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How Violence Spreads
excerpted from the Psychology Today (May 31, 2017) article,  

"How Violence Spreads Like a Contagious Disease" 
 by Brad J. Bushman, Ph.D.

Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. noted in 
1958 that “violence begets violence,” 
recognizing the contagious aspect 
of violence. More recently, there 
is hard evidence to back up King’s 
observations.

In 2013, the National Academies of 
Science published a 153-page report 
titled “The Contagion of Violence,” 
which looked at how violence occurs.  
This analogy–that violence is like a 
contagious disease that spreads from 
person to person–can shed light on 
how to reduce and prevent violence.

Social networks are especially 
important to youth. Violence is also 
especially high among youth. Youth 
violence is a particularly serious 
problem everywhere, but especially 
in the U.S. In the U.S. more youth die 
from homicide each year than from 
cancer, heart disease, birth defects, flu 
and pneumonia, respiratory diseases, 
stroke, and diabetes combined. Youth 
homicide rates in the U.S. are three to 
40 times higher than rates in similarly 
high-income countries.

Violence: It’s Catching

When people are exposed to a 
contagious disease, it increases the 
likelihood that they will contract the 
disease. Contagious diseases can 
spread quickly or slowly, depending on 
a host of factors. For example, measles 
spreads quickly, whereas tuberculosis 
spreads slowly.

Likewise, some violence can spread 
quickly or slowly, depending on a host 

of factors. For example, gang wars and 
riots spread quickly, whereas other 
violence spreads much more slowly.  
Victoms of child abuse may become 
perpetrators of family violence many 
years later.

Both contagious diseases and 
violence tend to cluster. A cluster is 
an “aggregation of cases of a disease 
that are closely grouped in time and 
place.” 

People exposed to contagious diseases 
can develop a wide spectrum of 
possible outcomes, from no disease at 
all, to chronic or relapsing syndrome, 
to disability and death. The same is 
true for people exposed to violence.  
Not everyone exposed to violence 
become violent themselves, but people 
exposed to violence are much more 

likely to become violent themselves 
than people not exposed to violence.

When Imitation is a Sincere Form 
of Danger

And according to social cognitive 
theory, observers don’t just imitate the 
specific behaviors they observe.  They 
also make cognitive inferences based 
on their observations. These inferences 
lead to more general patterns of 
behavior.

Using Social Networks to Analyze 
the Spread of Violence

My colleague Robert Bond and I used 
these concepts from social learning 
theory and social cognitive theory 
to try to gain insights into how and 
whether violence spreads through 
social networks like contagious 
disease.

In our study, the social network started 
with the participant, and the spread was 
measured by the number of degrees of 
separation between the participant 
and their friends. One degree is the 
participants friend, two degrees is 
the participant’s friend’s friend, three 
degrees is the participant’s friend’s 
friend’s friend, and so on. (Note that 
we are not talking about social media 
networks.)

Our data came from a nationally 
representative sample of 5,913 
adolescents who participated in 
the National Longitudinal Study of 
Adolescent Health and who were 
interviewed three times, a year apart.

The results showed that 
adolescents were more likely 
to commit acts of violence if 
their friends had done so.
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To measure social networks, participants were asked 
to name up to five male and five female friends from 
their school at both of the two interviews. To measure 
violence, participants were asked  how often in the 
past 12 months they had been in a serious physical 
fight, how often they had pulled a knife or gun on 
someone, and how often they hurt someone badly 
enough to need bandages or care from a doctor or 
nurse.

We analyzed whether each student’s friends (and 
friend’s of friends, and so on) had said they committed 
these three violent acts within the previous 12 months.

The results showed that adolescents were more likely 
to commit acts of violence if their friends had done 
so. Participants in the study were 48 percent more 
likely to have been in a serious fight if their friends 
had been in a serious fight, and the influence spread 
up to four degrees. Participants were 140 percent 
more likely to have pulled a weapon on someone if a 
friend had pulled one on someone, and the influence 
spread three degrees. Participants were 183 percent 
more likely to have hurt someone badly enough that 
they needed medical care if their friend had also hurt 
someone badly, and the influence spread two degrees.

The effects were stronger for males than for females, 
perhaps because males are more likely to commit 
violent acts than females are.

Implications of our Study’s Findings

Considerable evidence shows that observing violence 
in the home, school, community or even in the mass 
media can increase the likelihood of violence in 
observers. Evidence also shows that having been a 
victim of violence increases the likelihood that one 
will also become a perpetrator of violence.

There is good news, though. Parents, schools and 
the community can direct efforts at preventing 
adolescents from being exposed to violence, and they 
can also be directed at inoculating individuals against 
the effects of exposure to violence.  

Dr. Brad Bushman will present 
Anger Management: What Works & What Doesn’t

at the 2018 Conference, YOGA, HEART & MIND.


