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Abstract 

The purpose of this paper is to evaluate four firearm-reduction strategies by looking at the scientific rigor of 

the evaluations and the pre and post effects on crime. Methodologically, this is an evaluation research that 

focuses primarily on evaluating the effectiveness in terms of what works, what does not work, and what’s 

promising among different crime prevention strategies in the area of targeted policing. The evaluation of 

these crime prevention strategies was done using the Maryland Scientific Method Scale (SMS). The results of 

this evaluation study show that firearm-related strategies are effective but they have short-term effect on 

crime. In other words, crime returns once the strategy is removed from its implementation.  
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Introduction   

The 1990s was witness to a 

significant decline in firearm violence 

(Levitt, 2004).  

In fact, homicide rates went from 

9.4 per 100.000 in 1991 to 5.5 per 

100.000 in 2000 (Federal Bureau of 

Investigation, 2006; Blumstein, 2006). 

Despite this decline, firearm violence still 

kills many people. As a result, there have 

been many policies and crime prevention 

programs aimed at reducing firearms and 

firearm-related violence.  

Many federal, state, and local 

police agencies continue to look for new 

ways to reduce firearm violence. 

Researchers also continue to evaluate 

existing policies and programs seeking 

ways to further reduce firearm violence.  

As a result, the basic premise is that 

anything we can do to limit violence and 

the use of firearms, will reduce the 

number of deaths associated with 

firearms. Looking at more specific 

statistics, there were 29,573 firearm-

related deaths in the United States and 

11,237 of them were homicide in 2001 

(Welford, Pepper, & Petries, 2005).  

Considering the magnitude of this 

problem, one can understand why the 

premise of reducing firearms reduced 

violence and homicide. These beliefs and 

statistics are held by politicians and the 

general public that argue we need more 

programs to reduce the number of violent 

acts using firearms.  

Thus, if we can reduce the number 

of firearms, we can reduce the number of 

firearm-related deaths and firearm-related 

violence (Altheimer, 2010).  

Therefore, we need strict policies 

and more firearm violence reduction 

programs to reduce firearms and violence 

related to them. In addition to these 

beliefs, Philips and Maume (2007) noted 

that politicians and the public believe 

current firearm programs are efficient and 

effective enough to reduce firearm-related 

violence. On the other hand, some 

politicians and part of the public believe 
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current firearm programs are not effective 

enough.  

The truth with all of these beliefs 

appears to be questionable, to say the 

least. Whether additional crime 

prevention programs aimed at reducing 

firearm-related violence are necessary or 

not, it largely depends upon their specific 

focus, degree of implementation, and 

intensity of those programs.  

Therefore, future programs that 

seek to reduce firearms and firearm-

related violence must be target-specific 

and evidence-based; meaning, current 

programs need to be scientifically 

evaluated to determine whether they are 

effective or not.  

According to the National Crime 

Victimization Survey (NCVS), in 2000, 

about 533,470 victims of serious crimes 

including robbery, aggravated assault, 

rape, and other sexual assault-related 

offenses stated their offender has a 

firearm at the time of attack (National 

Crime Victimization Survey, 2005).   

This statistics alone suggest we 

need to reduce the use of firearms used in 

the commission of violent crimes.  

Therefore, firearm reduction is a 

high priority for many because there is a 

concern for public safety and there is a 

desire to reduce the burden of crime in 

society.  

The current paper will examine 

specific lever-pulling strategies designed 

to reduce firearm violence through 

policing intervention.  

 

 

The Purpose of This Paper 

This research paper examines the 

effectiveness of what is known as a lever-

pulling strategy to reduce firearm 

violence. 

A lever-pulling strategy is one that 

essentially uses any and all means 

necessary to reduce firearm-related 

violence.  

In other words, a lever-pulling 

strategy is one that uses several different 

interventions combined that are target-

specific and that are focused on one 

outcome. In this situation, the outcome is 

reducing firearm-related violence.  

The general characteristics of this 

strategy include advertisement, multi-

agency cooperation, problem-oriented 

policing, increased sanctions with longer 

prison terms, and targets potential and 

high-risk offenders.  

More specifically, this paper will 

narrow its focus to specific lever-pulling 

strategies that utilize the police to deliver 

a message of deterrence and use firearm-

related violence as the outcome measure.  

Lever-pulling strategies have seen 

a limited number of evaluations. In fact 

this limited number of methodologically 

sound evaluations is barely enough to 

conclude their overall effectiveness 

(Sherman, Ferrington, & Welsh, 2006).  

However, these limited numbers 

of evaluations, including this comparative 

study, have concluded lever-pulling 

strategies are effective or at the very least, 

they are promising.  
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Pulling All Levers 

 The “pulling levers” strategy is a 

street name that came to be known by the 

working members of those strategies 

because the working members involved in 

deterring violent behavior among high-

risk offenders were reaching out directly 

to potential offenders by communicating 

to them that violence and the use of a 

firearm would no longer be tolerated 

(Braga, Kennedy, Waring, & Piehl, 

2001).  

That is, the zero-tolerance 

message would be backed up with a swift 

and certain action that will utilize pulling 

every lever legally available when firearm 

violence occurred. There are many names 

given to those strategies as they are 

implemented in different cities but they 

maintain the same characteristics 

(Moorhouse & Wanner, 2006). 

Essentially pulling levers strategy is a 

form of problem-oriented policing 

approach (Braga, 2008).  

 The goal of this strategy is to 

reduce firearm-related crimes, especially 

homicide, through the arrest and 

conviction of persons in illegal possession 

of a firearm. The program is designed as a 

partnership between local law 

enforcement, prosecutors, and the federal 

courts. It combines the efforts of multiple 

federal, state, and local agencies to 

concentrate their resources on only one 

objective, to reduce violence and 

firearms.  

Multi-agency collaboration 

coordinates resources to expedite the 

arrest, prosecution, and the sentencing of 

offenders (U.S. Department of Justice, 

2004).  

After an arrest is made on an 

illegal possession of a violent firearm 

charge, the court is able to apply stringent 

bail rules in an effort to keep dangerous 

offenders incarcerated.  

 Additionally, this strategy usually 

includes an intensive public outreach 

effort that uses televisions, billboards, 

electronic media, telephone-pole posters, 

and bus advertisings to get its message to 

the community. The typical motto of this 

strategy warns potential offenders that the 

possession of an illegal gun will results in 

five years in federal prison. Its purpose is 

to inflict fear in potential offenders.  

This motto is repeated throughout 

the promotion for added emphasis Green, 

1999).  

Furthermore, public service 

announcements are used to encourage the 

community to report illegal firearms and 

violence to police officers.  

Police officers deliver this 

deterrent zero-tolerance message in 

formal meetings with gang members, 

through informally approaching known 

high-risk offenders.  

The deterrent message was a small 

unimportant thought to most people for 

stopping the use of firearms with 

violence. Rather, it was a guarantee to 

potential offenders that violent behaviors 

would evoke a swift, certain, and intense 

law enforcement response.  

If potential offenders committed 

other crimes but refrained from violence, 

they would be dealt with by normal 

procedures not involving federal 

agencies. 
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However, if an offender hurts 

someone, used or even had a firearm in 

his/her possession, the working group, 

including the police, focused the 

enforcement actions on the offender 

(Johnson, Smith, & Willard, 2001).  

 The lever-pulling strategy was not 

designed to eliminate offending or stop 

every aspect of criminal activity. Rather it 

was designed to control serous violence 

with firearms.  

To achieve this, the working 

groups explained their actions against 

targeted offenders to other potential 

offenders by saying this person 

committed a violent act with a firearm 

and we immediately responded with the 

following actions. In other words, if you 

want the same to happen to you, here is 

how to prevent it (Greene, 1999).  

 There are many crime prevention 

programs and policies designed to reduce 

firearm violence and firearms in general. 

Some programs focus directly on 

reducing firearm violence while others 

focus on reducing only firearms. Those 

programs target individuals, communities, 

and special groups within communities.  

Additionally, some programs 

target only high-risk individuals while 

others target anyone who owns a firearm 

(Johnson et al., 2001). It is noteworthy 

that there are many firearm programs 

designed to limit the use of firearms but 

due to the volume of programs, in this 

paper, it is necessary to limit the 

examination of those programs designed 

to reduce violence by high-risk offenders 

through policing efforts.  

Moreover, many firearm-

reduction programs have been 

implemented and used in many regions of 

the country, but there is little empirical 

evidence on the evaluation of their 

efficiency and effectiveness (Sherman et 

al., 2006).  

Historical Context 

 Some of the specific programs 

examined in this paper are Indianapolis 

Violence Reduction Partnership, Boston’s 

Operation Ceasefire, Project Safe 

Neighborhoods, and Richmond Virginia’s 

Project Exile.  

Firearm violence reduction 

programs and the debate to reduce 

firearms has been around for many years 

but became highly visible with the 

passage of the Brady Bill (Moorhouse & 

Wanner, 2006).  

The Brady Bill, resulting from an 

attempted assassination of President 

Regan, was concerned with the fact that 

firearms are easily accessible to 

everybody. This, coupled with high 

homicide rates, and the response to a 

number of high-profile mass shootings, 

firearm control advocates responded with 

many programs and policies designed to 

reduce firearms.  

For example, the Assault 

Weapons Ban of 1994 was designed to 

reduce the number of assault weapons 

purchased. While this may have reduced 

the number of firearms purchased, a large 

number of firearms already owned by 

U.S. Citizens remained unaffected (Koper 

& Roth, 2001). 

Therefore, many programs were 

developed and implemented in major U.S. 
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cities to limit firearms use in violent 

crimes. 

Many cities developed strategies 

that utilized the policy to send zero 

tolerance messages and increased 

policing efforts in hot spots areas and to 

high-risk offenders. This was seen 

through the development of New York’s 

Compstat that identified hot spots of 

firearm violence and increased patrols in 

those areas (Rosenfeld, Fornango, & 

Baumer, 2005).  

Other cities such as Boston, MA, 

targeted high-risk offenders (i.e., street 

gangs with increased face to face 

meetings with them).  

Theoretical Background 

 Criminological theory is important 

to any crime prevention strategy from two 

paradigms. These paradigms include 

theories that offer explanations why 

individuals or groups decide to engage in 

criminal activities, and theories that drive 

the crime prevention strategies. With 

firearm and violence, we must determine 

or approximate why individuals use 

firearms and commit violent acts. We 

must also develop strategies or 

interventions to reduce firearm usage and 

violence. As a result, many theories may 

come into play and help us guide firearm 

violence reduction programs.  

The discussion in this section 

focuses on relevant theories that can be 

utilized to better understand the firearm 

usage, firearm violence, and firearm 

reduction from the theoretical point of 

view. 

Theories Supporting Offending 

 All criminological theories make 

assumptions of the causal factors leading 

to the commission of criminal activity. 

However, social disorganization and 

control theories appear best suited to 

explain why firearm violence occurs. 

Social disorganization makes the 

argument that disorganized communities 

resulting from a breakdown of social 

control allow the criminal elements to 

emerge (Shaw & McKay, 1969).  

Some experts argue that the 

current state of our communities allows 

for social disorganization to take place 

(Einstadter & Henry, 2006).  

In other words, communities have 

changed and people are too busy to 

organize and build a strong community. 

People are too busy to know their 

neighbors. Social controls may be weak 

because most families are not really 

involved in the community and many of 

the social institutions do not carry strong 

traditional values as they once did. This 

also suggests that control theories, with 

Hirschi’s (1969) Causes of Delinquency 

in particular, may offer a possible 

explanation with the bonds of attachment, 

commitment, belief, and involvement. 

These four bonds may have grown weak 

in many families as a result of demands in 

today’s society (Hirschi, 1969). 

In explanation, many traditional 

Family values have grown weak because 

many families see both parents working 

to survive.  

Therefore, many parents spend 

less time at home raising their children 

resulting in weak bonds. Those weak 

bonds may lead to delinquency and 

offending (Cullen & Agnew, 2006).  
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 Additionally, social 

disorganization may lead to a breakdown 

in the community where we see social 

and physical decay in the run-down 

communities.  

These broken communities may 

be a gateway to offending (Cullen & 

Agnew, 2006). All of these can result 

with criminogenic factors allowing gangs, 

violence, and crime to thrive.  

Therefore, control theories and 

social disorganization theory offer the 

best explanation of the violence with 

firearms in the U.S. communities.  

Theories Supporting Prevention  

 Arguably, many criminological 

theories could be applied to these firearm 

prevention programs, including 

deterrence, rational choice, social 

disorganization, and control theories.  

However, deterrence and rational 

choice theories are most closely 

associated with these strategies. 

Basically, deterrence and rational choice 

theories build upon the classical theories 

where crime is seen as choice that is 

influenced by its cost and benefits, or its 

rationality (Cornish & Clarke, 1986; 

Clarke, 1997).  

Basically, crime will more likely 

be reduced or deterred if more effort is 

required for the commission of a crime.  

Additionally, deterrence is even 

more likely if the costs associated with a 

crime are certain, immediate, and severe. 

Costs, in this case, refer to both the 

punishment associated with crime and the 

efforts that are required to commit a 

crime.  

The efforts refer to the journey to 

crime, which included the time, planning, 

and the perceived benefits from the 

commission of a crime (Clarke & Felson, 

1993).   

With deterrence, there are four 

components that explain the nature of 

these firearm-reduction strategies; namely 

general deterrence, specific deterrence, 

incapacitation, and retribution.   

Deterrence 

 General deterrence suggests that 

people will engage in criminal activities if 

they do not fear apprehension and 

punishment (Vito,  Maahs, & Holms, 

2006). In other words, lack of control 

mechanisms or lack of fear of punishment 

leads to crime.   

General deterrence strategies 

focus on future behavior and preventing 

individuals or groups from engaging in 

crime by changing their rational decision 

making process (Cullen & Agnew, 2006). 

The firearm strategies discussed in this 

paper are designed and implemented to 

produce and maintain an image that 

negative, disruptive, and violent 

behaviors that involve the use of firearms 

will receive attention from the police and 

the punishment from the criminal justice 

system. The firearm-reduction strategies 

presented here send out a strong 

deterrence message that firearm offenses 

will not be tolerated and anyone who uses 

a firearm for a violent act will be severely 

punished. Specific deterrence focuses on 

punishing known offenders or targets 

high-risk offenders. The premise here is 

that the motives and rationales that lie 

behind the original behavior may be 

suppressed through the use of punishment 
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as a negative stimulus (Einstadter & 

Hendry, 2006). The firearm strategies 

focus heavily on specific deterrence. 

They use police to target high-risk 

offenders through increased patrols and 

face-to-face meetings with potential high-

risk offenders. 

Essentially, these strategies use 

the police to meet with potential 

offenders and communicate to them the 

message that the firearm violence will not 

be tolerated and if these offenders decide 

to use firearms, they will be dealt with 

increased sanctions assessed for violence 

and the use of firearms (Johnson et al., 

2001).  

 The retributive dimension of 

deterrence suggests that criminals who 

decide to commit violent acts with 

firearms deserve to be punished.  

It is important to note that 

retribution is not an integral part of these 

strategies but the mindset of those who 

develop and implement these strategies 

suggests they want criminals to pay for 

their acts of violence and to be punished 

for their deeds (Johnson et al., 2001).  

 Incapacitation, on the other hand, 

is an integral part of these strategies and it 

works in conjunction with specific 

deterrence through the thought that the 

punishment must be effective.  

Incapacitation works on the 

premise that if a person is placed in 

prison, he/she cannot commit more 

crimes for the duration of time he/she 

remains in prison.  

The firearm strategies that will be 

discussed in this paper seek to 

incapacitate offenders for as long as 

possible using state and federal 

sentencing guidelines to allow for longer 

sentences (Johnson et al., 2001). 

Essentially, these programs tell 

offenders they will be locked up and the 

key will be thrown away should they 

decide to commit a violent act with a 

firearm. While this does not alter the 

future behavior, it reduces the chance that 

an individual will be on the street to 

commit more violent offenses.  

Rational Choice 

 Rational choice theory argues that 

offenders are capable of making rational 

choices when they decide to commit 

offenses (Cornish & Clarke, 1986).  

This works in conjunction with 

the deterrence theory by targeting the 

victim as the prevention strategy.  

These strategies work on the 

premise that an offender makes a rational 

decision and the offender decides not to 

offend if the risks are too great. In this 

case, the risks include harsher sanctions 

and longer prison terms.  

Lab (2010) notes that rational 

choice is the cornerstone of situational 

crime prevention strategies, including 

firearm-reduction programs.  

Theory in Research 

 Through reviewing the literature 

on firearm reduction policies and 

prevention strategies and more 

specifically, the strategies discussed here, 

deterrence is the theory most heavily 

discussed.  

Kovandzic, Marvell, and Vieratis 

(2005) noted in their evaluation of hand 
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guns on violent crime rates that almost 

every policy or prevention program 

designed to reduce firearms is based on 

deterrence. 

Those authors contend that 

interventions, laws, and policy can reduce 

violent crime rates by raising the 

expected costs of firearm crimes through 

higher anticipated incapacitation and 

lower success rates for completing 

crimes. Deterrence is also seen through 

New York City’s zero tolerance 

campaign. Green (1999) examined police 

practices in New York arguing previous 

research used the broken windows theory 

of policing that holds if public incivilities 

and disorderly conduct are not firmly 

suppressed, they will escalate attracting 

more serious criminals and crime. 

Broken windows theory suggests 

crime must be firmly suppressed and as a 

result, preventions aimed at reducing 

firearms have taken a deterrence approach 

(Skogan, 1990).  

The Selection of Program Strategies for 

Evaluation and Methods of Analysis 

 As previously stated, there are 

many firearm-reduction programs that 

seek to reduce violence by targeting 

firearms and the offenders that use 

firearms in the commission of a violent 

act. However, only a handful of them 

have been empirically evaluated with 

rigorous methodological techniques.  

The need for sound evaluations is 

essential because they provide evidence 

about what interventions work, what 

interventions do not work, and those that 

are promising.  

Thus, the empirical evidence is 

critical to the future of firearm-reduction 

programs that seek to reduce violence.  

The importance of evaluation 

programs is based on the fact that a lot of 

resources are being allocated to those 

programs; yet, we need to know whether 

they produce the desired results, which is 

to prevent crime.  

Therefore, by evaluating them, we 

can determine what works and what does 

not work so that ineffective programs can 

be abandoned or modified to fall in line 

with evidence-based crime prevention 

techniques. 

Following the guidelines utilized 

by Sherman et al. (2006) for selecting the 

evaluations of firearm-reduction 

programs, this section examines their 

effectiveness in practice.  

Additionally, this section will 

discuss the methodologies employed by 

researchers and their conclusions.  

 In this paper, I have identified 

four specific programs designed to reduce 

firearms and violence that fall under a 

lever-pulling strategy utilizing problem-

oriented policing.  

Similar programs were not used 

because they either did not assess 

violence as the outcome or they did not 

utilize an increased police presence 

though problem-oriented policing.  

Therefore, this section will 

examine four specific programs, outline 

the strategy employed, examine the 

methodology utilized by the researchers, 

and discuss the outcome for each strategy.  
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The programs that are included in 

the review here represent a community-

based approach that can be classified 

under the secondary and tertiary crime 

prevention.
i
 

Those programs have also 

emerged as an anti-violence initiative 

designed to reduce violence though a 

reduction in firearm-related crimes.  

The evaluation presented here will 

be assessed using the Maryland Scientific 

Methods Scale (SMS)
ii
 (see Sherman et 

al, 2006; Avdija, 2008).   

For a quick reference of those 

firearm violence reduction programs and 

their respective SMS rating, see Table 2. 

Also note Table 2 for a quick 

reference of each strategy’s components 

and each strategy’s primary target.  

Strategies, Specifics, Methodologies, 

and Outcomes 

 The next four sub-sections will 

separately examine the Indianapolis 

Violence Reduction Partnership, 

Operation Ceasefire, Project exile, and 

Project Safe Neighborhoods because they 

have been identified as lever-pulling 

strategies. All four of these programs also 

employ problem-oriented policing and 

measure the same outcomes.  

1. Indianapolis Violence Reduction 

Partnership  

 Indianapolis experienced high 

levels of homicide in the mid-1990s 

resulting in decision by city officials to 

implement a lever-pulling strategy.  

It was found that most of the 

homicides were committed by gang 

members. Thus, the strategy was to target 

known gang members who carried 

firearms and were prone to violence by 

pulling all levers. This was modeled after 

the Boston Gun Project but with an 

objective to reduce gang homicide rates 

by “pulling” all levers that incorporates 

all resources to reduce homicide rates. 

This strategy utilized deterrence where 

police aggressively sent a message to 

individual gang members that violence 

would not be tolerated. The levers 

included collaborative effort by local, 

state, and federal agencies to aggressively 

find gang members and tell them face-to-

face that firearm usage to commit violent 

crimes would not be tolerated (see Table 

2).  

If a crime was committed, they 

would be prosecuted under state and 

federal guidelines allowing for harsher 

penalties and longer prison terms 

(Chermak & McGarrell, 2004; McGarrell, 

Chermak, Willson, & Carsoro, 2006).  

 In this paper, there were two 

evaluations of the Indianapolis strategy 

that measured violence as the outcome 

variable: 1) the study of Chermak and 

McGarrell (2004), and 2) the study of 

McGarrell et al., (2006).  

Both evaluations utilized a quasi-

experimental design with comparison 

groups. Additionally, both evaluations 

also included surveys with their post 

observations to help measure program 

effectiveness. These two evaluation 

studies employed e fairly rigorous 

statistical analysis but both of them 

lacked random assignment. In terms of 

the SMS scale, these two studies were 

Level III (see Table 1). The outcomes of 

both evaluations were essentially the 
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same. That is, homicides declined in the 

targeted areas by a minimum of 34% 

immediately following the 

implementation of the strategy and a 

reduction in homicides was sustained 

over the evaluation period.  

More specifically, Indianapolis 

experienced 149 homicides in the twelve 

months before the intervention and 101 in 

the twelve months following the 

intervention, averaging 2.9 per week pre-

intervention and 1.9 per week post-

intervention.  

Finally, comparing homicide 

trends with six comparable cities, 

Indianapolis was the only city to 

experience statistically significant decline 

in homicides (Chermak & McGarrell, 

2004; McGarrell et al., 2006).  

As a result, the Indianapolis 

strategy can be considered an effective 

strategy in reducing firearm-related 

crimes. 

2. Operation Ceasefire 

  Boston’s Operation Ceasefire was 

a problem-oriented policing strategy 

aimed at reducing youth firearms violence 

and youth homicide in Boston. 

Researchers and practitioners designed 

and implemented a program that was also 

a lever-pulling strategy aimed at focusing 

all attention at youth gangs where 

homicide and violence was high. Police 

also administered this program though 

face-to-face meetings with gang members 

and meetings with entire gangs (Braga, 

Kennedy, Waring, & Piehl, 2001; Braga 

& Pierce, 2005, see Table 2). 

Of the three identified studies that 

evaluated Boston’s Operation Ceasefire, 

one was excluded because it failed to use 

violence as an outcome measure.  

The first evaluation study (see 

Braga et al. 2001) employed an 

interrupted times series quasi-

experimental design, a non-randomized 

quasi-experiment with comparison groups 

(SMS Level III, see Table 1).  

The second evaluation study (see 

Braga and Pierce, 2005) employed a 

quasi-experimental design (SMS Level 

III, see Table 1).  

Additionally, both evaluations 

utilized the appropriate statistical 

methods for measuring the outcomes. 

However, it should be noted that the 

similarity of design methodology with 

both evaluations most likely resulted 

because the lead researcher was the same 

for both evaluations. Having the same 

methodologies, both evaluations 

produced similar results. Violent acts 

with the use of firearms were 

significantly reduced.  

The results of the 2001 and 2005 

evaluations show that the number of 

homicides committed with the use of 

firearms was reduced down to 42%. 

Additionally, both evaluations concluded 

that the comparison city’s homicide rates 

had remained stable, further suggesting 

Ceasefire’s effectiveness. Furthermore, 

four years after the program was 

terminated, Braga and Pierce (2005) 

found that youth firearm homicide 

increased approximately 53%.  This 

suggests that Boston’s Ceasefire is 

effective at reducing violent firearm-

related crimes. Nonetheless, the program 

lacks long-term effectiveness. That is, this 

program is only effective if it is 
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implemented as an on-going strategy. 

Once it ceases, the firearm-related 

violence returns.  

3. Program Exile 

 Project exile was initiated in 1997, 

in Richmond, Virginia. This project 

entailed increased sanctions and sentence 

enhancement though federal prosecution 

of anybody involved in a violent crime 

using firearms. The use of federal 

sentencing guidelines allowed for the 

denial of bail and longer out of state 

prison sentences. Although this program 

focused mainly on increased sanctions, it 

used the police and increased patrols of 

hot spots where homicides were common. 

Additionally, Project exile saw extensive 

advertisement though the media, 

electronic sources, and posters placed 

around the city (see Table 2).  

The main advertisement made it 

clear that using a firearm in the 

commission of a violent crime would 

result in a minimum sentence of five 

years in a federal prison (Rosenfeld, 

Fornango, & Baumer, 2005). Rosenfeld at 

al. (2005) employed an interrupted time 

series quasi-experimental design with a 

comparison groups (SMS Level III, see 

Table1).  

The authors gathered data from 95 

largest cities in the U.S. to analyze 

homicide trends.  

The data from other cities were 

disaggregated to homicides involving 

firearms so that a practical comparison 

could be made. Solid statistical methods 

were utilized to analyze the data and 

provide solid conclusions. Rosenfeld et 

al. (2005) came to several conclusions 

regarding Richmond’s Project Exile. 

According to Rosenfeld et al. (2005), 

Project Exile strategy notably reduced 

homicides from firearms usage and 

reduced firearms.  

Homicide rates with the use of a 

firearm decreased from 80 per 100,000 to 

36 per 100,000 over the program’s six 

year implementation. This amounts to a 

16% yearly decrease in homicides. 

However, the comparison cities saw a 

10% yearly decrease. This is not a 

significant decrease compared to other 

cities without an intervention of this type.  

The authors also noted the 

limitation that it was impossible to rule 

out all unknown outside influences.  

As a result Richmond’s Project 

Exile must be considered “promising” but 

not with a high degree of certainty as a 

program that “works.” In other words, 

additional evaluation studies must be 

conducted to conclude whether or not this 

program works in reducing firearm-

related violence.  

4. Project Safe Neighborhoods 

 Project Safe Neighborhoods 

(PSN) is a crime policy that was 

introduced in 2001 by the Bush 

Administration. The primary purpose of 

this program was to reduce gun related 

violence in the United States. Based on 

deterrence and incapacitation models, this 

program utilizes the police to increase 

their efforts at finding and arresting 

anyone who commit an act of violence 

using a firearm.  

While PSN is a bread name, it has 

funded five different prevention programs 

in the U.S. cities that have not yet been 
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evaluated. One of the programs focuses 

on prosecution and enforcement, and it 

has seen several evaluations thus far. The 

prosecution and enforcement program is 

similar to Exile, Ceasefire, and the 

Indianapolis program (see Table 2) in that 

the police send a strong deterrence 

message that is followed by increased 

measures of incapacitation.  

Two of the evaluated programs 

that will be discussed here included 

targeted patrol programs that are based on 

problem-oriented policing in Pittsburgh, 

Pennsylvania, and a firearm violence 

reduction program in Southern Alabama 

(Ludvig, 2005; O’shea, 2003; 2007, see 

Table 1).  

Ludwig (2005) evaluated the 

Pittsburgh program that was essentially a 

targeted patrol, problem-oriented policing 

strategy.  

The Pittsburgh police targeted two 

of the five police zones with additional 

police by randomly increasing the police 

presence. 

In addition to the increased police 

presence, the police focused on talking 

face-to-face with known offenders and 

youth street gang members.  

These meetings were used by the 

police to send out a message that we are 

going to watch this area more, and we 

will not tolerate any violence or the use of 

a firearm. Ludwig’s (2005) study does not 

qualify as a quasi-experiment or true 

experiment because it did not have a 

comparison group (SMS Level II). 

Therefore, this evaluation was not 

methodologically strong and has many 

limitations.  

However, one notable strength of 

this study was the outcome measures. In 

addition to obtaining official police 

records, the data were collected from 

local hospitals on the number of gunshot 

wounds that entered the emergency 

rooms.  

While hospital records are far 

from exhaustive, they added support to 

the outcome that there was a slight 

decrease in violent firearm offenses in 

Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania.  

There were many factors 

responsible for the weaknesses of 

Ludwig’s (2005) conclusions but it 

should be noted that one major difference 

between this strategy and the other 

strategies examined here is that the 

Pittsburgh police were not as aggressive 

in sending a deterrent message to 

potential criminals.  

Regardless of weak empirical 

support, this evaluation is notable because 

it supports the promise that these crime 

prevention strategies are at least 

promising. Similar to Pittsburgh’s 

firearm-related reduction violence 

program, O’Shea (2007) evaluated an 

aggressive firearm reduction program 

called Project Ice in Mobile, Alabama.  

Project Ice employed an 

advertisement-based campaign, utilized 

the police to hand deliver messages to 

known offenders and known gang 

members regarding harsher punishments 

with increased incapacitation.  

This evaluation employed an 

interrupted time series longitudinal design 

with ARIMA modeling. Random 

assignment was utilized for the treatment 
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group but there were no comparisons 

(SMS Level II).  

Also, self-administered surveys 

were given to citizens to gather 

perception data and those who were 

convicted were also given surveys. 

O’Shea’s (2007) evaluation measured 

arrest rates, homicides, and gun crimes, 

concluding that Mobile’s Project Ice had 

a significant effect on violent firearm 

crimes but had no effect on homicide 

rates. 

More specifically, this evaluation 

shows that the use of firearms in violent 

offenses decreased by approximately 26 

incidents per months and homicides 

decreased by about 16 incidents per 

month. 

Overall, there was a significant 

reduction in violent firearm offenses 

leading to the conclusion that Project Ice 

was effective at reducing firearm-related 

violence.  

Table 1. Duration, Outcome, and Methodological Rigor of the Firearm Violence Reduction 

Strategies 

Strategy name 

& Evaluation 

Study  

Location  
Duration  

of Strategy 
Outcome 

Scientific Rigor 

SMS 

Indianapolis 

Violence 

Reduction 

Partnership  
 

Chermak & 

McGarrell 

(2005) 

Indianapolis, 

IN 
1998-1999 

Significant reduction in 

violence and firearm-related 

homicide 

 

3 

Quasi-Experiment with 

comparisons 

 

Indianapolis 

Violence 

Reduction 

Partnership 

 

McGarrell et 

al., (2006)  

Indianapolis, 

IN 
1998-1999 

Significant reduction in 

violence and firearm-related 

homicide 

 

3 

Quasi-Experiment with 

comparisons 

 

Operation 

Ceasefire 

 

Braga et al., 

(2001) 

Boston, MA 1996-1998 

Significant reduction in 

violence and firearm-related 

homicide 

 

Youth firearm homicide 

returned to normal rates after 

program ceased 

3 

ITS Quasi-Experiment 

with comparisons 

 

Operation 

Ceasefire 

 

Braga & Pierce 

(2005) 

Boston, MA 1996-1998 

Significant reduction in 

violence and firearm-related 

homicide 

 

Youth firearm homicide 

returned to normal rates after 

program ceased 

3 

ITS Quasi-Experiment 

with comparisons 
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Project Exile 

 

Rosenfeld et 

al., (2005) 

Richmond, 

VA 
1997-2000* 

Moderate reduction in 

violence and firearm homicide 

 

3 

ITS Quasi-Experiment 

with comparisons 

 

Project Safe 

Neighborhoods  
 

Ludwig (2005) 

Pittsburgh, PA 
July – Oct. 

1998 

Slight reduction in violence 

and firearm homicide 

 

Slight reduction in emergency 

room visits with a gunshot 

injury 

2 

Longitudinal 

No comparison 

 

Project Safe 

Neighborhoods   
 

(Project Ice) 

 

O’Shea (2007) 

 

Mobile, AL 1999-2001* 

 

 

Significant reduction in 

violence and firearm homicide  

 

 

2 

Longitudinal 

No comparison 

 

* Program’s end dates are approximated.  ITS  - Interrupted Time Series  

Table 2.  Context, Strategy Components, and Primary Target 

Strategy name Location  
Context 

of Strategy 
Strategy Components  Primary Target 

Indianapolis 

Violence 

Reduction 

Partnership  

Indianapolis, 

IN 
Community 

 Problem-Oriented Policing  

 Face-to-face and group meetings 

with gang members 

 Advertising campaign 

 Multi-agency cooperation  

 Increased sanctions  

 

Known gang 

members 

 

Operation 

Ceasefire 
Boston, MA Community 

 Problem-Oriented Policing  

 Face-to-face and group meetings 

with gang members 

 Advertising campaign 

 Multi-agency cooperation 

 Increased sanctions 

Known youth 

gangs 

 

Project Exile 
Richmond, 

VA 
Community 

 Problem-Oriented Policing  

 Advertising campaign 

 Multi-agency cooperation 

 Increased sanctions 

All violent 

offenses and 

offenders who 

used a firearm 

 

Project Safe 

Neighborhoods  
 

(Pittsburgh Patrol 

Program) 

Pittsburgh, PA Community 

 Problem-Oriented Policing  

 Face-to-face and group meetings 

w/high-risk offenders 

 No multi-agency cooperation 

 Increased sanctions 

All known violent 

offenders and 

know youth gang 

members 

 

Project Safe 

Neighborhoods   
 

(Project Ice) 

Mobile, AL Community 

 Problem-Oriented Policing  

 Face-to-face and group meetings 

w/high-risk offenders 

 Multi-agency cooperation 

 Increased sanctions  

All known violent 

offenders and 

know gang 

members 
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Discussion  

Based on evidence presented 

above, strategies that utilize the police 

through paradigms such as problem-

oriented policing; strategies that target 

high-risk offenders; strategies that 

incorporate multiple interventions are 

effective at reducing firearms violence.  

However, there are some issues to 

consider. Many firearm violence 

reduction programs employ several 

interventions.Such interventions include 

increased sanctions, advertising 

campaigns, and the police to deliver and 

enforce the message of deterrence. Those 

programs were effective because all 

parties involved believed in the 

intervention and bought into the program.  

Some programs not reviewed here 

resulted in poor outcomes. It appears one 

of the reasons for the failure of those 

programs was that the police did not buy 

into the program as it was the case with 

the Project Safe Neighborhoods in 

Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania (Ludwig, 2005).  

It is critical that the police and all 

parties buy into the program because if 

the public and high-risk offenders believe 

the program is rhetorical, they will not be 

deterred from committing violent acts. An 

additional component that should be 

utilized for future programs is the multi-

agency cooperation. By combining 

multiple agencies towards a common goal 

and focusing on that goal, the results are 

positive and the outcome is achievable. 

Additionally, multiple agencies 

bring more resources to the table that 

provides stronger program compared to 

one agency implementing a program.  

This was also an issue with the 

Pittsburgh program because it lacked 

multi-agency cooperation (Ludwig, 

2005).  

 Generally, evaluations of these 

programs have been fairly strong but 

future evaluations should incorporate 

self-administered surveys to be 

administered to the public in targeted hot 

spots, the police, probation officers, and 

the convicted offenders. The data from 

those surveys would provide valuable 

information about the program’s 

effectiveness and it would also provide 

perceptions from those in the tranches 

actually administering and enforcing the 

program. This could provide valuable 

insight on how to improve future 

programs and could further illustrate what 

works and what does not work in terms of 

reducing firearms-related violence.  

  Further recommendation would 

in reference of the length of the follow up 

analysis of those programs. Any 

individual examining those programs 

with a background in crime prevention 

would be delighted to see immediate 

effectiveness but can only wonder about 

the long-term effect of those programs. If 

we compare this to increase police 

presence directed at crime hot spots, 

Sherman et al. (2006) concluded the 

police presence is effective but it is only 

effective for as long as the police are 

present in the area.  

The moment the police leave, 

crime returns. We can assume the same 

with violent firearm reduction programs 

because they are usually federally funded 

and eventually, the funding runs out or is 

re-appointed resulting in the termination 

of those crime prevention programs. If 



TARGETED POLICING: AN EVALUATION OF THE FIREARM VIOLENCE REDUCTION 

STRATEGIES 

194 International Journal of Criminal Investigation, 2, 3, 179-197 

offenders realize the program has been 

terminated, the deterrent effect will 

diminish. Therefore, further evaluations 

are necessary to determine the long-term 

effectiveness of these programs. Lab 

(2010) notes that crime diffusion and 

crime displacement are concern with 

many crime prevention programs. 

Therefore, these two side effects need to 

be more fully analyzed for the firearm 

violence reduction programs.  

With delivering such a strong 

deterrent message coupled with swift, 

certain, and severe punishment, it is 

plausible that other crimes besides violent 

ones may decrease as well.  

It is also possible violent crimes 

are displaced from one hot spot to create 

new violent hot spots.  

Some evaluations have noted 

these side effects but have failed to 

thoroughly examine them.  

Conclusion 

Overall, firearm violence 

reduction programs are effective at 

reducing firearms-related violence.  

All of those strategies utilize the 

philosophy of problem-oriented policing 

and are all grounded in deterrence, 

rational choice, routine activities, and 

broken windows theories. Those theories 

have produced policy implications that 

have been applied to those strategies with 

efficiency and effectiveness. However, 

according to Sherman et al. (2006) and 

Braga et al. (2001), these programs must 

exercise caution not to harm community-

police relations because a distrust of the 

police can have detrimental effects on the 

program. The swiftness and certainty of 

punishment is best transmitted through 

police activities but it is critical for those 

strategies to work that the message 

reaches potential and high-risk offenders 

(Ludwig, 2005).  

It is very likely that the rational 

offenders will not cease offending unless 

they are convinced that the costs of using 

a guns to commit crimes have been 

substantially increased (Ludwig, 2005). 

Through reviewing the literature, 

there are many articles that discuss these 

if these programs work but very few 

empirical evaluations.  

Therefore, researchers need to put 

their money where their mouths are and 

dig in to provide solid methodological 

evaluations that produce reliable and 

valid evidence.  

Additionally, the programs 

evaluated here are both secondary and 

tertiary crime prevention strategies. That 

is, they target specific groups and 

individuals with high probability of re-

offending.  

 While the lever-pulling strategies 

discussed here are effective in reducing 

firearm violence, it should be noted that 

these strategies appears to only be 

effective while they are in operation.  

Once they are terminated, nothing 

suggests that the effects are long-term.  

Therefore, they can only be 

classified as crime reduction tactics, 

which focus would be on a short-term 

effect, targeting immediate problems in 

the community. The long-term effect will 
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be noted if they are implemented as an 

on-going process.  

 Firearm violence reduction has 

long been an issue in the United States 

and most of the programs implemented 

are a result of policy makers appealing to 

public demands with little attention paid 

to the evidence. 

Any crime prevention program 

but more specifically, those designed to 

reduce firearms and firearm-related 

violence, will be ineffective unless they 

are based on evidence, and modified 

accordingly to improve their 

effectiveness.  

By simply adding additional 

firearm-reduction programs or 

implementing an existing one on a short-

term basis, or without some evidence that 

it works, will be insufficient in reducing 

firearm-related violence (Sherman, 2001). 

There is a definite need for 

rigorous evaluations of current programs 

to provide a basis for designing and 

implementing future programs, or 

improving the existing programs to 

reduce firearm-related violence.
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i
 Primary crime prevention is a type of prevention that focuses on stopping crime before it occurs. 

Secondary crime prevention focuses on changing the behavior of high-risk offenders or individuals 

that have a high risk of offending, at the individual level. Basically, this type of crime prevention is 

to target would-be offenders or career criminals. Tertiary prevention is a type of crime prevention 

that focuses on offending that have already occurred. The primary focus of tertiary crime prevention 

is to prevent re-offending in specific areas, by specific offenders, at specific times. It is a form of 

targeted-crime prevention or problem-oriented crime prevention.  

ii
 Maryland Scientific Methods Scale (SMS) is a two-step procedure that is used to evaluate the 

scientific rigor of research studies that have evaluated a specific program or policy.  In step one, the 

researcher looks at the methodology that is used to complete the study. Methodologically, studies 

are rated on a scale 1 to 5. Level 1 research studies are cross-sectional in nature with no pre or post 

test. Level 2 are studies that have employed a longitudinal design. Level 3 are studies that have 

employed a quasi-experimental design with a treatment and comparison/control group. Level 4 are 

studies that have employed a quasi-experimental design with multiple treatment and multiple 

comparison/control groups. And Level 5 are studies that have employed a true randomized 

experimental design. Once the scientific rigor is determined using SMS (1 to 5) scale, then the 

actual success of the program or strategy is determined. To conclude that a police strategy or 

program is effective in reducing firearm-related crimes, it has to have at least two (Level 3) studies 

that show the program works. To conclude that the program or police strategy does not work, it has 

to have at least two (Level 3) studies that show the program/strategy is ineffective. Programs or 

strategies that have only one Level 3 study that shows the program is effective, it will be included in 

the “promising” category, which indicates that more evaluations are needed to conclude the 

program/strategy is actually effective in reducing firearm-related violence, and thus as a crime 

prevention strategy, it works (see Sherman, Farrington, Welsh, & MacKenzie, 2006; Avdija, 2010).  


