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Introduction  

Violence is a significant public health issue, with a disproportionate impact on young men 

living in socioeconomically disadvantaged communities (Shulman et al., 2021). The 

repercussions ripple through communities, where poverty, racial disparities, and 

educational gaps intersect with the cycle of violence. Persistent exposure to violence not 

only generates negative social, behavioral, and health outcomes, it also intricately 

intertwines with mental health challenges such as depression, post-traumatic stress 

disorder (PTSD), substance use disorder (SUD), and more. These mental health 

challenges stem from the often-overlooked role of trauma, fueling the vicious cycle that 

exacerbates societal disadvantages and perpetuates violent behavior. Community 

violence intervention programs work to address the multifaceted mental health 

dimensions underlying this issue. Recognizing the critical importance of cultural 

competence, empowering the youth, facilitating healthy coping mechanisms, and 

accessibility to professional mental health services can safeguard a community’s well-

being. 

Community Violence and Mental Health 

Community violence exhibits strong links to areas experiencing high poverty rates, with 

significant disparities in racial distribution, income, and education (Tyson McCrea et al., 

2019). Remarkably, neighborhoods most afflicted with violence are often the most racially 

and economically segregated areas in their cities (Buggs, 2020). The convergence of 

factors like income inequality, environmental pollution, economic instability, historical 
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involvement in criminal-legal matters, along with insufficient access to quality education, 

stable housing, and affordable healthcare, collectively contributes to the prevalence of 

violence. High-poverty catalyzes high-crime environments fostering a pervasive sense of 

powerlessness within the community, hindering any ability to achieve sustainable 

success (Tyson McCrea et al., 2019). This profound hopelessness subsequently 

increases depression and other negative physical and psychological effects within the 

community.   

 

Communities characterized by persistent violence have been observed to exhibit adverse 

social, behavioral, and health outcomes (Riley et al., 2017). Additionally, compromised 

cognitive functioning including depression, anxiety, and PTSD are linked with the chronic 

perceived threat to safety. Individuals living in high-crime communities frequently 

experience the loss of a loved one from violence (Smith et al., 2020). Understandably, 

experiencing unexpected loss can manifest itself as prolonged grief, PTSD, and 

depression which can linger temporarily or indefinitely.  Smith et al., (2020) found that 

mental health problems in individuals reporting exposure to gun violence also reported 

heightened levels of psychological distress, depression, suicidal ideation, and psychosis-

like symptoms in comparison to those without exposure to violence. Parents who witness 

or experience violence are susceptible to developing trauma symptoms, which can 

inadvertently impact their children, potentially resulting in behavior problems and 

substance abuse as they mature. 
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The National Institute of Mental Health (NIMH) defines substance use disorder (SUD) as 

a mental condition that impairs an individual’s ability to control their use of substances 

like alcohol, opioids, and stimulants (NIMH, n.d.). Unfortunately, exposure to violence is 

often disregarded as a potential risk factor for SUD (Logan & Cole, 2022). Both adults 

and adolescents turn to substance use to cope and self-medicate against the emotional 

toll inflicted by violence-induced trauma (NIMH, n.d.; Reed et al., 2013). While substances 

may offer temporary relief of depression and anxiety, their use can worsen symptoms 

over time. Furthermore, individuals in recovery from SUD who neglect to address trauma 

symptoms increase their risk of relapse (Logan & Cole, 2022). This destructive cycle 

compounded by societal disadvantages intensifies strain, frustration, and aggression, 

perpetuating a cycle of violent behavior. In this context, community violence intervention 

programs addressing mental health issues becomes paramount to disrupt the cycle of 

violence in communities.  

 

Community violence intervention programs recognize the crucial role of mental health 

support necessary for breaking the cycle of violence. Programs are challenged with 

implementing a multi-faceted approach to tackle mental health issues among diverse 

communities. A central objective is to provide accessible and culturally sensitive mental 

health services to those impacted by violence (Substance Abuse and Mental Health 

Services Administration Center for Substance Abuse Treatment [SAMHSA], 2016). 

Cultural competence involves a set of skills and processes that enable professionals to 

deliver services suitable for diverse populations (SAMHSA, 2016; Bhui et al., 2007). 
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Communities across the U.S. facing disproportionate levels of violence are complex; one 

specific program that is effective in one community may not be universally effective. 

However, there are broader approaches that ensure effectiveness which can be adapted 

to suit the unique requirements of each community. 

Addressing Mental Health 

Larbi et al. (2022) propose adaptable approaches aimed at diverse communities to 

address mental health concerns. The first suggestion focuses on supporting the youth 

within these communities, as children are particularly susceptible to developing PTSD 

and substance abuse when exposed to violence. Collaborative efforts between 

community-based programs and larger organizations can provide resources ensuring 

safety and managing stress-inducing environments. The National Child Traumatic Stress 

Network (NCTSN) is a nationwide coalition of providers collaborating to offer evidence-

based services for trauma and associated conditions within community-based programs 

(Abdul-Adil, Suárez, 2021). Urban Youth Trauma Centers (UYTCs) are a product of the 

NCTSN that aim to raise awareness of violence-induced trauma. These centers provide 

trauma-informed training to service providers, enhancing their ability to assist the 

affected communities. UYTCs also offer services to address adolescent substance 

abuse and therapy for traumatic stress. Their adaptability and innovative approach make 

them a powerful asset, effectively meeting the diverse needs of different communities.   

 

The second proposed approach involves adopting healthy and effective coping 

mechanisms (Larbi et al., 2022). It is important for individuals facing mental health 
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conditions to actively address grief and anger associated with violence and loss. Building 

connections with others who share experiences becomes pivotal in reinforcing social 

bonds and navigating compounding stress. Engaging with the community has proven to 

be an invaluable resource for managing distress (Hull et al., 2008). Participation in 

religious activities, nurturing neighborhoods, and friendship networks has demonstrated 

positive impacts on mental well-being, reducing instances of depression, childhood 

behavior problems, and susceptibility to substance abuse. Additionally, initiatives aimed 

at providing employment for adults and teenagers have yielded promising outcomes by 

alleviating stress and depression from living in violent communities. Employment-focused 

programs have offered individuals a vital source of social support, effectively countering 

the debilitating effects associated with residing in impoverished and chaotic 

communities.  

 

Lastly, seeking additional resources for mental health is highly advantageous. Accessing 

behavioral health services is essential, as they offer supplementary tools and resources 

to aid those struggling with their mental health (Larbi et al., 2022). For instance, a 

Community Partners in Care (CPIC) study, a collaborative effort focusing on depression 

care, offers a comprehensive range of services including outpatient primary care, mental 

health, and SUD services, homeless services, and community-oriented services like 

senior centers, churches, etc., with the aim of assisting a predominantly under-resourced 

racial minority sample (Castillo et al., 2019).  CPIC compared two approaches, 

Community Engagement and Planning (CEP) and Resource and Services (RS) to 
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implement a community-wide strategy for managing depression. The CEP program 

actively engaged with community initiatives, involving psycho-education, screening, and 

referrals to clinics and other social services. The program’s outcomes showed significant 

improvements for participants, including improved health-related quality of life, “. . . 

increased physical activity, reduced homelessness risk factors, and reduced behavioral 

health hospitalizations.” (Castillo et al., 2019, p. 2). This underscores the value of adopting 

a flexible approach that fosters community connections with professional support to 

promote mental well-being. 

Conclusion 

There is a complex relationship between community violence and mental health within 

socioeconomically disadvantaged communities. The negative psychological effects of 

violence can lead to a range of mental health challenges such as depression, PTSD, 

substance use disorder and more. The intersections of poverty, racial disparities, and 

educational inequalities amplify the impact violence has on a community, creating 

environments of hopelessness and chronic threats to safety and well-being. These 

adverse conditions subsequently perpetuate a cycle of violence and mental health issues 

which further contributes to the intricate challenges these communities face. The 

implementation of trauma-informed and culturally sensitive programs, as well as the 

engagement of community-based programs and resources, is vital to disrupt this cycle. 

Focusing on youth support, healthy coping mechanisms, and accessible professional 

mental health services can be effective for enhancing mental well-being, reducing 

violence, and improving the quality of life for these communities.
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About the Center for Public Safety Initiatives 

The Center for Public Safety Initiatives (CPSI) is a multi-disciplinary research center that 
examines strategies to reduce crime and enhance the administration of justice. It 
provides program evaluation, data analytics, and project management services to area 
law enforcement, community non-profits, and other criminal justice professionals, and it 
contributes to general knowledge generation of the nature and causes of crime and 
violence.  Its educational goals include training graduate and undergraduate students in 
strategic planning, program evaluation, and policy analysis. 

The foundation of the Center is the practice of action research in which relevant data 
and analyses are brought to bear on the day-to-day decision-making processes of 
organizations. The Center serves the practice of policy development and implementation 
in real time and is a testing ground for 21st century university engagement, 
demonstrating how rigorous research and analysis can play a role in improving the lives 
of society’s most marginalized citizens. 

To access our full library of white papers, visit our website at rit.edu/cpsi. 
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