening high-level

In the 2023-24 fiscal year, Mayor Kincannon proposed additional staff for the
Office of Community Safety to support the management and implementation
of additional programs, services and partnerships related to reducing
violence. Additionally, Mayor Kincannon consolidated the Office of Community
Safety and the Office of Community Empowerment to better align City efforts
able to impact the people, places and behaviors at highest risk for being
affected by violence.

leaders, regular meetings among managers with day-to-day responsibility for
implementation is necessary. This team should be chaired by the Mayor’s
Director of Community Safety and include representatives from the same
stakeholder groups identified above. That said, membership should be limited
to those directly responsible for implementing one or more of the strategies
below.
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The Plan Implementation (continued)

In March 2023, the Management Team began meeting to work toward 		
implementation of the identified key strategies. The Management Team has 
developed a regular, weekly meeting schedule, continues to develop  
partnerships, identify opportunities for collaboration, and prepare 			
recommendations to present to the Leadership Team.

4. Establish a place-based violence prevention team. Participants agreed
that a separate team was necessary in order to manage the development
of the place-based police/community partnerships strategy. Chaired
by the Mayor’s Director of Community Safety, this group should include
representatives from relevant city and county departments, neighborhood
associations, business owners, KPD representatives, and community and
faith-based leaders.

5. Establish a service development and delivery team. Participants
recognized that perhaps the greatest gap in current capacity was for the
services necessary to support individuals at the highest risk for community
gun violence. In order to rapidly bring those services online, participants
agreed a separate team was necessary. Chaired by the Mayor’s Director of
Community Safety, membership in this group should include representatives
from relevant city and county departments, representatives from
nongovernmental agencies who can deliver needed services, and community
and faith-based leaders.
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The Plan Five Key Strategies

Based on Knoxville’s recent Gun Violence Problem Analysis and consistent 
with national best practices on evidence-informed anti-violence strategies, the 
following five strategies should be implemented simultaneously and as soon as 
reasonably possible.

Project deadlines: By September 2023, the city will launch a pilot version of 
the GVI. By  September 2024, ensure that GVI is fully operational along with all 
necessary supports and services, including CBI.

Project lead: Knoxville Office of Community Safety.

The City of Knoxville Office of Community Safety, in partnership with the Violence 
Reduction Center, continues to engage national experts in Group Violence 
Intervention to provide technical assistance, training and thought partnership in 
developing evidence-based strategies in Knoxville.

1. Engage high-risk people by implementing the Group Violence Initiative.
Rigorous research indicates that the Group Violence Initiative (GVI), also known
as the Group Violence Reduction Strategy, Ceasefire, or focused deterrence, has
a reasonably strong track record of success in reduced gun and group-oriented
violence. In addition, Knoxville’s problem analysis suggests that the majority of gun
violence in the city involves group-affiliated individuals.

The GVI reduces gun violence by identifying high-risk people and social networks, 
communicating directly to them the commitment of the police and community 
members to stop such violence, providing special supports and services, and 
deploying targeted law enforcement sanctions as a last resort.

The supports and services necessary to engage high-risk individuals and groups 
may not be currently available in the city, thus developing that capacity must be a 
top priority for city and community leaders. In particular, the capacity to provide 
high-quality cognitive behavioral interventions (CBI), a leading crime prevention 
intervention backed by rigorous research, must be put into place quickly.
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The Plan Five Key Strategies (continued)

Project deadlines: By September 2023, KPD will identify Knoxville’s most violent 
“hot spots” and the city will pilot partnership councils in several of them. Each of 
these locations will benefit from increased police presence but also from additional 
investment. By September 2024, every “hot spot” in Knoxville will have an active 
partnership council.

Project leads: Knoxville Office of Community Safety and the Knoxville Police 
Department.

2. Address high-risk places with localized police/community partnerships.
Rigorous research indicates that problem-solving law enforcement strategies that
increase police presence in locations where crime concentrates can be successful,
provided that they positively engage with impacted community members and avoid
indiscriminate stops, searches, and arrests.

But policing is not enough. Research also indicates that investments in crime-prone 
locations, particularly efforts to remake the physical makeup of such spaces, can 
yield crime reductions.

To leverage both place-based policing and investment, the city will form a series of 
police/community partnerships in and around the places where crime and violence 
concentrates. Along with law enforcement, these partnerships should include local 
residents, nonprofits, businesses, and especially faith-based leaders. Together these 
partnership councils can work to remake public spaces in crime-prone locations so 
that a significant police presence is no longer needed over time.
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The Plan Five Key Strategies (continued)

Project deadlines: By September 2023, the city will identify opportunities to 
scale up current community outreach efforts in order to properly engage and 
support the strategies described in this plan. By September 2024, outreach efforts 
will be expanded further to fully engage the the city’s highest-risk people and 
places.

Project lead: Knoxville Office of Community Safety.

The City of Knoxville Office of Community Safety continues to provide funding and 
programming support for violence interruption street outreach. Funding to continue 
support of street outreach is included in the FY2023-2024 City budget proposal.  
The Office of Community Safety, in partnership with the Violence Reduction Center, 
will continue to engage national experts and local partners to support training and 
network development for effective engagement with high risk individuals.

3. Scale up community outreach to support Knoxville’s people- and
place-based efforts. The evidence concerning community outreach is promising
but mixed. When done well, community outreach is a powerful anti-violence tool. Also
described as violence intervention or interruption, these programs recruit frontline
workers with credible ties to impacted communities in order to mediate disputes
and help those most at risk manage provocations and conflicts without resorting to
violence. Importantly, outreach workers also connect individuals to social support and
services.

Knoxville needs broader community outreach efforts, both independently and to 
support its other anti-violence strategies. Careful attention must be paid, however, to 
properly implementing these efforts and ensuring strong management and oversight.
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The Plan Five Key Strategies (continued)

Project deadline: By September 2023, KPD will put 
ongoing problem analysis into place, along with a new 
component that provides for input from key community 
members and organizations.

Project lead: Knoxville Police Department.

The Knoxville Police Department is participating in training 
and expanding data collection and management capacity 
to increase its ability to access and provide continuously 
relevant analysis necessary for effective implementation of 
group violence reduction strategies.

Project deadlines: By September 2023, the city will take baseline measurements 
of trust in government agencies among residents impacted most by community 
gun violence. By September 2024, it will repeat the process annually in order to 
measure progress.

Project lead: Knoxville Office of Community Safety.

The City of Knoxville’s leaders and citizens are committed to a collective future where 
every member of our collective community can thrive, free from the threat of deadly 
violence. This plan memorializes that commitment and will guide our action. 

Together, we can and will save lives.

4. Continue to identify the key people and places that drive community gun
violence by enhancing Knoxville’s capacity for problem analysis. In the Summer
of 2022, a problem analysis was conducted to identify the precise drivers of firearm
violence in Knoxville. That analysis, publicly released on November 2, 2022, found that
a large share of gun violence in the city was perpetrated by relatively small numbers of
individuals and groups, in a relatively small number of micro-locations or “hot spots.”
Further analysis is needed to identify these high-risk people and places on an ongoing
basis. In addition, since this analysis is based on police data, enhancing the analysis
with input from select representatives of impacted communities from outside law
enforcement will strengthen the analysis further.

5. Create new tools for measuring community trust in government. We measure
what matters. If improving trust in government agencies among Knoxville residents
most impacted by community gun violence is important, concrete measurements
must be taken to ensure progress is made. In order to see whether these strategies
are increasing community confidence, baseline measurements should be taken before
implementation begins. There are a variety of ways in which to measure community
trust, including the use of surveys and other tools.
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HEALTH

As research grows into how to stop gun violence, one city looks
to science for help

The city of Knoxville turns to gun violence prevention research and street outreach program to combat gun-related homicide and suicide rates not seen
since the early 1990s. (Aug. 24) (AP video: Erik Verduzco)

Photos 17
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In recent years, research reviews have begun to conclude there’s enough 
evidence to say which public health interventions prevent shootings, which do 
not, and which need more study. Knoxville is one of a growing number of cities 
teaming with researchers to develop an evidence-based plan to stop the 
bleeding. 

Knoxville’s program was in reaction to a dramatic rise in shooting deaths and 
includes policing changes and other efforts. However, it does not count on new 
gun restrictions. That was important, since Tennessee has repeatedly moved to 
loosen gun laws. 

“I wanted to have answers,” said Knoxville Mayor Indya Kincannon. “I wanted to 
be able to fix it.” 

___ 
Nearly non-existent not long ago, gun violence prevention research has 
experienced a small boom in the wake of mounting shooting deaths, expanded 
funding and burgeoning advocacy. 

Two decades ago, only about 20 U.S. researchers were focused on gun violence 
prevention. Last fall, more then 600 gathered in Washington, D.C., for what’s 
been described as the largest-ever national conference on the issue. An even 
bigger turnout is expected at a conference this fall. 

Funding continues to be just a fraction of what is spent on other leading causes of 
death. Still, research has “just exploded” in the last few years, said Rebecca 
Cunningham, a gun violence researcher at the University of Michigan. 

The work addresses the worst firearm violence in decades. 
Researchers estimate there were more than 48,000 firearm deaths last year, with 
gun-related homicide and suicide rates not seen since the early 1990s. Gunshots 
are now the leading cause of death of U.S. children and teenagers. 

Though some big questions remain, there is a growing consensus about what 
programs and policies make a difference — and which don’t. 

According to an assessment by the Rand Corp., measures that work include laws 
that permit charging adults who let children have unsupervised access to guns, 
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well-enforced background checks and policies that ban guns from people subject 
to domestic violence restraining orders. 

Measures that don’t: stand-your-ground and concealed carry laws, which studies 
consistently show increase gun homicides, and gun buyback programs, which 
have been shown to have little, if any, effect on crime. 

 
Tay Tay Washington rides a scooter in the Five Points neighborhood Friday, Aug. 4, 2023 in Knoxville, 
Tenn. (AP Photo/George Walker IV) 

___ 
About 16% of Knoxville’s population is Black, and about 40% live in poverty, 
many in East Knoxville, where firearm violence has surged. 

As in other U.S. cities, violence escalated during the COVID-19 pandemic, when 
adults were out of work, kids were not in school and people were anxious. 

“It was a very unsettled time,” Mayor Kincannon said. 
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Before the pandemic, homicides hovered around 20 per year. That shot up to 38 
in 2020 and rose again to 41 in 2021, giving Knoxville a gun homicide rate that 
rivaled Chicago’s. 

Mayor Indya Kincannon visits with members of the Lonsdale neighborhood during a homecoming 
celebration Saturday, Aug. 5, 2023 in Knoxville, Tenn. (AP Photo/George Walker IV) 

As shootings accelerated, Kincannon turned to Thomas Abt, whose book, 
“Bleeding Out,” offers a plan for cities that includes having police and community 
organizations work together. 

Crucially, Abt’s program doesn’t count on policymakers to take action to restrict 
gun access. That was appealing, because Tennessee’s state government has been 
moving in the opposite direction. 

In 2021, the state started letting people carry handguns — visibly, or concealed 
— without a permit. This year, the minimum age for carrying handguns dropped 
to 18. 

Even after a mass shooting that killed three children and three staff at an 
elementary school in Nashville this year, the state Legislature’s Republican 

VIOLENCE PREVENTION | 26

https://apnews.com/article/nashville-school-shooting-covenant-school-5da45b469ccb6c9533bbddf20c1bfe16


majority fought calls for tougher gun laws. Two Black representatives who 
protested the inaction were expelled. 

Gov. Bill Lee, a Republican, opened a special legislative session this week to 
address public safety. But many Republican lawmakers have spurned his 
centerpiece measure that would take guns away from people deemed an extreme 
risk to themselves or others. 

Kincannon supports expanded background checks and other gun control 
measures, but said Knoxville’s efforts are designed to make a difference “no 
matter what happens legislatively.” 

___ 
Several cities have began looking to team up with gun violence prevention 
experts, including Muskegon, Michigan, which partnered with the University of 
Michigan. 

Knoxville became the first city to sign up with Abt’s program at the Center for the 
Study and Practice of Violence Reduction at the University of Maryland, which 
teamed with an outside researcher to analyze its violent crime. 

The analysis contained a few surprises, said Knoxville Deputy Police Chief Tony 
Willis. 

The average age of shooting suspects was 28, and for victims, 29, — an 
unexpectedly large proportion who were “much older than I expected,” he said. 

Only 12% of homicides were solely gang-related, much lower than anticipated, 
Willis said. That suggests gun violence is often a personal dispute that could be 
mediated or averted before shots are fired. 

The research also supported police data showing most gun violence happened in 
a few “hot spots,” mostly in East Knoxville, leading to a plan initially focusing 
police and community outreach to a nine-block area there. 

The effort involves church leaders and a range of community organizations. 
There were also changes at the police department, including a new police chief, a 
detective unit focused only on homicides and shootings, and officers dedicated to 
patrolling in areas with many shootings. 
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Knoxville Deputy Police Chief Tony Willis uses a map to show the concentration of gun violence crimes 
during a meeting of the Violence Reduction Leadership Committee on Thursday, Aug. 3, 2023, in 
Knoxville, Tenn. The city saw a spike in gun deaths in 2020 and 2021, with a gun homicide rate that at 
one point in 2021 rivaled Chicago’s. (AP Photo/George Walker IV) 

A goal is to increase public trust in law enforcement, which had been low and 
sometimes abysmal. A particular low point occurred in 2021, when a police 
officer killed a student in a high school bathroom in East Knoxville. 

“The community did, absolutely, raise concerns about policing. ... A lot of 
conversations are still happening, frankly,” said LaKenya Middlebrook, the 
mayor’s point person on the effort. 

Kincannon said she knew police “couldn’t do it alone.” 

“We would have someone get killed in broad daylight, with a lot of witnesses, but 
no one wanted to talk,” she said. “That means we need more partnership in the 
community, to build trust.” 

Even before the researchers’ analysis was completed, the city funded Turn Up 
Knox, a nonprofit led by 32-year-old community activist Denzel Grant. 
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Knoxville Deputy Police Chief Tony Willis, left, talks with Turn Up Knox executive director Denzel Grant 
after a meeting of the Violence Reduction Leadership Committee on Thursday, Aug. 3, 2023 in Knoxville, 
Tenn. The city saw a spike in gun deaths in 2020 and 2021, with a gun homicide rate that at one point in 
2021 rivaled Chicago’s. (AP Photo/George Walker IV) 

It uses ex-offenders, violence survivors and other community members to 
identify those most likely to be shot or to become shooters in the future. They 
mentor teenagers, operate a lawn service that gives jobs to kids and are teaching 
families how to mediate conflicts and deal with the trauma that follows 
shootings. 

Sometimes, when someone is in danger of becoming the victim of a revenge 
shooting they give them a bus ticket to get out of town for a few days. 

Such outreach can be pivotal if it’s integrated with a trusted police force, 
responsive mental health services and other community efforts, Abt says. 

It’s too early to say if the steps so far are making a difference in Knoxville. 

There were 36 homicides last year, down from the 41 the year before. But 
firearm homicides fell nationally last year, and experts aren’t sure why. In the 
first six months of this year, Knoxville had 15 homicides, down from 18 in the 
same period last year. 
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___ 

Quientest Vinson, right, of Turn Up Knox hands out candy to children during the Lonsdale Neighborhood 
Homecoming celebration Saturday, Aug. 5, 2023 in Knoxville, Tenn. (AP Photo/George Walker IV) 

Some experts have mixed feelings about the Knoxville approach. 

Abt is “very respected” and focuses on immediate steps to reduce gun violence, 
but he doesn’t emphasize longer-term programs to alleviate poverty and racial 
disparities, said Jim Mercy of the U.S. Centers for Disease Control and Prevention. 

The program also doesn’t directly address gun suicides, which outnumber gun 
homicides. 

Some East Knoxville residents note the area has few stores, and few safe places 
for kids to have fun, and limited opportunities for summer jobs. 

“Kids should have something to do,” said Chloe Isom, 41, who lost two sons to 
gun violence last year. JaBari, 16, was killed in September and 20-year-old 
Stephen two weeks later. 
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Chloe Isom, left, with Rashaad Woods and Denzel Grant, right, of Turn Up Knox along Martin Luther King 
Jr. Ave. on Thursday, Aug. 3, 2023, in Knoxville, Tenn. (AP Photo/George Walker IV) 

City officials have increased summer youth programs, serving hundreds of kids. 
But they acknowledge much still needs to be done and that Turn Up Knox needs 
more resources and training. Also, Kincannon faces a primary election on 
Tuesday. 

“If she doesn’t get re-elected, that’s a scary situation,” said Terry Walker-Smith, 
58, who works with Turn Up Knox and lost two sons to gun violence, in 2007 and 
2009. 

Charlene Roberts’ 25-year-old daughter, Jessie, was killed by a stray bullet in 
2019 while sitting in a car at a North Knoxville fast-food drive-thru. Her son 
Kevin, 33, was killed in 2021 when gunfire erupted at a birthday party. 

She is now raising Jessie’s son, Princeton. 

Princeton is a quiet, basketball-loving kid who just started sixth grade and looks 
a lot like his mother. On his bedroom wall is a framed certificate, “Brightest Smile 
Award,” presented to him by a teacher a year before his mother was killed. 
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Besides losing his mother and uncle to violence, his father is in prison. Princeton 
has been bullied in school, his grandmother said. Princeton recalled a scary day 
when he saw people with guns just down the street. 

“I wish they didn’t allow people to have guns,” he said. “I just don’t want to get 
hurt one day.” 

Charlene Roberts and her grandson Princeton Roberts, 11, pose with portraits of her son Kevin and 
daughter Jessie on Friday, Aug. 4, 2023, in Knoxville, Tenn. Roberts’ son, Kevin, was killed in 2021 and 
her daughter, Jessie, in 2019. Knoxville saw a surge in fatal shootings during the beginning of the 
pandemic, and community leaders are working on a new effort to reduce gun violence. (AP Photo/George 
Walker IV) 

His grandmother says he is resilient and “amazing,” but he’s also changed. 

“He always had the biggest smile, just like his mother,” she said. “It breaks my 
heart. He fakes a smile now. He don’t have that smile anymore.” 

___ 
The Associated Press Health and Science Department receives support from the 
Howard Hughes Medical Institute’s Science and Educational Media Group. The 
AP is solely responsible for all content. 
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JOIN US!
Interested in connecting to additional resources 

from the Mayors Innovation Project? Learn more about 

the benefits of membership today.

Visit us at mayorsinnovation.org

7122 Sewell Social Sciences Building   |   1180 Observatory Dr   |   Madison, WI 53706

608.890.0730   |   mayorsinnovation.org
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