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The Research Behind ECHO

The University of Chicago has produced compelling evidence that cognitive behavioral
interventions (CBI) are among the most effective interventions to improve opportunities for

school-aged youth. Our research has shown that CBI can drastically reduce young people’s

involvement in the criminal justice system, keep them safe from gun violence, increase

school engagement, and alleviate mental health conditions. These powerful interventions

could stop the onslaught of what have been called “deaths of decision-making” that plague
teenagers all around the world - violence, suicide, and overdose among them.

Behavioral science research shows us why these
interventions can be so effective. Some of the leading
causes of death to young people in the U.S. are
homicides, suicides, car crashes and drug overdoses,
essentially “deaths of decision-making.” The cognitive
process driving most of these is what behavioral
scientists call System 1 thinking: the effortless,
automatic responses that happen below the level

of consciousness. System 1 thinking is enormously
helpful in routine, low-stakes situations-consciously
deliberating every decision we ever make would be
exhausting and inefficient. For example, when we see
a doorknob, we don’t stop to think through how to
grab and twist and then pull the doorknob to open
the door, we just open it. That immediate response is
System 1 thinking at work. The danger arises when we
overgeneralize normally-useful System 1 responses in
ways that lead to harmful outcomes.

For example, the fast-thinking part of our minds has a
tendency towards what psychologists call “egocentric
construal,” or personalization—to think everything is
about ourselves. That can be helpful in lots of day-
to-day situations. When our significant other comes
into the kitchen in the morning with a furious look

on their face, there is often a reasonable chance that
has something to do with what we’ve done. But that
normally useful tendency can also sometimes lead us to
misread someone else’s mind.
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When a stranger is walking down the sidewalk and
passes us with a furious look on their face, the tendency
of our fast-thinking selves to think that has something
to do with us can lead to unnecessary conflict that

can, sometimes, even escalate to violence. The ECHO
curriculum is built on CBI principles and teaches
participants to recognize these situations, then pause to
switch over to slow, effortful decision-making.

Our first CBI study measured the impact of Becoming
a Man, a program developed by the Chicago non-
profit Youth Guidance. The first experiment we carried
out with a few thousand middle- and high-school age
male students in the Chicago Public Schools showed
that the program increased high school graduation
rates by 20% and led to a drop in violent-crime arrests
of nearly 50%.11 A few years later we did another
experiment and again saw nearly 50% reductions in
violent crime arrests.

COGNITIVE BEHAVIORAL INTERVENTIONS WORK
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https://www.povertyactionlab.org/policy-insight/preventing-crime-and-violence-behavior-change-techniques
https://www.povertyactionlab.org/policy-insight/preventing-crime-and-violence-behavior-change-techniques
https://crimelab.uchicago.edu/projects/choose-to-change/
https://crimelab.uchicago.edu/projects/choose-to-change/
https://www.science.org/doi/10.1126/sciadv.abq2077
https://www.brookings.edu/articles/deaths-of-decision-making-are-killing-american-teens-schools-can-fix-it/
https://crimelab.uchicago.edu/wp-content/uploads/sites/2/2023/08/qjw033.pdf
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Importantly, the evidence for CBI doesn’t come just
from BAM. For example, the Chicago Public Schools
(CPS) partnered with Children’s Home + Aid (now
Brightpoint) and Youth Advocate Programs on a CBI
program, Choose 2 Change (C2C), that combines BAM-
like programming with a mentor to serve teens who
are only lightly connected to school and so at higher
risk than those in BAM. In the six months following

the program, we find violent-crime arrests declined by
about 50%, and some effects appear to persist through
36 months. The Heartland Alliance READI program
focused on adult men at extremely high risk for gun
violence involvement, and combined a subsidized job
with CBI. While the data are a bit noisier than we’d like,
the estimated impact on shooting arrests suggests a
64% reduction.

Given the broad evidence base for these tools, why
aren’t they more universally available and delivered?
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One challenge is that while some youth-serving
organizations do offer mental health services, many
may not have a clinician on staff who can deliver such
services and may be otherwise limited in resources to
adopt resource-intensive programming. Consequently,
they are less likely to adopt and scale these evidence-
based but resource-intensive interventions, despite
their potential. But what if instead of adopting a whole
new program, service providers were able to take their
existing programming and human capital infrastructure
and just deliver the kind of skill building that really
matters for promoting long-term well-being?

ECHO was developed to fill this gap. Rather than
requiring organizations to implement an entirely new
program, ECHO provides a free, flexible, evidence-
informed decision-making curriculum that integrates

these proven CBI skills into existing youth programming.
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Feb. 2013: President Barack Obama participates in a Becoming a Man roundtable in Chicago. Official White House Photo by Pete Souza.
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https://papers.ssrn.com/sol3/papers.cfm?abstract_id=5303292
https://academic.oup.com/qje/advance-article-abstract/doi/10.1093/qje/qjad031/7220727?redirectedFrom=fulltext&login=false

