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My elevator pitch …
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… is to take the stairs
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Which can also be fun

https://youtu.be/2lXh2n0aPyw
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https://youtu.be/2lXh2n0aPyw
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Place-based “nudges”

• Seemingly trivial place-based changes matter
• Changes in our environments retain choices but 

offer new or unseen benefits
• From passive (+20% usage of stair with signs) to 

active (+66% usage of new piano stairs) installations
• What about place-based changes to address gun 

violence?

Thaler 2008, Lee 2012, Levy 2013, Jennings 2017
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Person-based interventions can be fleeting
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Syme 1999

Changing Places  
“Influences more people for longer periods of time”
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Effort required by beneficiaries

Program 
success

Roadways, 
Airbags 

Driver 
education

PLACE-BASED

INDIVIDUAL

Changing Places  
“Makes the Healthy Choice the Easy Choice”

Baker, 1981
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Residents leave,
Businesses close

Quality-of-life, 
civility down

Residents 
disconnected,

fearful

Visually unpleasant, 
chronic stressor

Abandoned, 
vacant 
places

Branas 2009

9

Spiral of abandonment, incivility, and disinvestment
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Vacant and abandoned spaces in US cities add up to an area the size of Switzerland

Major challenge, but also an opportunity

Branas 2018
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Place-based Changes
Structural, Scalable, Sustainable 

Branas 2014
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Community Initiation and Co-Design

Gallagher 2007, Birch 2008, Garvin 2012, South 2015, Kondo 2016, Roude 2023

“Biggest contributing factor is all the 
abandoned buildings, they’re like 
incubators … where big piles of litter start.” 

“People come here and they just dump 
trash on there, mattresses, sofas, any kind 
of junk they got.”
 
“You got to watch yourself walking past 
[vacant] lots because you don’t know who’s 
out there.”

“You don't know somebody gonna come out the bushes or you're going to get attacked, so I walk 
in the street."

“It’s not safe walking past [abandoned homes] because the one across from me looks like it’s 
getting ready to cave in.”

“If I could change things I would. There wouldn’t be so many vacant lots [and] abandoned houses.”
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Philadelphia Gun Violence Case-Control Study

n ~ 150 homicide cases
n ~ 150 matched controls Culyba 2016, Hohl 2017
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“Spatial counterfactuals”

16



5/15/24

9

17

Odds of gun homicide

Excessive trash + 29%
Poor building conditions + 74%
Broken/boarded windows + 61%

Working street lights - 76%
Parks - 91%
Maintained vacant lots - 83%

Culyba 2016, Hohl 2017
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Randomly 
Assigned

Headache / No Headache

Headache / No Headache

Randomly 
Assigned

Stress / No Stress

Stress / No StressAstroturf

Grass

Aspirin

Placebo

Randomized controlled trials
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Dutch Place-based 
Field Experiments
• Purposely created 

disorder, graffiti

• Led to significantly more 
littering, graffiti, incivility

33%

69%

Keizer, 2008
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Branas 2016

Impatient communities created new place-based interventions

These became 
standardized 
intervention 

protocols

With rapid, 
noticeable results
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Randomized controlled trials

Cleaning + Greening + Maintenance
Cleaning + Maintenance
Control Lots

Cleaning + Building + Maintenance
Cleaning + Maintenance
Control Buildings

Vacant 
Lots

n ≈ 600 / 
30,000

Abandoned 
buildings
n ≈ 300 / 
20,000

NIH grant nos. R01AA020331 and R01AA024941
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Random selection then Random assignment: 
 
» 900 / 50,000 vacant lots and abandoned buildings

NIH grant nos. R01AA020331, R01AA024941 
CDC grant no. R49CE002474
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Index Map for: 
South Philadelphia

123

Sampling area 
with Random 
Index Parcel ID

• Randomly selected non-overlapping vacant lot clusters
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Index parcel

Candidate parcel

Sampling area

Legend:
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Legend:

Selected parcels

100m Viewshed

Sampling area
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- 13%
Gun 

Assaults
- 30%

Nuisances

Branas 2018, South 2018

“Win-win science” 
Life-saving knowledge / new community resources / co-benefits

- 29%
Gun 

violence - 39% - 41%
- 37%

+ 76%

+ 58%

- 14%
Heart 
Rate

+ 58%
Felt Safer 
Outside

- 39%
Vandalism 
Reported

- 41%
Depression

- 37%
Crime 

Reported
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New Orleans 

Kondo 2015, Heinze 2018, Jay 2019, Kajeepeta 2020, Theall 2020, Jay 2022

Abandoned building repairs, lot greening trials in other cities 

Significantly less gun violence (-40%)

Flint and Detroit
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Significantly less 
violence (-36%)

Kuo 2001, Chalfin 2019, Van Dam 2019

Street lighting installations 
in New York City

Trees and green canopy 
in Chicago
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How does it work?
“Everyone feels much safer, much happier, than they had been.”

“You can breathe a little easier, you know it feels much better, it feels good.”

Wilson 1982, Taylor 1984, Kruk 2004, Aiyer 2015, Branas 2018, Friedman 2019

1. Biologic response with less stress, 
fear, and aggression

2. Visual cues that someone cares, 
creating “busy streets”

3. Means reduction with fewer 
“storage lockers” for illegal guns

30
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Place-based programs: Greening, Buildings, Lighting

Baltimore

New Orleans

Chicago
Columbus

Dallas

Detroit

Durham

Louisville

Philadelphia
New York

Baton Rouge

Youngstown

Flint-6% to -56% 
less gun 
violence

Houston*

Kondo 2018(1), Kondo 2018(2), MacDonald 2019, Gobaud 2022 
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“If I could change things 
I would. There wouldn’t 

be so many vacant, 
abandoned places”
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