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Abstract
Using a person-centered approach, we examine phenomenological variations 
in exposure to violence for Black males and describe risk and protective factors 
associated with patterns of violence exposure. We ran K-means iterative 
cluster analysis to determine patterns of violence exposure and conducted 
analysis of variance to test whether clusters differed. Data are from 287 Black 
males (M = 18.9) who participated in the Black Youth Project–Youth Culture 
Survey. Participants in the current study self-identified as Black or African 
American and male, and completed the political participation, health, and 
demographic portions of the survey questionnaire. We found four clusters of 
violence exposure that were related to demographic characteristics, maternal 
closeness, neighborhood condition, and sociopolitical inequity. Our findings 
highlight the heterogeneity of exposure to violence among young Black males 
and the individual and environmental risk and protective factors that are 
related to types and levels of exposure. This examination of quality of violence 
exposure in the context of available risks and protective factors may help 
clinicians and researchers improve their intervention efforts.
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Exposure to violence includes witnessing, engaging in, hearing about, or 
being a victim of violence (Kliewer et al., 2004). Whether as victim or perpe-
trator, exposure to violence is inexorably linked to higher levels of depression, 
anxiety, posttraumatic stress disorder, and aggressive behavior (Calvete & 
Orue, 2011; Cooley-Strickland et al., 2009; Lindstrom-Johnson, Finigan, 
Bradshaw, Haynie, & Cheng, 2011; Neumann, Barker, Koot, & Maughan, 
2010). National statistics and empirical research suggest that young Black 
males are among the most at risk, and experience greater exposure to violence 
than their White peers (Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, 2010; 
Selner-O’Hagan, Kindlon, Buka, Raudenbush, & Earls, 1998; Zimmerman & 
Messner, 2013). Researchers found that Blacks were 112% more likely than 
Whites to be exposed to violence (Zimmerman & Messner, 2013).

While violence exposure and its consequential psychological and health 
repercussions are highly prevalent among young Black males, violence expo-
sure is not a homogenous experience. It may be qualitatively different with 
regard to the direct effect of the experience on the mental and physical health 
of young Black males and the subsequent meaning making that emerges from 
these impactful experiences. In our study, we examine phenomenological 
variations in exposure to violence for young Black males who have had at 
least one personal violent experience, and describe the risk and protective 
factors that are associated with different patterns of violence exposure.

A Phenomenological Approach

We use the phenomenological variant of ecological systems theory (PVEST; 
Spencer, 1995; Spencer, Dupree, & Hartman, 1997) to structure our examina-
tion of how young Black males’ experiences of violence are related to risk 
and protective factors. PVEST posits that behavior and development are best 
understood by considering the ecological system while accounting for varia-
tion across individual’s experiences, how these experiences are interpreted, 
and systemic and contextual influences on the meaning that individuals 
assign to their experiences (Spencer et al., 1997). Furthermore, PVEST sug-
gests that marginalized individuals, such as young Black males, are dispro-
portionally exposed to unavoidable environmental risks as a function of 
stereotypes and biases in response to their race, gender, socioeconomic status 
(SES), and physical stature. As a result of environmental risks, young Black 
males can experience negative life outcomes including exposure to violence 
and violent behavior, but adaptive coping strategies may mitigate adverse 
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outcomes and support youth resilience. Adaptive coping strategies, or protec-
tive factors, can include social support, neighborhood context, and under-
standing and experiencing sociopolitical inequality.

Social Support

Social support from peers, parents, and other caring adults is one protective 
factor that may help marginalized youth navigate violent experiences. A posi-
tive relationship with one’s parents provides youth with social resources to 
manage and attenuate exposure to violence (Leventhal & Brooks-Gunn, 
2004; Ohene, Ireland, McNeely, & Borowsky, 2006). In fact, positive parent-
ing behaviors like monitoring and communication about risks have been 
linked to better parent-child relationships and reduced negative outcomes 
including violent behavior and exposure to violence (LeBlanc, Self-Brown, 
Shepard, & Kelley, 2011; Leventhal & Brooks-Gunn, 2004). These parenting 
behaviors may affect the rate and outcome of violence exposure for Black 
males by offering prosocial norms, coping mechanisms, and strategies to 
avoid risk, to help youth navigate, interpret risks, and build the resilience of 
youth in high-risk contexts (Copeland-Linder et al., 2007; LeBlanc et al., 
2011).

Beyond parental relationships, social support represents access to external 
resources including emotional, tangible, and informational support (S. Cohen, 
2004; S. Cohen & Wills, 1985). Research has established associations 
between social support and improvements in academics, self-esteem, and 
behavioral adjustment (Gaylord-Harden, Ragsdale, Mandara, Richards, & 
Petersen, 2007; Kerpelman, Eryigit, & Stephens, 2008). Not all youth in situ-
ations of risky context function poorly, in fact many continue to develop posi-
tively and avoid the negative outcomes of risk exposure (Brookmeyer, 
Henrich, & Schwab-Stone, 2005). In a cross-sectional study of 127 urban 
African American youth, Benhorin and McMahon (2008) found that while 
exposure to violence was related to negative outcomes, social support from 
parents, teachers, or peers was related to reduced aggressive behaviors. Social 
support by extension might reduce youths’ interaction with risks such as 
exposure to violence.

Neighborhood Context

Higher crime rates and drug activity, fewer social services, substandard hous-
ing, and high levels of violence characterize poor neighborhoods (Mrug & 
Windle, 2009; Neumann et al., 2010). Compared with their White counter-
parts, young Black males are more likely to reside in these disadvantaged 
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neighborhoods and experience neighborhood risks including violent experi-
ences (Flowers, Lanclos, & Kelley, 2002; McNulty & Bellair, 2003; Mrug & 
Windle, 2009; Neumann et al., 2010). Increased independence is a part of 
normative developmental, but for young Black males, greater independence 
translates to increased access to the neighborhood and its accompanying risks 
including increased exposure to violence (Clampet-Lundquist, Edin, Kling, 
& Duncan, 2011).

Residence in poorly resourced neighborhoods is directly related to house-
hold income (Flowers et al., 2002; McNulty & Bellair, 2003). Maternal edu-
cation, a proxy for household income, is linked to SES and neighborhood 
quality (Knoester & Haynie, 2005; Magadi & Middleton, 2007). Thus, SES 
may tie young Black males to poor neighborhoods (Flowers et al., 2002; 
McNulty & Bellair, 2003; Neumann et al., 2010). In fact, Black youth living 
in poor neighborhoods with fewer youth services were exposed to signifi-
cantly more violence than Hispanic and White youth (Zimmerman & 
Messner, 2013). While social support serves as an important protective factor 
against violence exposure, both social support and violence exposure can 
vary within a given neighborhood context. The complexity of such neighbor-
hood ecology necessitates support from multiple sources to guard against 
increased possibility of exposure to violence. The literature suggests that 
Black youth living in poor neighborhoods are better able to weather the effect 
of stressors such as exposure to violence if they have social support from 
networks external to the individual and the family (McMahon, Felix, & 
Nagarajan, 2011).

Sociopolitical Inequity

The ecological risks faced by young Black males are inextricably linked to 
historical and contemporary sociopolitical marginalization of racial minori-
ties in the United States. Such risks include interpersonal and institutional 
racial discrimination, experiences with the criminal justice system, and polit-
ical disenfranchisement (Flowers et al., 2002; McNulty & Bellair, 2003; 
Xanthos, Treadwell, & Holden, 2010). Research has shown perceptions of 
unfair treatment related to discrimination are associated with stress and sub-
sequent negative outcomes such as exposure to violence—both as victim and 
perpetrator (Reed et al., 2010). Seaton, Neblett, Cole, and Prinstein (2013) 
found a significant association between Black and Latino youths’ perception 
of discrimination and peer nomination for overt and relational victimization. 
Black youths who reported more racial discrimination experiences were 
more likely to be nominated by their White peers as victims of overt and 
relational violence (Seaton et al., 2013). Institutional discrimination is also 
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an environmental stressor. Education, employment, and justice systems are 
three of the most prevalent sources of institutional racial discrimination expe-
riences for young Black males in America (Xanthos et al., 2010).

While environmental stressors such as racial discrimination and system 
bias have negative impacts on the health outcomes of young Black males, 
understanding institutional inequality may mitigate the negative effects of 
violence exposure. Some literature suggests that racially marginalized youth 
are aware of discrimination and bias and when racially marginalized youth 
have a critical understanding of inequities in their sociopolitical environ-
ment, they are able to better navigate and respond to that system (Freire, 
1970; Hope, Skoog, & Jagers, 2014; Stevenson, McNeil, Herrero-Taylor, & 
Davis, 2005). Racially marginalized youths’ understanding of how sociopo-
litical inequities have a systematic and negative effect on their lives and com-
munities may empower them to cope better with negative environmental 
stressors (Cammarota, 2011). Given the negative impact of systematic bias 
and the positive potential of understanding such bias, we examine how expe-
riences and perceptions of individual and institutional discrimination are 
related to exposure to violence among young Black males.

Present Study

Aligned with PVEST, which suggests that variation across individual experi-
ences is an important consideration for clearer understanding of how sys-
temic and contextual risks influence the individual (Spencer et al., 1997), we 
take a person-centered approach to identify and describe patterns of violence 
exposure among young Black males.

(1) We propose that patterns of violence exposure exist, differentiated 
by the type and frequency of violence exposure.
(2) We test whether risk and protective factors (i.e., social support, 
neighborhood context, and sociopolitical inequity) are differentially 
related to patterns of violence exposure among young Black males. We 
hypothesize that greater social support is related to clusters with less vio-
lence exposure, while risky neighborhood contexts and sociopolitical 
inequity is higher among participants who report more varied and frequent 
violence exposure.

Method

Data for this study come from the Black Youth Project–Youth Culture Survey 
(C. Cohen, 2005), a 45-minute national telephone survey of 1,590 Black, 
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Hispanic, and White youth, ages 15 to 25. The data and additional informa-
tion about the research program are publicly available at http://research.blac-
kyouthproject.com/survey/. Participants were identified using a random digit 
dial with standard nationally representative techniques and an oversample of 
Black and Hispanic youth and youth in Chicago where the primary investiga-
tor was located. After households were identified, eligibility was determined 
by the presence of a youth between the ages of 15 to 25 years. The subsample 
of participants in the current study self-identified as Black or African 
American and male, and completed the political participation, health, and 
demographic portions of the survey questionnaire.

Participants

The participants in the current study were 287 Black males aged 15 to 25 
years (M = 18.9, SD = 3.13). A substantial percentage of the participants were 
currently enrolled in secondary or postsecondary education (72.5%), with 
55.1% enrolled in junior high school or high school. On average, both moth-
ers and fathers of the participants completed high school and had some post-
secondary education through college or vocational schooling. The average 
household income was between $20,000 and $29,000.

Measures

Violence Exposure. Participants indicated frequency of carrying a weapon, 
being threatened with a weapon, fighting, and being wounded in a fight 
within the past 12 months by themselves or someone they knew. Frequency 
was measured on a 7-point scale from 1 (everyday) to 7 (never). Items were 
averaged and reverse coded so a higher score indicated more frequent expo-
sure to violence (α = .70).

Demographics. Participants responded to several demographic characteristics 
questions including age, school enrollment, and maternal education.

School enrollment. Participants reported their highest level of schooling 
completed and current enrollment status. School enrollment was coded as: 1 
= enrolled—junior high school/high school, 2 = enrolled—college or voca-
tional school, 3 = not enrolled—high school graduate or equivalent, 4 = not 
enrolled—college graduate, 5 = not enrolled—no degree.

Maternal education. Participants also indicated the highest level of school-
ing that their mother or maternal parental figure completed. Maternal education 

http://research.blackyouthproject.com/survey/
http://research.blackyouthproject.com/survey/
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was coded as: 1 = less than high school diploma, 2 = high school diploma or 
equivalent, 3 = post high school vocational education or some college, 4 = college 
graduate, and 5 = professional/graduate degree. Given the low response rate for 
income measures, maternal education was selected as one dimension of SES 
(e.g., Braveman, Cubbin, Marchi, Egerter, & Chavez, 2001).

Social Support. Maternal closeness, paternal closeness, and perceptions of 
support were measured as indicators of social support.

Maternal and paternal closeness. Participants reported how close they feel 
to their parents on a 4-point scale ranging from 1 = not close at all to 4 = 
extremely close. One item was used to measure maternal closeness and a 
separate item measured paternal closeness.

Perception of social support. Participants also reported their level agree-
ment with two statements regarding social support, “I feel loved and wanted” 
and “I know people upon whom I can always rely.” These items were mea-
sured on a 4-point scale from 1 = strongly agree to 4 = strongly disagree and 
a mean score was computed. Social support was recoded such that a higher 
mean score indicates more social support. The interitem correlation was .41 
(p = .001).

Neighborhood Context. Neighborhood context was assessed using two items 
that measured neighborhood problems and neighborhood quality.

Problems. Participants indicated how much they find gangs, violence, and 
crime to be a problem in the neighborhood they grew up in. A single item was 
used to measure neighborhood problems on a 4-point scale from 1 = a big 
problem to 4 = no problem at all. This item was recoded such that a higher 
score indicated more neighborhood problems.

Quality. Participants were asked to rate the quality of the neighborhood 
they grew up in, “Considering things like the quality of schools, the types of 
businesses, and how well your neighbors took care of their properties.” This 
single item was used to measure neighborhood quality on a 5-point scale 
from 1 = very good neighborhood to 5 = bad neighborhood. Both neighbor-
hood items were recoded such that a higher score indicated better neighbor-
hood conditions.

Sociopolitical Inequity. Several measures were used to assess the level and 
quality of environmental risks and stressors that participants experience with 
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regard to larger institutions and systems including experience with discrimi-
nation and the criminal justice system, and political cynicism.

Racial discrimination. Participants reported how often he experienced 
race-based discrimination on a 5-point scale ranging from 1 (very often) to 5 
(never). This single item was reverse coded such that a higher response indi-
cates more frequent racial discrimination.

Institutional discrimination. To assess perception of institutional discrimina-
tion against Blacks, participants indicated their level of agreement with four 
statements on a 5-point scale from 1 = strongly agree to 5 = strongly disagree. 
Statements include “It is hard for young Black people to get ahead because 
they face so much discrimination” and “On average, Black youth receive a 
poorer education than White youth.” A mean score was created and all scores 
were reverse coded such that a higher score indicates stronger agreement 
with institutional discrimination faced by Blacks in America (α = .61).

Experience with criminal justice system. Experience with the criminal justice 
system was measured in two dimensions: victim-based and suspect-based. For 
victim-based criminal justice experience, participants indicated whether or not 
they had ever called the police for help or had ever been a victim of a crime. 
For suspect-based criminal justice experience, participants indicated whether 
or not they had ever been treated unfairly by police, stopped by police, or 
arrested. A count score was created for each dimension with higher scores 
indicating more interaction with the criminal justice system. Victim-based 
criminal justice experience had a maximum score of 2 with an interitem cor-
relation of .23 (p = .001). Suspect-based had a maximum score of 3 (α = .63).

Political cynicism. A measure of youth perceptions of government respon-
siveness and fairness in the United States was used to assess political cyni-
cism among the study participants. These four items were measured on a 
4-point scale ranging from 1 = strongly agree to 4 = strongly disagree and 
items included “The leaders in government care very little about people like 
me” and “The government is pretty much run by a few big interests looking 
out for themselves and their friends.” All items were reverse coded such that 
higher response indicates stronger feelings of political cynicism. Internal reli-
ability for the political cynicism items was moderate (α = .62).

Data Analysis Plan

We conducted preliminary analyses to examine bivariate relationships among 
the study variables. We also examined mean cluster differences between 
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adolescents, 15 and 17 years old (N = 117), and emerging adults, 18 and 25 
years old (N = 170), given research that highlights emerging adulthood as a 
distinct developmental period (see Arnett, 2000). To examine patterns of vio-
lence exposure, we ran K-means iterative cluster analysis in SPSS (version 
20). Cluster analysis is a person-centered approach used to determine patterns 
of associations among variables within different types of individuals in a 
given sample (Henry, Tolan, & Gorman-Smith, 2005). The procedure deter-
mines the most optimal solution of homogenous members within each cluster 
that are distinct from other clusters (Aldenderfer & Blashfield, 1984) using 
iterative partitioning to allocate each data point to the nearest cluster centroid 
using the Euclidean distances. In keeping with Ward’s method, Squared 
Euclidean Distances and the agglomeration schedule were examined. This 
allowed for the identification of the fusion coefficient indicating the maximum 
number of distinct clusters. In data without predefined classes, K-means clus-
ter analysis can provide greater homogeneity within clusters while also dif-
ferentiating between clusters when compared with other clustering methods 
(Eshghi, Haughton, Legrand, Skaletsky, & Woolford, 2011). Furthermore, this 
procedure has been employed successfully among similar samples of Black 
youth (Rowley, 2000; Seaton, Scottham, & Sellers, 2006; Thomas, Hammond, 
& Kohn-Wood, 2014). We then conducted analysis of variance (ANOVA) to 
test whether violence exposure clusters differ with regard to demographics, 
social support, neighborhood context, and sociopolitical inequity.

Results

Preliminary Analysis

We examined the means, standard deviations, and bivariate correlations for all 
demographic and study variables (Table 1). Violence exposure had a moderate 
positive relationship with both negative experiences with the justice system, 
and racial discrimination. The bivariate relationship between violence expo-
sure and political cynicism was low and positive, but significant. Maternal 
education was significantly correlated with neighborhood characteristics.

Preliminary analyses revealed mean group differences in violence expo-
sure by age, t(278) = −3.90, p < .001. Adolescents indicated they were 
exposed to less violence (M = 2.58, SD = 1.09) than young adults (M = 2.78, 
SD = 1.45). There were no differences by age in maternal education, support 
and monitoring, neighborhood condition, or institutional engagement.

Cluster Analysis of Violence Exposure

We used K-means iterative cluster analysis (Aldenderfer & Blashfield, 1984) 
to determine patterns in violence exposure. Each violence exposure item was 
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Figure 1. Summary of violence exposure clusters.

standardized across the sample prior to analysis; thus, all results will refer to 
lower or higher scores relative to the sample mean. Using iterative partition-
ing methods, each data point is allocated to the nearest cluster centroid using 
the Euclidean distances. Based on cluster centroid using the Euclidean dis-
tances, we determined that a four-cluster solution presented the best fit for the 
data, along with a theoretically meaningful interpretation (see Figure 1).

We confirmed our first hypothesis by identifying four unique clusters dif-
ferentiated by type and frequency of violence exposure. The largest cluster, 
“Low Victim-Perpetrator” (n = 157, 54.7%), was characterized by low levels 
of violence exposure as both victim and perpetrator (see Table 2). Participants 
in this cluster reported relatively low prevalence of being threatened with a 
weapon, being in a physical fight or being wounded in a fight at a half stan-
dard deviation below the mean. Participants in the cluster also reported car-
rying a weapon at almost a standard deviation below the mean. On average, 
youth in this cluster were exposed to these violent behaviors about once in the 
past year.

The second largest cluster was labeled “Precautionary Victim-Perpetrator” 
(n = 73, 25.4%) and was distinguished by above-average prevalence of 
weapon carrying, at 1 standard deviation above the mean. On average, youth 
in this cluster reported carrying a weapon or knowing someone who was 



464 Journal of Black Psychology 42(5)

carrying a weapon nearly every week. This cluster was also distinguished by 
average exposure to being threatened with a weapon, being in a physical 
fight, or being wounded in a fight as compared with the sample mean (see 
Table 2). These violent behaviors occurred several times, or once or twice, on 
average in the past year.

The third cluster was labeled “High Victim-Perpetrator” (n = 37, 12.9%) 
and youth in this cluster were at least 1 standard deviation above the mean for 
each type of violence exposure. Youth in this cluster reportedly carried weap-
ons at least once a week, were threatened with weapons, were in physical fights 
almost weekly, and were wounded in fights several times over the past year.

The final cluster, “Injurious Victim-Perpetrator” (n = 20, 7.0%), was noted 
by a high prevalence of being wounded or knowing someone who was wounded 
in a fight. For youth in this cluster, being wounded in a fight was over 2 standard 
deviations above the mean, or about once a month. Youth in this cluster reported 
slightly above-average prevalence of carrying a weapon or being in a physical 
fight and below-average prevalence of being threatened with a weapon.

Violence Exposure Clusters and Demographic Characteristics

ANOVA indicated that there were significant cluster difference with regard to 
age, F(3, 286) = 4.79, p < .01. Participants in the Low Victim-Perpetrator (M 
= 18.4) and Injurious Victim-Perpetrator clusters (M = 18.4) were younger 

Table 2. Means, Z Scores, and Standard Deviations of Cluster Variables.

Cluster Violence exposure Z score M (SD)

Low Victim-Perpetrator 
(n = 157)

Carried a weapon −0.79 1.49 (0.82)
Threatened with a weapon −0.43 1.35 (0.75)
Been in a physical fight −0.42 2.12 (1.22)
Wounded in a fight −0.45 1.17 (0.41)

Precautionary Victim-
Perpetrator (n = 73)

Carried a weapon 0.99 5.99 (1.30)
Threatened with weapon −0.04 2.00 (1.06)
Been in a physical fight 0.17 3.17 (1.72)
Wounded in a fight −0.19 1.49 (0.61)

High Victim-Perpetrator 
(n = 37)

Carried a weapon 1.17 6.44 (1.44)
Threatened with weapon 2.10 5.50 (1.32)
Been in a physical fight 1.25 5.17 (1.81)
Wounded in a fight 1.12 3.03 (1.40)

Injurious Victim-
Perpetrator (n = 20)

Carried a weapon 0.56 4.79 (2.12)
Threatened with weapon −0.37 1.47 (0.84)
Been in a physical fight 0.40 3.53 (2.06)
Wounded in a fight 2.30 4.47 (1.22)
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than those in the Precautionary Victim-Perpetrator (M = 19.6) and High 
Victim-Perpetrator (M = 20.0) clusters. Chi-square analyses indicate that the 
proportion of participant education in each cluster differs significantly from 
what would be expected by chance χ2(12, 284) = 28.13, p < .01 (see Table 3). 
Enrolled junior high and high school students were overrepresented in the 
Low Victim-Perpetrator cluster and nonenrolled high school graduates were 

Table 3. Means and Standard Deviations of Study Variables by Violence Exposure 
Cluster Group.

Measure
Low Victim-
Perpetrator

Precautionary 
Victim-

Perpetrator
High Victim-
Perpetrator

Injurious Victim-
Perpetrator

Demographic characteristics
Age** 18.4 (3.06)a 19.6 (3.37)b 20.0 (2.52)b 18.4 (2.91)a

Maternal 
education

2.65 (1.12) 2.81 (1.08) 2.58 (1.09) 2.30 (1.03)

School 
enrollment**

1.66 (1.06)a 2.11 (1.12)b 2.22 (1.07)b 1.75 (1.12)a

Parental and social support
Maternal 

closeness***
1.66 (0.71)a 1.58 (0.69)a 2.09 (0.83)b 1.35 (0.49)a

Paternal closeness 1.95 (0.80) 2.18 (0.93) 1.97 (0.85) 1.82 (0.95)
Social support 3.35 (0.48) 3.36 (0.54) 3.26 (0.60) 3.50 (0.46)
Neighborhood context
Neighborhood 

problems***
2.72 (1.05)a 3.10 (0.95)ab 3.35 (0.83)b 3.50 (0.83)b

Neighborhood 
quality***

3.29 (1.05)a 3.14 (1.12)ab 2.54 (1.24)bc 2.25 (0.97)c

Sociopolitical inequity
Racial 

discrimination***
2.39 (1.10)a 2.90 (1.14)a 3.62 (1.19)b 3.00 (1.38)ab

Institutional 
discrimination***

3.14 (0.77)a 3.66 (0.64)b 3.73 (0.62)b 3.49 (0.81)ab

Criminal justice—
Victim*

0.66 (0.76)ab 0.76 (0.78)ab 1.05 (0.66)b 0.55 (0.69)a

Criminal justice—
Suspect***

1.33 (1.09)a 1.96 (0.96)b 2.46 (0.65)b 1.90 (1.02)ab

Political 
cynicism***

2.22 (0.49)a 2.49 (0.48)ab 2.63 (0.51)b 2.21 (0.46)a

Note: Subscript letters indicate significant mean group difference between the clusters on that 
particular variable. Post hoc comparison is based on Tukey’s honestly significant difference 
test.
*p<.05. **p < .01. ***p < .001.
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overrepresented in the Precautionary Victim-Perpetrator cluster. Maternal 
education was distributed across clusters as expected by chance χ2(3, 266) = 
10.17, p = .60. Older youth were also more likely to be in the higher risk 
clusters (i.e., High Victim-Perpetrator, Injurious Victim-Perpetrator) and 
were more likely to report higher levels of other risks and comparatively 
fewer protections (e.g., positive neighborhoods).

Violence Exposure Clusters and Social Support

The omnibus univariate ANOVA revealed a significant cluster effect for 
maternal closeness, F(3, 283) = 5.76, p = .001. Post hoc comparison (Tukey’s 
honestly significant difference test) revealed significantly higher endorse-
ment of maternal closeness for the High Victim-Perpetrator cluster (M = 
2.09) than each of the other clusters. There was no significant cluster effect 
for paternal closeness or social support (see Table 3).

Violence Exposure Clusters and Neighborhood Context

The omnibus univariate ANOVA revealed a significant cluster effect for 
neighborhood problems, F(3, 284) = 7.31, p < .001, and neighborhood qual-
ity, F(3, 285) = 9.00, p < .001. Post hoc comparison revealed that injurious 
victim-perpetrators (M = 3.50) and high victim-perpetrators (M = 3.35) live 
in neighborhoods with significantly more violence and crime than youth in 
the Low Victim-Perpetrator cluster (M = 2.72). Similarly, post hoc analyses 
revealed a significant cluster effect for neighborhood quality. Injurious vic-
tim-perpetrators (M = 2.25) and high victim-perpetrators (M = 2.54) report 
lower neighborhood quality than the precautionary victim-perpetrators (M = 
3.14) and low victim-perpetrators (M = 3.29).

Violence Exposure Clusters and Sociopolitical Inequity

ANOVA findings indicated significant cluster differences in experiences of 
racial discrimination, F(3, 286) = 13.23, p < .001, and perceptions of institu-
tional racial discrimination, F(3, 286) = 12.17, p < .001. Post hoc analysis 
showed that the High Victim-Perpetrator cluster (M = 3.62) reported experi-
encing the most racial discrimination, significantly more than the precaution-
ary victim-perpetrators (M = 2.90) and low victim-perpetrators (M = 2.39). 
Post hoc analysis also revealed that the high victim-perpetrators (M = 3.73) 
and precautionary victim-perpetrators (M = 3.66) reported greatest percep-
tions of institutional racial discrimination, significantly higher than the low 
victim-perpetrators (M = 3.14).
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ANOVA findings indicated significant cluster differences in experience 
with the criminal justice system as a victim, F(3, 285) = 3.27, p < .05, and 
experience with the criminal justice system as a suspect, F(3, 286) = 15.87, p 
< .001. Post hoc analysis showed that the High Victim-Perpetrator cluster (M 
= 1.05) reported significantly more criminal justice experience as a victim 
than the injurious victim-perpetrators (M = 0.55). Post hoc analysis also 
revealed that the Low Victim-Perpetrator cluster (M = 1.33) reported less 
experience with the criminal justice system as a suspect than the precaution-
ary victim-perpetrators (M = 1.95) and high victim-perpetrators (M = 2.46).

Findings also revealed a significant cluster effect for political cynicism, 
F(3, 286) = 10.01, p < .001. Post hoc analysis revealed that the High Victim-
Perpetrator cluster (M= 2.63) also reported stronger endorsement of political 
cynicism than the low victim-perpetrators (M = 2.22) and the injurious vic-
tim-perpetrators (M = 2.21). We confirmed our hypothesis that risky neigh-
borhood contexts and sociopolitical inequity is higher among participants 
who report more varied and frequent violence exposure (see Table 3).

Discussion

There is growing concern regarding the significant risk related to exposure to 
violence, particularly for young Black males. In this study, we examined phe-
nomenological patterns and variations in exposure to violence (i.e., weapon 
carrying, threatened with a weapon, fighting, wounded in a fight). We identi-
fied four clusters: Low Victim-Perpetrator, characterized by low prevalence 
of violence exposure; Precautionary Victim-Perpetrator, characterized by 
above-average exposure to carrying a weapon; High Victim-Perpetrator, 
above-average levels of each type of violence exposure; and Injurious Victim-
Perpetrator, characterized by average levels of violence exposure and above-
average prevalence of being wounded in a fight. We also examined how these 
patterns are related to individual and environmental risk and protective fac-
tors, specifically social support, neighborhood context, and sociopolitical 
inequity. Related to cluster differences on risk and protective factors, the 
findings confirm our hypothesis that participants with more varied and fre-
quent violence exposure are more likely to live in risky neighborhoods and to 
report sociopolitical inequity. However, our hypothesis that participants in 
low-violence clusters would report greater social support was not supported.

We found several trends across demographic characteristics and social  
support. First, participants in each cluster reported similar levels of maternal 
education ranging from “High School Diploma or Equivalent” to “Some  
college.” The clusters also endorsed similarly high levels of social support. 
Previous research suggests that higher maternal education or SES (O’Dougherty 
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& Masten, 2005) and social support are associated with reduced risk exposure 
(Benhorin & McMahon, 2008), though there are no significant group differ-
ences for these factors in our sample. High victim-perpetrators, however, 
report feeling greater maternal closeness than youth in the other clusters. 
Additionally, low victim-perpetrators and injurious victim-perpetrators are, on 
average, younger than others in this study.

Apart from being younger, low victim-perpetrators are most likely to be 
enrolled in junior high or high school and lived in areas with very few neigh-
borhood problems. Prior research has established that low neighborhood 
quality (e.g., quality of schools, housing, and presence of risk factors) is asso-
ciated with exposure to violence (Mrug & Windle, 2009; Neumann et al., 
2010). These youth also report fewer experiences with racial discrimination, 
whether personal or institutional, limited interactions with the justice system, 
whether as victims or suspects, and less political cynicism. Together these 
associations suggest that, for low victim-perpetrators in this sample, their 
perception of good neighborhood quality may represent a protection from the 
negative outcomes related to risky neighborhoods. Additionally, the relative 
absence of discrimination experiences suggests lower overall risk exposure 
including less violent experiences.

The Precautionary Victim-Perpetrator cluster comprises older youth. 
Some were high school seniors, and others had graduated successfully from 
high school or obtained an equivalent diploma, but were not enrolled in any 
postsecondary education program. These youth reported living in neighbor-
hoods with some problems, and with poorer overall quality. They are also 
different from the low victim-perpetrators such that precautionary victim-
perpetrators report comparatively less racial discrimination while endorsing 
a strong distrust of the political system, and holding beliefs that institutional 
discrimination exists and that it negatively affects Blacks in America. 
Precautionary victim-perpetrators also report having an average of two expe-
riences with the justice system as suspects. Their increased autonomy may be 
related to increased exposure to risks in their immediate neighborhood 
(Clampet-Lundquist et al., 2011) and interactions with the larger society. 
This supports the contention that these youth are less protected from environ-
mental risks and stressors as suggested in the PVEST model (Spencer et al., 
1997). However, these young Black males’ growing awareness of their posi-
tion in the American sociopolitical context may increase resilience or increase 
risk exposure. For instance, as part of their social development youth create 
and strength bonds with persons in their community in an effort to maintain 
and develop their in-group identity. This kind of identity exploration, espe-
cially for Blacks, is a positive and protective undertaking (Caldwell, Kohn-
Wood, Schmeelk-Cone, Chavous, & Zimmerman, 2004); yet in the context of 
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the risks that obtain in disadvantaged neighborhoods, this may translate to 
more exposure to violence.

While the Injurious Victim-Perpetrator cluster may represent mainly vic-
tims, they have few to no experiences with the justice system whether as 
victims or suspects. Like low victim-perpetrators, injurious youth are younger 
than the average participant, but members of the injurious victim-perpetrators 
are nonenrolled high school graduates and live in poorer quality neighbor-
hoods. The change in school enrollment may represent an increase in unmon-
itored, unstructured contact with the neighborhood. This kind of unstructured 
access to the neighborhood is often associated with increased exposure to 
violence, among other ecological risks (Lambert, Ialongo, Boyd, & Cooley, 
2005; Richards et al., 2004). Being relatively younger, these youth may be 
less able to safely navigate neighborhood risks and more likely to be engaged 
by nonprosocial adults and older peers. Thus, they may be more likely to be 
victims of violence or witness victimization of others in a more consistent 
fashion.

Like low victim-perpetrators, injurious victim-perpetrators report average 
levels of concern about issues of race-based inequalities and a distrust of the 
institutionalized systems. For injurious victim-perpetrator, this aggregated 
risk reflects the realities of their neighborhoods, but may also reflect some 
protection from full access to the macro-culture and the in-group out-group 
interactions that inform the lives of young Black males in America.

High victim-perpetrators represent one of the smaller clusters (13%), but 
are the most exposed to violence. This cluster comprises mainly emerging 
adults—older males who were high school graduates not currently enrolled 
in any postsecondary educational program. This cluster has the highest level 
of weapon carrying, being threatened with a weapon, and being in a physical 
fight. They were second to the Injurious Victim-Perpetrator cluster for being 
wounded in a fight. These young Black males report being more at risk in 
their neighborhoods, and report more neighborhood problems, and worse 
neighborhood quality than the other clusters. As hypothesized, their exposure 
to violence is far worse than for other young Black males in this study. 
Though the most at-risk, high victim-perpetrators’ higher levels of social sup-
port and maternal closeness were identified in this study as two protective 
factors against the negative effects of high exposure to risks (Benhorin & 
McMahon, 2008; McMahon et al., 2011).

This older, more exposed cluster was also the most socially conscious, 
reporting more personal and institutional experiences of racial discrimination. 
They also reported more experiences with the criminal justice system particu-
larly as suspects and endorsed distrust and feelings of being victimized by 
political macro-systems. These represent risk factors that not only increase the 
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likelihood of exposure to violence. However, as dismal as this outlook 
appears, this understanding of the barriers that Black people face in America 
is supported in the literature as a healthy part of racial identity development 
and psychological adjustment for African Americans (Cammarota, 2011). In 
the context of risk exposure, an understanding of the sociocultural and socio-
political standing of young Black males in America may support their resil-
ience in the face of great risk, and may be linked to protections such as racial 
identity. Carried too far however, this focus on racial barriers could lead to 
hypervigilance and possible delinquent behaviors (Neblett et al., 2008) for 
Black males living with significant systematic challenges.

Across the four clusters, age and school enrollment are associated with both 
protection and risk as pertains to opportunities to interact with neighborhoods 
that participants described as disadvantaged. Age is also related to young Black 
males’ awareness and interpretation of racial interactions, and macro-level 
issues like racial inequality and political engagement. The older clusters (i.e., 
Precautionary Victim-Perpetrator, High Victim-Perpetrator) were more aware 
of sociopolitical issues. This could be a product of greater access to experiences 
inside and outside of the neighborhood—the result of increased autonomy that 
comes with the transition from adolescence to emerging adulthood. The Low 
Victim-Perpetrator cluster may still be largely shielded from larger ecological 
risks by parents and other adult supervision. At the other end of the spectrum, 
the High Victim-Perpetrator cluster is navigating an inequitable world with 
comparatively more independence than the others in this sample.

Limitations and Future Directions

While these findings contribute to our understanding of violence exposure 
among young Black males, this study is not without limitation. While we 
benefited from the use of a nationally representative data set of 15- to 25-year 
olds, a wider age range would have allowed us to examine trends of violence 
exposure across a broader developmental spectrum. Also, about 55% of our 
sample was exposed to one violent experience in the past year. While this 
statistic evidences an overall sample with low exposure, this does not fully 
account for the meaning and trauma associated with even one violent experi-
ence. Future research should explore the phenomenological difference related 
to exposure to violence for younger teens and children and how this differ-
ence is related to risk and protective factors. Our study provides interesting 
insight into this difference among Black males in the late adolescent and 
emerging adult developmental periods.

The violence explored in this study is limited to more extreme experiences 
such as being seriously injured in a fight, carrying guns and knives, or witnessing 



Thomas and Hope 471

these incidents. There are many other violent experiences (i.e., witnessing a sex-
ual assault, domestic violence, witnessing a robbery, bullying) that could have a 
significant effect on youth. Future research can extend our phenomenological 
and person-centered approach by considering a greater variety of violence expo-
sure and by differentiating violence experienced as a victim, perpetrator, or wit-
ness. Another limitation to the study is the presence of a few one- and two-item 
measures. For instance, the inability to parse out possible differences in social 
support reported by these clusters of youth may be in part due to measurement 
issues. The two-item perception measure that captures some element of the indi-
vidual’s perception of support, but its more robust measure could have more 
comprehensively addressed the issue of support (e.g., specify types and sources 
of support).

More robust measures could further enrich the findings from this study. 
However, even with the current data, findings suggest that exploring how 
Black males differ in their exposure to violence provides another avenue for 
investigating risk and protective factors for violence. The sample size for the 
study presents both strengths and limitations. This study serves as a catalyst 
for more phenomenological explorations of violent experiences among Black 
males. Our sample was taken from a nationally representative data set that 
specifically examined the experiences of Black youth; however, the number 
of young Black males in the sample was relatively small. Thus, the sample 
does not allow for generalizability of our results to the wider population. 
Additionally, larger sample sizes and longitudinal designs would allow for 
predicting behavioral key outcomes (e.g., behavioral, psychological) and 
exploring these issues across time.

Implications

Research Implications. Despite the limitations to this study, there are several 
implications for research, public health, and clinical practice. Much of the 
research on youth violence and violence exposure explores the accumulated 
number of experiences either as an outcome or a predictor. Our study sug-
gests that future research on youth violence, especially with young Black 
males, may wish to consider variations in the types of violence that youth are 
exposed to and how youth make meaning of these experiences. While the 
findings did not confirm our hypothesis of social support being protective, 
the literature supports this link. Therefore, research that explores more exten-
sive measures of specific forms and sources of social support will prove 
important for expanding our understanding the protective role that social sup-
port plays in the lives of young Black males who have been exposed to vio-
lence. Exploration of longitudinal and adult life chances, health and mortality 



472 Journal of Black Psychology 42(5)

outcomes related to violence exposure remains important to understanding 
the full impact of these violence exposure.

Public Policy Implications. The study may inform the development of youth-
targeted interventions. Interventions that address the issues of youth violence 
and specifically the effect of exposure to violence may benefit from an under-
standing of possible variations in exposure to violence as they attempt to 
nurture, protect, and reduce risk exposure for these youth. Our study found 
clusters of risks especially for high victim-perpetrators, with a number of 
available protections, namely positive neighborhoods, and the nurturing and 
exploration of sociopolitical beliefs to support critical analysis of institu-
tional biases that place youth at risk. Interventions are also needed to help 
parents better protect youth through positive parenting skills.

Clinical Implications. Clinicians should explore, with young Black males who 
have been exposed to violence, the quality of the experiences and factors that 
may provide context for these violent experiences. This may prove useful in 
helping screen for trauma and posttraumatic stress responses among young 
Black males who present for mental health services. A better understanding 
of the quality of exposure to violence, especially from a trauma-focused lens, 
may prove a useful consideration in clinical screening procedure for those 
who may provide mental health services to Black males with possible prob-
lem behaviors. The examination of the quality of the exposure in the context 
of available risks and protective factors may help clinicians determine areas 
of focus for treatment planning.
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