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1

Introduction

IF YOU follow the news, you cannot help but get the impression that our
world is an extremely violent place. Images of devastation from Gaza, Ukraine,
or Syria look shockingly similar to Hollywood computer-generated images
of postapocalyptic worlds. Terrorist bomb attacks and mass shootings have
become routine. Multiple armed conflicts drag on, punctuated by sudden
escalations that get them back in the news for a time. Afghanistan, Congo,
Ethiopia, Iraq, Kashmir, Libya, Myanmar, Somalia, South Sudan, Sudan, Syria,
Ukraine, Yemen—and more.

If you go by the headlines, you would conclude that most human violence
against other humans in our world takes the form of civil and interstate war,
and perhaps other lower-level armed conflicts. You might even conclude that
terrorist attacks are a major source of deaths from violence. And if you were to
look at the money, time, and effort that policymakers and aid agencies spend
on different forms of violence, you would find your impressions from the news
coverage largely confirmed.

Without any doubt whatsoever, these are all major problems worthy of the
attention of citizens and policymakers alike.

But note how unusual it would be for a national leader, or an international
poll, to list domestic violence, or homicide, or severe physical punishment of
children as top international problems meriting more resources and global
policy focus. This is so despite the fact that, as we show, these forms of vio-
lence are far, far more prevalent than collective violence in the form of armed
conflict and terrorism.

This book assembles and analyzes available data on the global prevalence
and costs of different forms of violence, focusing on the contrast between
collective violence and forms of interpersonal violence. Interpersonal vio-
lence refers to violent assaults by individuals not acting as part of a political
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group. Our main point is that in terms of the numbers of people injured or
killed, interpersonal violence is vastly more prevalent, and far more widely dis-
tributed across countries, than is collective violence. We argue further that the
differences in prevalence are so great that even using what we believe is a con-
servative approach to estimating the societal costs of interpersonal violence,
these have been far greater than the costs of collective violence for at least the
last 20 or so years.

In presenting versions of this work, we have found that some people react to
these observations with a degree of surprise. Perhaps one reason is that if you
go by media coverage, examples like Gaza and Ukraine are very much “top of
mind.” A smaller number of people say something like “Of course, there aren’t
that many civil and interstate wars, but there are homicides and domestic vio-
lence all over” That is quite right. But it is then striking and important that
these far more prevalent forms of violence are so much less seen, whether in
the media or as a domestic or international policy problem.

For some time scholars in the field of public health have been arguing for
putting interpersonal violence higher on domestic and international policy
agendas.! On that score we are following in their footsteps. A main contribu-
tion that we hope to make in this book is a systematic attempt to bring together
available data for a best-feasible accounting of the rates of the different forms
of violence and their associated costs.

Independent of the cost-accounting exercise, estimating the prevalence
of different forms of violence holds considerable interest. It is useful simply
to have estimates of the scale factors involved. How many homicides occur
per death in collective violence (which in this period overwhelmingly takes
the form of civil war)? How many suicides? What is the relative frequency
of homicides and intimate partner assaults? Assaults outside the home ver-
sus domestic violence? Even if you are in the “of course” camp just noted,
we suspect you may find some of these numbers shockingly large. We cer-
tainly did.

Twenty years ago these questions could not have been answered at all, or, at
least, the “error bands” around the estimates would have been so large that the
project probably would not have been worthwhile. As you will see, the data
problems remain massive. These are hard things to estimate, even for high-
income countries with strong data-collection capacity.

We believe that two developments have made it worth a try. First, an explo-
sion of research on civil war and collective violence after the end of the Cold
War included systematic efforts to code fatalities in various forms of armed
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conflict> Second, in the last 20 years or so, more and more victimization
surveys have been carried out in a growing number of countries. These ask ran-
domly selected individuals about their experiences of violence in the past year,
including forms of assault and child discipline. These survey-based measures
have their problems. Most of all, they lack coverage and are probably marred
by systematic underreporting bias, particularly for sexual and intimate part-
ner violence (IPV) and for severe physical punishment of children. But we
and others see enough evidence to believe that they contain substantial signal
concerning country-level rates.

Structure of the Book and Chapter-by-Chapter Arguments

To try to estimate the prevalence and costs of violence, we obviously need to
be clear on just what “violence” refers to. So we begin our investigation with
a discussion of the definition of violence in chapter 2, concluding that for our
purposes a definition that keeps close to ordinary language understandings
makes the most sense. We will take “violence” to refer to a physical attack or act
by one person on the body of another, with intent to harm or with a justified percep-
tion of overall harm to the victim. Since what constitutes a justified perception
of harm varies across cultures and, for many cases, is a matter of political and
social contestation, our discussion necessarily covers some fiercely contested
issues, ranging from child marriage to violence employed by law enforcement
agents. We also consider whether self-harm and suicide should be included in
our analysis and decide that although it arguably falls outside the definition
based on common usage, we want to report suicide data for comparison.

In chapter 3, we use available data to construct estimates of amounts of the
main forms of collective and interpersonal violence for the years 2000-2019.
The state and availability of relevant data for this enterprise are generally poor.
For example, for armed conflicts and terrorism we have estimates of fatalities,
but not injuries, and even the direct fatality estimates are probably too low for
some of the largest conflicts. Further, during armed conflicts many people die
not as a direct result of force but from lack of access to clean water, food, and
medical care—starvation and disease. The numbers of these “indirect deaths”
are very difficult to estimate.

For interpersonal violence, matters are if anything worse. Official govern-
ment statistics for all forms of assault are completely unreliable for so many
countries that we do not use them. Instead, we base assault estimates on vic-
timization and other household surveys, which exist for a limited though
acceptably large set of countries. For types of assault with the worst survey
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coverage, we use statistical methods to match similar countries without survey
data in order to estimate regional and global prevalence rates. Homicide, by
contrast to assault, is generally thought to be the one form of violent crime
that is counted and reported with sufficient accuracy by enough countries that
official statistics are usable. Here we are able to combine data from the World
Health Organization (WHO) and the United Nations Office on Drugs and
Crime (UNODC).

The bottom line of chapter 3 is that the global prevalence of homicide
and assault—the most common forms of which are intimate partner violence
and assaults against children—is much, much greater than that of deaths and,
without a doubt, injuries in armed conflicts and terrorist attacks.

Chapter 4 explores philosophical and methodological issues concerning
how to estimate the costs of violence. Is it offensive or immoral to attach a
monetary cost to lives lost in armed conflict, to homicide, or to psychological
and physical injuries from, say, sexual assault? We accept and want to empha-
size that doing so is not an objective, “purely scientific” exercise, whatever that
would mean. Our main point is that some sort of cost-benefit analysis is going
to be explicit or implicitin public policy decisions on how to allocate resources
and effort toward different goals, including goals related to reducing violence.
There is a good case for making such an analysis as explicit as possible. We
try to be explicit about discussing the different forms of costs of violence that
one might think should be taken into account; which ones we are able to make
informed guesses about; and how different assumptions might change results.

In chapter 5 we proceed to estimating the social and economic costs of col-
lective and interpersonal violence, using the prevalence estimates developed
in chapter 3. As in the literature on the costs of crime, we distinguish between
tangible and intangible costs. The former refers to monetary costs and lost
economic output due to violence. The latter refers to the value victims have
forlost years of life, and welfare losses due to physical and psychological injury
from violent assaults. We draw on an extensive literature that gauges intangi-
ble costs by estimating individuals” “willingness to pay” to reduce mortality
and injury risks, which yields estimates of the “value of a statistical life” (VSL)
used in cost-benefit analyses of government regulations and policies.

For tangible costs, we find that by far and away the largest category is the
reduction in incomes caused by large-scale collective violence, both during
conflicts and for years afterward. For 20002019, large-scale collective vio-
lence is almost entirely in the form of major civil wars, highly concentrated
in a small number of mainly low-income countries—Afghanistan, Iraq, South
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Sudan, and Syria most of all. We estimate that total tangible costs of collec-
tive violence were on the order of $3.4 trillion per year, give or take a trillion
dollars.® This is 3.4 percent of average annual global Gross Domestic Product
(GDP) for this period. Adding in intangible costs—which we stress are esti-
mates of losses in well-being rather than reductions in tangible GDP—brings
our estimates for (average annual) total costs of collective violence to about
$3.7 trillion per year.

Our main finding, however, is that the intangible costs of interpersonal
violence are almost certainly much larger than the total tangible and intan-
gible costs of collective violence. This is a nearly ineluctable consequence
of the vastly greater prevalence of interpersonal violence, particularly in the
form of homicide, intimate partner violence, and severe physical abuse of chil-
dren. Large-scale collective violence is highly concentrated in a relatively small
number of relatively small countries. By contrast, interpersonal violence is
prevalent in all countries. There is variation, of course, but even in countries
with the lowest amounts, levels far exceed average levels of collective violence.

For the period 2000-2019, we estimate that the average annual tangible
and intangible costs of interpersonal violence were on the order of six to
ten or even twenty times greater than those for collective violence. These
ratios are based on what we will argue are generally conservative assumptions
concerning interpersonal violence costs, as well as some relatively generous
assumptions about the long-run economic losses from large-scale civil wars.
To give a few examples: We are not able to estimate and include negative
economic growth impacts of interpersonal violence on communities, which
are plausibly large for many heavily violence-affected cities. We suspect sub-
stantial underreporting of intimate partner sexual and physical assault, and
possibly even worse for severe physical abuse of children (which is reported
by their caretakers). We have no systematic estimates for the prevalence or
costs of sexual abuse of children, which is known to be very damaging in
terms of lifetime well-being and also appears to be sadly prevalent. And
we have not estimated the well-being costs of fear of violent victimization,
which at the global level must be far, far greater than those for collective
violence.

If the prevalence and societal costs of interpersonal violence are much
greater than those for collective violence, what follows? Both forms of vio-
lence have terrible effects. We are certainly not saying that collective violence
is unimportant or not worth trying to prevent and mitigate. But we do think
there is a case for rethinking where are the highest marginal returns from
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time, effort, and money spent at national and international levels on violence
prevention and mitigation.

Chapters 6 and 7 review evidence on a broad range of approaches to reduc-
ing interpersonal and collective violence. One might imagine that if resources
devoted to reducing collective violence (civil and interstate war in partic-
ular) were much more productive than resources devoted to reducing the
major forms of interpersonal violence (chiefly, homicide and domestic abuse
of women and children), then the most effective way to reduce the costs of
violence would be to focus on collective violence. A common belief consis-
tent with this hypothesis is that intimate partner violence and child discipline
practices are “cultural” and thus hard or impossible to alter.

Our reading of the available evidence is that this is not true at all, and that it
is probably the case that resources devoted to reducing the main forms of inter-
personal violence are on average more productive than resources devoted to
reducing collective violence. One major reason is that governments and soci-
eties are in most cases simply in a far better position to organize and implement
collective action to address interpersonal violence than “the international
community” is to address civil and interstate war.

Take the example of United Nations—authorized international peacekeep-
ing operations (PKOs), which in the 1990s and 2000s were deployed to several
dozen civil war—torn countries to try to facilitate “peace building” postcon-
flict. In chapter 7, we review evidence suggesting that UN and other PKOs
have been effective on average at reducing conflict recurrence and residual
postconflict violence, at surprisingly low cost. Like others, we strongly support
UN Security Council cooperation to mediate and provide for PKOs where
peace agreements can be reached in ongoing civil conflicts. But at present
there is little prospect of this happening because of greatly increased con-
flict between major powers on the council; because of increases in conflict
and competition between regional powers supporting different sides in civil
wars in their regions; and because of a warranted perception that while PKOs
can serve as relatively effective Band-Aids, they are often not effective at facil-
itating the state-building needed for transitions to a self-sustaining peace.
The obstacles to effective collective action at the international level are sim-
ilarly large for other approaches—for example, arms embargoes, economic
sanctions, economic aid—and the evidence for significant violence-reducing
impacts is generally weaker.

By contrast, within a great many countries in all parts of the world, one
finds myriad programs, policy initiatives, legal reforms, social movements, and
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nongovernmental organizations that aim at reducing different forms of inter-
personal violence. In chapter 6 we consider growing literatures that evaluate
policies and programs aimed at reducing interpersonal violence, in a range
of country contexts. There is so much that we cannot provide a compre-
hensive overview of all the actual and possible violence-reduction programs.
We focus instead on the most common and also what appear to be some of
the most promising approaches, common or not. We highlight that programs
that target the availability of weapons and alcohol tend to have significant
violence-reducing effects. Parenting programs and dating violence education
for teenagers have been shown to be effective in reducing violence against
children and intimate partners. Overall, evidence from program evaluations,
natural experiments, and case examples of longer-term social change makes it
clear that rates of homicide, intimate partner violence, or severe physical pun-
ishment of children can be reduced if these types of violence are made a target.
They are not simply fixed by culture or other structural factors.

Our review in chapter 6 does repeatedly find that experimentation and evi-
dence oninterpersonal violence reduction mainly comes from a small number
of high-income countries. Although it is growing, there is much less evidence
from low- and middle-income countries. This is problematic because many of
the solutions explored in high-income country settings, such as implementing
new policing strategies, are premised on police and other government insti-
tutions being relatively capable and not themselves in league with violence
producers. Our focus is therefore on locally generated reforms and programs
as well as on the adaptation of interventions developed in other societies. We
argue that at a minimum there is a powerful case for much more research and
policy experimentation on programs and domestic nongovernmental groups
that target interpersonal violence.

How to Read the Book

This book has ended up being much longer than we initially anticipated. The
project began life many years ago when Anke was asked if she might want to
write a paper estimating the global costs of collective violence for an initiative
intended to inform the process that led to the UN’s 2015 statement of Sustain-
able Development Goals. She approached Jim about a possible collaboration,
and out of the conversations that followed we decided it would be more inter-
esting and new to try to estimate and compare the costs of interpersonal
and collective violence at a global level. The extremely back-of-the-envelope
estimates in the paper that resulted attracted some (small) media attention
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and interest from publishers, who seem to have been struck by the headline
estimates of much greater interpersonal violence costs.*

But attempting to estimate more systematically and carefully the global
prevalence and costs of different forms of violence has proved to be quite
an undertaking. We have already commented on the data-related obstacles,
which created all manner of dilemmas that motivated readers will see reflected
in chapters 2 through 5. Conceptual and philosophical puzzles have been no
less challenging. What exactly should be counted as violence, and what can be
counted given the ways that data are collected? How exactly do we draw lines
between collective and interpersonal violence? To make a claim about the
costs of a type of violence, we need to implicitly assume or explicitly envision
counterfactual worlds in which there is less violence of that sort (or none at
all?). What are the most meaningful or “right” counterfactuals? What should
be held constant and what allowed to change (e.g., police or military efforts)?
Years oflife, or years oflife without physical or psychological injury, obviously
have value for people, but is there a meaningful way to quantify and compare
these things across people and places? If collective violence lowers incomes for
future generations in a country, how should those welfare costs be assessed?
These are some but not all of the conceptual issues that lie in wait behind
what may initially seem to be a straightforward question: What are the costs
of different types of violence?

At least for our home disciplines of economics and political science, this
kind of investigation is not common, making for a book that does not fit very
easily with existing research traditions on, for example, the causes of armed
contflict or its economic impact. The field of public health devotes attention
to estimating “the global burden” of different diseases, and there is a growing
body of research in economics and environmental sciences focused on esti-
mating the costs of climate change. We draw on ideas and approaches from
these research areas, as well as from the smaller but highly relevant literature
on the costs of crime. Most of the conceptual and philosophical questions that
we encounter appear in various guises in these literatures, often somewhat
differently because our problem—to produce global estimates of the costs
of violence—differs from what has been done elsewhere. We fully recognize
that our “takes” on both the conceptual and data-wrangling questions can be
debatable. But we hope there is value in working through them systematically
and in one place. We will be happy if others want to argue with and explore the
implications of different conceptualizations or improved raw data sources. We
certainly do not claim that all of our choices and the estimates that result are
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definitive. We do hope that this book will offer a blueprint of how it can be
done and that others will build on our work if and when better data become
available.

Anticipating and hoping that the book might be read by readers from a
range of backgrounds and interests, we provide here suggestions for differ-
ent ways to read it. There is a lot of empirical and data-related detail in the
body of chapters 3 (prevalence) and 5 (costs). Chapter s also contains mod-
erate detail on the statistical approaches we took to estimating counterfactual
income growth paths for countries affected by large-scale collective violence.
Many readers will not be especially interested in these sections, which admit-
tedly can get tedious. For understanding the main findings and arguments
there is little to be lost by skipping them.’

In particular, the reader can efficiently get a good grasp on the overall find-
ings and arguments by reading the chapter introductions or first sections, and
then skipping to the reflections at the end of each chapter. Readers with a
more specialist interest in the nitty-gritty of how we went from raw data to cost
and prevalence estimates can return to the body of chapters 3 and 5, or within
these to the subsections on types of violence. Chapters 2 and 4 engage the
conceptual and philosophical issues most directly. If and when you find your-
self wondering “But what about [something that might be ‘violence’]?” or “Is
[such and such] a cost or how could this be measured?”, try looking through
those.

Off we go.
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