
the book (and should do so in future editions). For
example, there are certain small inaccuracies (e.g.,
referring to Crime Action Profiling as “Crime Ac-
tion Analysis” in the Preface) that could confuse
the reader. Moreover, the chapter on crime scene
staging was written by Robert Hazelwood and Mi-
chael Napier and is identified as such on the book’s
title page. However, this is not noted on the cover,
in the table of contents, or even on the title page of
the chapter itself. It seems that such an asset would
be highlighted to bolster further the book’s appeal.

Multisystemic Therapy and
Neighborhood Partnerships:
Reducing Adolescent Violence
and Substance Abuse
By Cynthia Cupit Swenson, PhD, Scott W. Henggeler,
PhD, Ida S. Taylor, and Oliver W. Addison. New York:
The Guilford Press, 2005. 272 pp. $38.00 (hardcover).

Reviewed by Bandy Lee, MD, MDiv

Multisystemic therapy (MST) is an intensive family-
and community-based treatment that addresses the
multiple determinants of serious antisocial behavior
in juvenile offenders. Based on systems theory and
Bronfenbrenner’s social ecological model of behav-
ior,1 the multisystemic approach posits that individ-
uals are embedded in a network of systems that en-
compass individual, family, and extrafamilial (peer,
school, and community) factors, and that behavior is
a function of their reciprocal interactions within and
between these systems. Integrating many empirically
guided treatment models and delivering services in
the settings where the problems occur, MST strives
to promote behavioral change in youths’ natural en-
vironment, using the strengths of each system to
facilitate change. It is one of the most evidence-
supported, successful community interventions avail-
able,2 and it demonstrates the importance of multi-
dimensional, ecological changes in the modification
of behavior. At a time when the study of violence is
still largely fragmented among disparate fields, each
with its own distinctive theory for prevention, this
emphasis on a comprehensive and integrated pro-
gramming is a welcome approach.

In this clearly written and practical volume, the
authors purport to present to an audience of “clini-

cians, academics, policy-makers, community devel-
opers, and citizens in any neighborhood concerned
about its youth.” Indeed, in the short span of 272
pages, the authors offer guidelines for everything
from clinically implementing MST to community
policing, as well as strategies for neighborhood out-
reach and program subsidizing. They attempt to fos-
ter a collaborative process among practitioners of dif-
ferent fields by outlining concisely the major
contributions of the various perspectives in simple
language. Thus, they address one of the greatest chal-
lenges of our time: that while each discipline of study
accrues ever specialized and detailed information, it
remains isolated and blind to the findings of other
fields, so that little communication, integration, or
collaboration is possible. Furthermore, there is an
expanding gap between theory and practice, and de-
spite the increasingly technical demands of academic
research (or rather partly because of them), empirical
knowledge and expert analyses have little effect on
actual policy decisions.

The authors divide the text into three parts. The
first reviews the multiple causes of youth and com-
munity violence and the extensive body of interven-
tion research, including the widespread practices that
unfortunately exacerbate criminal behavior and sub-
stance abuse. The first part also provides an in-depth
description of MST. The middle section offers a
thorough account of the comprehensiveness of the
neighborhood project and how the individual com-
ponents combine to be mutually supportive. The last
part instructs on how to build and sustain neighbor-
hood-based programs and offers some inspiring
words from those who have benefited from the
Neighborhood Solutions Project, an extended case
example the authors use to illustrate the implemen-
tation of MST.

The authors rightly point out that the research
literature on protective factors against violence and
substance abuse is much less extensive than that on
risk factors. I might venture further that while much
work has been done to investigate the individual fac-
tors that exacerbate or mitigate violence and sub-
stance abuse, hardly any research has looked into
how these factors might relate to each other and how
they might affect the overall syndrome for which
violence is a symptom. Despite the book’s attempts
to address the larger contexts in which violence oc-
curs, it falls short of conceptualizing violence in a way
that might be helpful in this approach. For instance,
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it might have been useful to return to von Berta-
lanffy’s original vision of real systems being open to,
and interacting with, their environments, so that
they acquire qualitatively new properties through
emergence. Taking into consideration emergent
properties, it becomes clear that the whole is more
than the sum of its parts, and violent manifestations
themselves are events in a process. Hence, their pre-
vention cannot be reduced to piecemeal strategies,
merely matching risk factors with risk reduction or
pairing at-risk groups with protective schemes, in
effect applying Band-Aid strategies to profound sys-
temic problems.

The World Health Organization (WHO), with
which I have been consulting since their 2002 launch
of the World Report on Violence and Health, has
also adopted an ecological approach by emphasizing
the multiple and complex linkages among the roots
of violence—relating individual, relationship, com-
munity, and societal factors—much in the manner
that Bronfenbrenner relates the roles of micro-,
meso-, and macrosystems in individual development
(The Ecology of Human Development: Experiments by
Design and Nature, Harvard University Press, 1979).
The authors of the book agree with this perspective,
although the WHO further relates self-directed, in-
terpersonal, and collective violence in a typology,
hinting at the ways in which the myriad forms of
violence relate to each other. There is still more room
for speculation, which neither yet touches: for in-
stance, more murderers would kill themselves than
would ever be killed by the state; there is a significant
correlation between so-called accidents, reckless be-
havior, and homicides; violence levels increase after
individuals who were at war return home; and young
males are responsible for nearly all of almost every
mode of violent behavior. There are many reasons for
thinking that all of these forms of violence share at
least some etiological factors that relate to each other
epidemiologically. If that is the case, then we cannot
understand the cause of even one of these forms of
violence without understanding all the others.
Meanwhile, suicide has been relegated to the domain
of psychiatrists; homicide, that of criminologists;
warfare, political scientists; so-called accidents and
occupational hazards, public health experts; capital
punishment, specialists in criminal law; and canni-
balism and genital mutilation, anthropologists. Like
the proverbial blind men palpating only the surface
of each aspect, we have been at a loss to understand

this elephant called violence, and it is possible that
one person with insight will render far more under-
standing than seven blind men. It seems that all of
these problems might have been discussed in the
book, given its intentions of multidisciplinary
collaboration.

Still, the authors outline a theoretical ground for
MST that is a step in the right direction for address-
ing violence, and having observed the achievements
of a similarly multilevel, comprehensive, jail-based
violence-prevention program in San Francisco with a
similar philosophy,3,4 I do not find the immense suc-
cess of the multisystemic method in North Charles-
ton surprising. Wide-ranging, multidisciplinary pro-
grams may seem daunting and costly to implement at
first, but two decades of research imply that the only
programs that work are comprehensive ones with
significant investment and backing by established in-
stitutions. The Resolve to Stop the Violence Project
(RSVP)3,4 of San Francisco, which recently won the
Ash Institute’s Innovations in Governance Award,
required a major initial investment and initiation by
the Sheriff’s Department itself, but it eventually
saved the community four dollars for every dollar
spent. Meanwhile, the reduction in violence accom-
panied an unprecedented improvement in quality of
life, as measured by the disappearance of serious mis-
behavior (normally occurring weekly or biweekly) in
the jail within one month of the implementation of
the program. Addressing violence as a matter not
only of individual actions but as a public health mat-
ter involving community-wide cognitive, behavioral,
affective and sociocultural conditioning, the pro-
gram achieved an overall change of culture, through
a program that involves inmate participation 12
hours a day, six days a week. MST works similarly to
empower the overall environment so as to transform
chronically violent, substance-abusing juvenile of-
fenders, by having case workers carry small caseloads
and making themselves available 24 hours a day,
seven days a week, providing services at times conve-
nient to the family or community. This treatment
involves on average about 60 hours of contact during
a four-month period, limiting the length of treat-
ment so as to focus on intensity and comprehensive-
ness; and the result is that it has been found superior
to other programs in cost-benefit analyses.

Comprehensive, major programs such as these
have hitherto been difficult to implement, requiring
great proficiency and skill on the part of the stake-
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holders and sometimes entailing a countercurrent
battle as well. Most traditional practitioners perceive
of them as onerous additions to an already compli-
cated practice. Furthermore, limited support from
governments and other institutions has made even
effective programs unsustainable, further contribut-
ing to the weight of inertia. Conceptually, our pro-
pensity toward reductionistic thinking constrains
consideration of the larger, underlying causes of vio-
lence, which might illuminate simple, systemic
changes that can prevent not only violence but also
the ecological conditions that cause the quality of life
to deteriorate in a manner that gives rise to violence
in the first place. Practically, our predilection for
quick fixes and simple formulas that solve all prob-
lems has resulted in little more than a very impracti-
cal morass of “solutions” for each aspect of the prob-
lem but not for the whole. The authors do an
admirable job in extracting from the existing data
elements that work and do not work across programs
and in giving advice on how to fund and manage
projects within the current climate; the resultant vol-
ume presents not only facts and task lists but begins
to teach the reader how to think (and apply). The
practical guidelines on building trust and overcom-
ing racial barriers through cultural competence are
particularly pertinent to American society and ap-
pear to arise from extensive hands-on experience,
which is a unique strength of the section. However,
in the usual manner of such handbooks, the authors
limit themselves to the details of the operations and
fall short of addressing the true collaboration that is
necessary between academicians, practitioners, and
policy-makers to tackle a human propensity that
takes many forms, depending on the context, and
that increasingly threatens the very survival of civili-
zation, if not of the human species itself. The fact
remains that grounds-up efforts to dismantle nega-
tive ecological effects and years of habitual practices
alone are not going to be effective without the imple-
mentation of key policy changes that can influence
entire communities and societies.

I suggest that the most pressing need is to change
the way we think about violence and the way we
approach it as a research subject, and to change the
very definition of what we recognize as violence, con-
sidering that the causes of the various forms are often
interrelated if not the same. For example, the word
violence has often been used to apply only to injury-

producing behavior that is prohibited by the law (i.e.,
criminal violence), even though far more deaths and
injuries are caused by behavior that is either permit-
ted or even required by the law. Far more people in
the United States, for instance, die of suicide, acci-
dents, warfare, and structural violence, which is more
lethal than all the other acts, both legal and illegal,
put together. Structural violence, while the most in-
jurious of all, is created and maintained by the legal
system. Thus, one goal might be to expand the defi-
nition of violence to include all the means by which
human beings inflict injury and death on themselves
and others. Investigations at the level of interpersonal
violence, usually seen as the domain of criminology,
are seldom considered relevant in the preventive ef-
forts of larger-scale, collective violence—warfare,
revolution, and terrorism, which are usually referred
to the province of political scientists and historians.
It is important not to restrict our understanding of
violence to forms that are defined as “criminal” by
the law or to identify violence with crime because, in
fact, most violence is not criminal, and most crime is
not violent. To do so would severely limit our under-
standing of the problem and perhaps entirely cripple
our ability to deal with it effectively. Scholarly work
that answers these problems would be most welcome
at this time, although the current volume seems a
good beginning for mental health practitioners inter-
ested in interdisciplinary collaboration, as audiences
of the American Academy of Psychiatry and the Law
(AAPL) would generally be. Defining more clearly
and consistently the nature of the causes and mani-
festations of violence will render the preventive ap-
proaches that the book propounds within better
reach; and not only will that ounce of prevention be
worth a pound of cure, but we will have heeded Ein-
stein’s sage advice, that “[E]verything should be
made as simple as possible, but not simpler.”
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