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What Factors Increase the Risk of Being Involved in Violence?

What Does It Mean to Be “At-Risk” of Violence?
Risk factors are traits associated with an increased likelihood that an individual or community
will be affected by or become a perpetrator of violence. Risk factors can occur at the individual,
family, school, and community levels. While not everyone who is identified as being ‘at-risk’
becomes involved in violence, research shows that those individuals with more than one risk
factors and a lack of protective factors are more vulnerable to being affected by, or involved in
violence.1  As an individual is exposed to more risk factors, the probability that she or he will
engage in violent behavior increases.2

How Does the Social Context in which Students Live Impact Their Level of Risk?
Young people’s development occurs within a larger social context. 3 Family members, peers, the
school, the community, and cultural and sociological forces all influence students as they learn
appropriate coping skills and behavior for dealing with their environment. 4  Practitioners who
understand the interplay social influences on students are more likely to be able to identify
vulnerable youth and will have an increased chance of successfully intervening to reduce and
prevent school violence, and to improve the lives of young people. 

Individual Factors
Factors that have in the past been associated with an increased risk of violence, such as race,
income, gender, and family structure, were recently found by the National Longitudinal Study of
Adolescent Health (Add Health) to offer weak explanations for youth risk behaviors.5 Instead,
20-50% of all the high-risk behaviors among the youth studied were linked to:
 Poor academic performance: Poor academic performance has consistently predicted later

delinquency.6 Academic failure in elementary school also increases risk for later violent
behavior.7 This relationship has been found to be stronger for females than males.8 

 Unstructured free time: Truant youth and those who drop out of school before age 15 are
more likely to engage in violent behavior.6 

 Delinquent peers: Association with friends who engage in risky behaviors is significantly
linked to students’ later involvement in violence.9 

School Factors
 School size: One-third of large schools with enrollments of 1,000 or more students reported

at least one serious violent crime, compared with less than one-tenth of schools with fewer
than 1,000 students.10

 Geographic location: During the 1996-97 school year, urban schools were at least twice as
likely to report serious violent crime as schools in towns and rural locations.

 Gangs: Schools reporting the presence of drugs or gangs in their midst have a higher rate of
school violence. 11 A report issued by the US Departments of Education and Justice found
that gangs were strongly correlated with violence and the presence of drugs and guns in
schools.12 In addition, 41% of urban schools, 26% of suburban schools, and 20% of rural
schools reported an increase in gang presence in schools from 1989 to 1995.13
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Community Factors
 Community deterioration: Substandard schools and housing contribute to the feeling among

youth that society does not care about them. Violence can then become an expression of
students’ anger and alienation.14,15

 Media: Media portrayals of violent behavior as a common and appropriate way to solve
problems lead young people to become desensitized to and accepting of violence. Such
images can also increase students’ fears, which can encourage them to carry weapons or
become involved in violent activities as a means of protection.16

 Guns: When students have access to guns and other weapons, they are at increased risk of
becoming involved in violence. Recent research concludes that if adolescents have easy
access to guns in the home, they are more likely to act violently towards others.2 Guns also
increase the likelihood that violent acts will result in mortality; even if the number of violent
acts remained undiminished, there would be fewer deaths and less serious injuries if guns
were not used.17 

 Alcohol and other drugs: Nationwide, alcohol is the drug most closely associated with
violence. Drugs or alcohol is cited by 39% of seventh through twelve graders as a major
factor in why violence occurs in schools.18 In addition, one study shows that 40% of students
who drank alcohol at school also carried a weapon at school.19  

 Witnessing and experiencing violence: Teens most likely to be involved in committing
violent acts were those who had previously witnessed or been victims of violence.2

Additional data show that experiencing childhood abuse and neglect increases the likelihood
of juvenile arrest by 53% and the likelihood of committing a violent crime by 38%.20

Underlying Factors
 Oppression: Students may experience oppression based on their age, race, gender, and the

perception that they cannot contribute to society in meaningful ways.21

 Economics: Poverty, high unemployment, and lack of available resources can create a sense
of hopelessness among both youth and adults. In low-income areas, there are fewer support
services available to youth both inside and outside of schools. Low family income
contributes to an increased likelihood of becoming involved in crime and violence.22,23

 Family dynamics: Stressful family environments, such as role modeling of inappropriate
behavior,24 conflict in the home,10, 25 lack of fathers in the home, inadequate parenting
skills,10 and poor communication can contribute to students’ feelings of worthlessness- which
can manifest as violence. 

 Mental illness: Mental illness and mental disorders affect students’ ability to learn,
communicate, and make good decisions. Individuals with mental health problems are at an
increased risk of being perpetrators or victims of violence. Untreated parental mental illness
can contribute to an unstable and potentially unsafe home environment, compromising
parenting, communication, and family management skills.26 The stigma associated with
mental illness, lack of easily accessible mental health care, and fragmented treatment services
often prevent those who need from obtaining them. Children who are not identified as having
mental health problems and who do not receive services often end up in jail.27

 Gender: Males are more likely than females to have been threatened with violence, injured
with a weapon, or to have engaged in a physical fight on school property.28 However,
violence among girls has also increased significantly in the past two decades, and research
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shows that, in schools where large numbers of boys are carrying weapons, girls are also
carrying weapons at an elevated rate.29
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