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Prevention is not only better than cure, it is cheaper. Nowhere is this more obvious than 
in the case of violence. 
 
Violence is huge drain on the economy. An act of violence that takes just a couple of 
minutes to commit can have significant economic repercussions: resolving a murder in 
the UK costs an estimated £1m, more if it is not a straightforward case. Yet this is only a 
fraction of the real cost and does not take account of the cost to other services like 
Health and Social Work. For example, estimates from England and Wales suggest that 
£2.5 billion is spent each year treating the outcomes of violence.1 What other vital and 
lifesaving services could such money fund? 
 
While there have been some falls in certain categories of crime in the last decade, in 
2006 the Prime Minister’s Strategy Unit estimated that 80% of these reductions have 
been caused by wider economic factors, rather than any successful government crime 
reduction strategy2. In their report Less Crime, Lower Costs (2009) for the think tank 
Policy Exchange, Max Chambers, Ben Ullman and Professor Irvin Waller argue that 
with the country in recession, policy should, now more than ever, be based on the best 
available evidence about what works in preventing crime3. 
 
While it is impossible to give an accurate figure for how much violence costs Scotland 
annually, estimates suggest it may be around the £3 billion mark4. This is the cost not 
only to the services mentioned above, but to the economy as a whole, with victims 
unable to work through injury and stress and offenders unable to work because of their 
violent behaviour. 
 
This is a massive burden on any economy. On an economy in crisis it is intolerable. 
Experts vary in their estimations of how long the current economic crisis will last, but 
there is no doubt it will have significant impact on all of us. In Less Crime, Lower Costs 
Chambers, Ullman and Waller note that violent crime rose 19 per cent in the last 
recession and identify investment in crime prevention as an effective way to reduce 
spending on the criminal justice system: 
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“The potential savings are substantial…The National Audit Office has estimated that 
preventing just one in ten young offenders from ending up in custody in the UK would 
save £100 million a year.”5 
 
This investment needs to take place early. Professor James Heckman of the University 
of Chicago calculated that the rate of return to a dollar of investment made while a 
person is young is higher than the rate of return to the same dollar made at a later age6: 
this means that for every £1 spent on vital early years education, education that can 
help reduce the risk of violence in a child’s life, you must spend £7 to have the same 
impact in adolescence. 
 
Spending money on supporting parents and carers to give their children the best start in 
life has economic benefits beyond reducing crime, however: by helping parents instil 
soft skills like empathy and communication into their children, investing in early years 
education also helps provide a future workforce better equipped to meet the needs of 
the modern workplace.  
 
21st century Scotland is a service economy, yet many big employers still look abroad for 
labour. Futureskills Scotland’s Skills in Scotland report7 identified that this was due to a 
huge skills gap. Many reported that potential employees were lacking in those soft skills, 
communication, empathy, even simple eye contact, that are so vital to customer service 
industries. These are non cognitive or “soft” skills, not hugely technical skills, just skills 
that are acquired from parents in early years that help us all negotiate life, to better 
communicate, negotiate, compromise, judge risk and generally make good decisions 
about ourselves. Children brought up in violent aggressive households where there is 
domestic abuse - something that is a significant problem in Scotland -  will be far less 
likely to acquire these soft skills. And if our workforce does not have those skills, it 
stands to reason employers will look to those places that do. It is therefore vital we start 
to invest in violence prevention and bridge this gap in order to ensure a decent future for 
our young people. 
 
We need to invest early for the best returns: research from the USA indicates that the 
most prolific young offenders can cost the taxpayer up to $5.6m by the time they reach 
26. Stopping such dramas before they become crises – economic crises – is vital. And 
we need to be bold with this investment: spending money on short term, high profile 
campaigns is not the answer; it is a sticking plaster for a large wound.  
 
This is not about party politics, it is about doing what is right. The only way that 
politicians can truly create a legacy of which they and their country can be proud is by 
committing to early years projects including supporting parents. While such 
programmes appear long term since they are driven by expected outcomes that are 10 
to 15 years in the future, their positive effect may be seen quite quickly. They will be 
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evidenced by better child care, fewer children supported by social work interventions 
and children better equipped to socialise and make best use of school. In this regard 
economists would say that it is a matter of correct accounting vs. incorrect accounting.  
If one fails to include the benefits in immediately lower childcare costs to the councils, 
one has missed one of the benefits. The assessment of cost and benefit is therefore 
going to be wrong.   
 
But investing in violence prevention is not just about economic cost, it is also about a 
cost that cannot be measured in charts and graphs and percentages: the emotional cost 
to victims, offenders, families and communities. If we want to build stronger, healthier, 
safer communities that are sustainable because 
the individuals and families living there will be more resilient, then we must make such 
decisions, and make them now.  
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