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Abstract
Although community violence and the deleterious behavioral and psychological consequences that are associated with
exposure to community violence persist as serious public health concerns, identifying malleable factors that increase or
decrease adolescents’ risk of exposure to community violence remains a significant gap in our knowledge base. This
longitudinal study addresses this research gap by investigating adolescents’ endorsement of familismo values and
participation in three types of after-school activities, specifically home-, school-, and community-based activities, as
potential precursors to adolescents’ risk for experiencing community violence. The sample consists of 416 Latino high
school students (53% female) with a mean age of 15.5 years (SD= 1.0) and with 85% qualifying for free and reduced school
lunch. Cross-sectional results demonstrated that adolescents’ endorsement of the Latino cultural value of familismo was
associated with lower rates of personal victimization. The frequency of non-structured community-based activities and part-
time work were concurrently associated with higher rates of witnessing community violence and being personally victimized
by violence. Only the frequency of non-structured community-based activities was related to witnessing more community
violence and greater victimization one year later while controlling for prior exposure to violence. These findings underscore
the importance of providing structured, well supervised after-school activities for low-income youth in high-risk
neighborhoods.
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Introduction

Many adolescents living in urban areas are exposed to
alarmingly high rates of community violence, such that
exposure to community violence presents a pressing public
health crisis in the United States. The negative

psychological and behavioral consequences experienced by
adolescents exposed to urban violence and the higher rates
of victimization among 12- to 15-year-old youth, compared
to other age groups, makes adolescence a particularly
important developmental period to study in relation to
community violence (Cooley-Strickland et al., 2009; Fowler
et al., 2009). While researchers have investigated factors
that buffer youth from the aftermath of experiencing com-
munity violence (Hardaway et al., 2012), identifying mal-
leable factors that increase or decrease adolescents’ risk of
exposure to community violence remains a significant gap
in our knowledge base. Indeed, researchers have identified
demographic characteristics that are associated with ado-
lescents’ exposure to community violence; for instance,
African American youth and adolescents from poor families
are more likely to experience community violence (Gibson
et al., 2009; Goldner et al., 2011; Stein et al., 2003).
However, there is a need to move beyond demographic
characteristics. In this vein, the present study examines
more malleable factors that can be targeted in interventions
and investigates whether participation in different types of
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after-school activities is differentially related to exposure to
community violence among urban, Latino adolescents.
More specifically, this study examines the linkages between
adolescents’ participation in home-based, school-based, and
community-based activities as well as adolescents’ endor-
sement of familismo, a widely-held Latino cultural value,
and risk of exposure to community violence.

Although Latino youth are disproportionately repre-
sented among youth living in poverty and are also likely to
reside in urban, high-crime neighborhoods (DeNavas-Walt
et al., 2007), far less is known about exposure to community
violence among Latino youth compared to their African
American counterparts. Moreover, not all youth who live in
poor, urban neighborhoods are exposed to high levels of
violence, and surprisingly little is known about the factors
that place youth at risk for community violence in the first
place. Since most exposure to violence and victimization
among youth occurs in the afternoon and evening hours,
beginning after school at 3 pm (Newman et al., 2003;
Richards et al., 2015), this study examines Latino adoles-
cents’ after-school activity participation as a precursor to
exposure to community violence with a longitudinal
research design.

The present study is guided by developmental-ecological
theories (Bronfenbrenner, 1986; Cicchetti & Lynch, 1993)
which highlight ongoing, reciprocal relations between
individual adolescents and the settings where as well as the
people with whom they spend their time. In Cicchetti and
Lynch’s (1993) ecological-transactional model of commu-
nity violence, risk and protective factors may be present at
any level of a child’s ecology (e.g., microsystem, macro-
system, exosystem). While characteristics of the proximal
environment are likely to have the strongest effects on
developmental outcomes and events, the model posits that
factors in more distal levels of an adolescent’s ecology may
similarly influence developmental outcomes as well as
increase or decrease the likelihood of community violence.
Risk and protective factors may influence violent events
such that after-school activity characteristics in the exo-
system (e.g., frequency of participation in activities) and
cultural values or beliefs in the macrosystem (e.g., endor-
sement of familismo) may increase or decrease adolescent’s
exposure to community violence as well as adolescents’
adaptation in response to violence.

A preponderance of evidence indicates that adolescents’
participation in structured after-school activities is asso-
ciated with an array of positive developmental outcomes,
including fewer academic difficulties, depressive symp-
toms, externalizing problem behaviors, and substance use
(Bohnert et al., 2009; Farb & Matjasko, 2012; Fredricks &
Eccles, 2006; Haghighat & Knifsend, 2019; Neely &
Vaquera, 2017). Much of this research has been conducted
with youth in suburban, middle- to upper-income, European

American families (Pedersen & Seidman, 2005). Yet, evi-
dence demonstrates that African American and Latino youth
and youth from low-income families participate in far fewer
structured, organized activities compared to their European
American and higher-income counterparts (Bohnert et al.,
2008; Fredricks & Simpkins, 2012; Meier et al., 2018).
Thus, it is imperative that researchers comprehensively
assess the different types of activities in which racial/ethnic
minority youth engage during the after-school hours. This
study addresses this need by comprehensively assessing
Latino adolescents’ participation in both structured and non-
structured after-school activities, within multiple settings,
including home, school, and community contexts. Further,
this study examines the cross-sectional and longitudinal
associations between adolescent’s participation in different
types of activities and exposure to community violence.

Familismo, Home-Based Activities, and Exposure to
Community Violence

Given that racial/ethnic minority adolescents and youth
from low-income homes participate in organized, structured
activities at lower rates than their counterparts (Pedersen &
Seidman, 2005), researchers must examine the non-
structured activities in which many adolescents spend
their time, including activities that occur in home settings.
Among adolescents who, for various reasons, may be less
engaged in school- and community-based extracurriculars,
it is important to understand what activities occupy their
time at home and how such activities may be associated
with greater or lesser risk of exposure to community vio-
lence. Familismo, defined as incorporating an emphasis on
family unity, cohesion, and loyalty above individual needs,
is a widely endorsed cultural value among Latino families
(Calzada et al., 2010; Halgunseth et al., 2006). Moreover,
Latino adolescents’ endorsement of familismo has been
linked to lower levels of exposure to community violence in
prior studies (Kennedy & Ceballo, 2013). Since familismo
encourages youth to spend more time with their families in
home contexts (Leavell et al., 2012), it may be that famil-
ismo values reflect adolescents’ inclination to spend time at
home engaged in familial obligations and responsibilities
(Kennedy & Ceballo, 2013). This study directly tests this
proposition and examines both endorsement of familismo
values and home-based activities as precursors to Latino
adolescents’ exposure to community violence. When
accounting for both familismo and home-based activities, it
is expected that home-based activities, rather than familismo
values, will be associated with lower risk of exposure to
community violence.

Some evidence for the hypothesis that home-based
activities will be associated with lower rates of exposure
to community violence is provided by studies with urban,
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African American youth. Richards and colleagues (2004),
for example, reported that time spent with family was
associated with less exposure to community violence
among African American adolescents. Adolescents in their
study reported on their activities in actual time via experi-
ence sampling methods. Relatedly, among African Amer-
ican adolescents, Hammack and colleagues (2004) found
that time spent with family buffered adolescents from the
negative psychological impact of community violence.
Hence, in this sample of Latino adolescents, it is expected
that greater participation in home-based activities will be
cross-sectionally and longitudinally associated with lower
rates of exposure to community violence.

School-Based Activities and Exposure to Community
Violence

Although research in this area is quite sparse, some evi-
dence indicates that participation in structured, school-based
activities may reduce levels of exposure to community
violence among adolescents who are at risk of exposure.
Among urban, African American adolescents, Richards and
colleagues (2004) found that participation in structured
activities was associated with less exposure to community
violence and fewer associated symptoms of distress. Rely-
ing upon experience sampling methods, the authors defined
structured free time activities as including time spent on
homework, extracurriculars, and creative activities. Some of
these activities, like time spent doing homework and certain
extracurriculars, were most certainly school-based activ-
ities. By engaging youth in activities that are supervised by
adults and/or that require frequent concerted effort over
sustained amounts of time (e.g., daily after-school sports
practices and games; homework assignments), participation
in structured, school-based activities may protect youth
from spending time in risky neighborhood settings where
violence is more likely to occur. School-based activities
may also increase adolescents’ sense of school belonging
and academic engagement, perhaps promoting more time
spent on homework and other school projects that are
conducted at home. Moreover, many high schools require
that students maintain a grade point average above a certain
cut-off in order to participate on school sports teams. Thus,
it is expected that more time spent on school-based activ-
ities will be related to lower rates of exposure to community
violence both concurrently and over time.

Community-based Activities and Exposure to
Community Violence

In some neighborhoods, the mere presence of community
centers may reflect a sense of shared collective efficacy and
commitment to supporting the common good among

community residents and families. Indeed, one study found
that the presence of recreation centers, for example, was
linked to lower rates of violent crime in economically poor
neighborhoods (Peterson et al., 2000). Consequently, in
poor neighborhoods, community-based activities may serve
as a protective, informal monitoring mechanism for youth.
Alternatively, community centers that provide little super-
vision or structure may negatively influence youth and
permit more exposure to violence in the community,
reflecting a lack of collective efficacy among neighborhood
residents. Bohnert and colleagues (2009) define structured
activities as those that are organized and facilitated by a
club, program or organization that provides general guide-
lines for participation; conversely, non-structured activities
have no formal guidelines or leadership and are not facili-
tated by an organization. A strength of the current study is
the consideration of adolescents’ participation in both
structured as well as non-structured community-based
activities.

Some prior evidence indicates that participation in
structured community-based activities is associated with
greater risk of exposure to community violence. In a cross-
sectional study of Latino adolescents, participation in
organized non-school clubs and non-school sports were
associated with greater victimization and witnessing com-
munity violence; however, adolescents’ participation in
volunteer organizations and religious groups were not
related to exposure to community violence (Kennedy &
Ceballo, 2013). In accord with these findings, Camacho-
Thompson and Vargas (2018) found that Latino (primarily
Mexican American) adolescents’ participation in structured
community activities was associated with witnessing more
community violence, and these relations were similar for
both boys and girls. Even when community activities are
organized, well structured, and supervised by adults, it may
be that spending more time in high-risk neighborhoods,
traveling to and from activities, increases adolescents’
opportunities to witness or be victimized by violence.
Further, non-school clubs and sports activities in the com-
munity may heighten opportunities for unstructured socia-
lizing with peers and may occur in particularly risky, high-
crime neighborhood areas. It is also possible that adoles-
cents who experience high rates of exposure to community
violence consequently seek out community activities as
“safe havens” to mitigate their exposure to violence.
However, the cross-sectional design of prior studies pre-
cluded examination of the direction of effects. Therefore,
the current study expands on prior findings by using long-
itudinal data to determine whether community activity
participation does, in fact, precede increases in adolescents’
exposure to community violence.

While it is developmentally appropriate for adolescents
to seek greater autonomy from parents and adult authority
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figures, studies indicate that, in dangerous neighborhood
settings, adolescents’ participation in non-structured activ-
ities, such as hanging out with friends, is related to negative
developmental outcomes (Bohnert et al., 2009; Mahoney &
Stattin, 2000). In a similar vein, participation in non-struc-
tured, community-based activities may place youth at
greater risk for exposure to violence. Among a large sample
of Latino, African American, and European American youth
residing in Chicago neighborhoods, unstructured socializing
with peers (without adult supervision) was associated with
greater risk of exposure to community violence (Antunes
and Ahlin 2018). Likewise, spending unstructured leisure
time with friends and holding a part-time job were con-
currently associated with greater exposure to community
violence, as both witnesses and victims of violence among a
sample of Latino youth (Kennedy & Ceballo, 2013).
Unstructured socializing with peers is likely to occur out-
side in neighborhood settings and also likely to coincide
with little adult supervision, allowing for greater exposure
to violence and contact with “deviant” peers. Adolescents
who hold part-time jobs may be more likely to spend time
going to and from employment sites during evening hours
when violence is more likely to occur. Similar results for
non-structured activities have been reported with African
American adolescents. Utilizing experience sampling
methods, Richards and colleagues (2004) found that time
spent in unsupervised and unstructured contexts with peers
was linked to greater risk for both victimization and wit-
nessing violence.

A strength of the current study is the inclusion of both
structured and non-structured community-based activities in
examining the association between community-based
activities and adolescents’ risk for exposure to community
violence. Importantly, community-based activities are not
all categorized as the same and notable differences in the
characteristics associated with these activities are con-
sidered. It is expected that positive associations will be
found between more frequent participation in non-
structured community-based activities as well as part-time
employment and greater levels of exposure to community
violence. Specifically, this study tests the hypothesis that
adolescents’ participation in non-structured, rather than
structured, community-based activities, and part-time
employment will be related to greater rates of exposure to
community violence both cross-sectionally and long-
itudinally, one year later.

Current Study

Identifying malleable factors that may increase or decrease
adolescents’ risk of exposure to community violence is a
pressing research question with far-reaching public health

implications. The present longitudinal study addresses this
important gap in our knowledge base by investigating
adolescents’ endorsement of familismo values and partici-
pation in different types of after-school activities as poten-
tial precursors to adolescents’ risk for experiencing
community violence. The overarching aims of the present
study are twofold. The first aim is to test whether endor-
sement of the Latino cultural value of familismo is directly
associated with exposure to community violence, as seen in
prior cross-sectional studies, when also accounting for
adolescents’ home-based activities. More specifically, the
first hypothesis proposes that greater endorsement of
familismo will be associated with lower rates of exposure to
community violence (Hypothesis 1). The second hypothesis
posits that participation in home-based, after-school activ-
ities will be associated with lower rates of exposure to
community violence when also accounting for adolescents’
endorsement of familismo both cross-sectionally and over
time (Hypothesis 2). The second overall aim of the current
study is to determine whether home-, school-, and com-
munity-based, after-school activities place adolescents at
differential risk for exposure to community violence. The
third, specific hypothesis predicts that more frequent parti-
cipation in school-based activities will be linked to less
exposure to community violence concurrently and long-
itudinally (Hypothesis 3). The final hypothesis proposes that
participation in non-structured, community-based activities
(as opposed to structured, community-based activities) as
well as part-time employment, will be related to higher
levels of exposure to community violence cross-sectionally
and longitudinally (Hypothesis 4).

Methods

Participants

Participants in this study were 416 high school students
who were 53% female and had a mean age of 15.5 years
(SD= 1.0) at the time of the first survey administration. All
of the adolescents included in this sample self-identified as
Latino, with 88% identifying as Mexican American and
11% identifying as Puerto Rican. Additionally, in this
sample, 85% qualified for free and reduced school lunch,
and 84% of the students reported being born in the U.S. The
students attended two high schools located in Chicago, IL
(54%) and Detroit, MI (46%). Both schools were charter
schools serving primarily low-income families and were
highly accessible, requiring only a short admission form or
entrance in a state-wide lottery system in order to enroll a
student. Consequently, the Chicago high school enrolled
students from all sections of the city of Chicago. Adoles-
cents from the two schools did not statistically differ from
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one another on demographic characteristics. According to
recent Census data, Latinos have surpassed African Amer-
icans as the largest racial/ethnic minority group in Chicago
(Serrato 2017). Further, in 2016, the violent crime rate was
1105 per 100,000 residents in Chicago and 2046 per
100,000 residents in Detroit, compared to the national crime
rate of 386 per 100,000 people (U.S. Department of Justice
2016).

Procedures

The research team met with students in ninth, tenth, and
eleventh grades to explain the purpose of the study, dis-
tribute materials, and answer questions. A total of 659 and
437 students in the Chicago and Detroit schools, respec-
tively, attended these recruitment meetings and received
recruitment materials to take home and discuss with their
parents. Copies of all recruitment materials were provided
in both English and Spanish. The recruitment techniques
yielded acceptable response rates among low-income, urban
populations of high school students (Hammack et al., 2004).
Specifically, response rates were 51% in the Chicago high
school and 47% in the Detroit high school. Students who
returned written parental consent forms were invited to
complete a series of measures in an online survey that was
administered at school in a group setting. Research team
members were present and available to answer questions
during every survey administration and all survey admin-
istrations were completed prior to the COVID-19 pandemic.
Students received a $25 gift card when they completed the
first online survey and a $30 gift card upon completion of
the second survey one year later. Administrators at both
high schools and the University of Michigan Institutional
Review Board approved all recruitment, data collection
procedures, and the survey measures used.

Measures

Adolescents’ age and sex

Four demographic variables were covaried in the analyses:
adolescents’ age, adolescents’ sex, maternal education, and
adolescents’ gang association. Analyses controlled for
adolescents’ age and sex, as both of these demographic
characteristics have been associated with exposure to
community violence in numerous prior studies. Years in age
was utilized for age, and sex was coded as (0) for “males”
and (1) for “females”.

Mothers’ education

Mother’s education was used as a proxy for socioeconomic
status because students are more likely to be accurate

reporters of parental education as opposed to other indica-
tors of social class, like household income. For maternal
education, students were asked to report the highest grade in
school their mothers had completed and were given a set of
responses that included grammar school (grades 1 – 8),
some high school, a high school degree or GED, some
college, a college degree, or a graduate/professional degree
(e.g., law, medicine).

Gang-associated peers

A variable to control for students’ associations with gang
members or participation in neighborhood gang activity was
also included as a control variable. One question asked
students whether they “hang out” with teenagers who are in
gangs and was dichotomously coded as (0) for “no” and (1)
for “yes”.

Familismo

Familismo, a Latino cultural value prioritizing a sense of
family unity, loyalty, support, and commitment, was
measured at Time 1 using the Multiphasic Assessment of
Cultural Constructs (Gaines et al., 1997). This measure
consisted of 10 questions with responses ranging from (1)
strongly disagree to (5) strongly agree. A total score for
familismo reflected the mean of these items, with higher
scores indicating a stronger endorsement of familismo
values. This measure included items such as, “I cherish
the time that I spend with my relatives” and “In my opi-
nion, the family is the most important social institution of
all”. This measure has demonstrated acceptable internal
validity and internal consistency in other studies with
Latino samples (Gaines et al., 1997; Guzmán et al., 2005).
In the present sample, this scale had a Cronbach’s alpha
of 0.93.

After-school activities

Acknowledging that there is no consensus about how best
to measure youth’s activity involvement, Bohnert et al.
(2010) review highlights four dimensions relevant to mea-
surement: (a) breadth (e.g., number of different activities),
(b) intensity (e.g., number of hours spent per week in
activities), (c) duration (e.g., total number of years spent in
activity), and (d) engagement (e.g., cognitive, emotional,
and behavioral engagement). For the purposes of this study,
it is proposed that frequency of involvement in activities
will be more related to community violence than other
dimensions of activity involvement, like breadth of extra-
curriculars which are more likely to tap different skills and
depth of experiential learning. Frequency of participation,
on the other hand, reflects amount of time spent in activities
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that may keep adolescents away from settings and peers
where community violence is likely to happen. Thus, this
study extended prior measures of extracurricular activity
involvement (Brown & Evans, 2002; Faircloth & Hamm,
2005) and measured frequency of adolescents’ participation
in a total of 25 different activities, asking students to report
how many times they engaged in each activity on a scale
that ranged from (0) “never” to (5) “more than 5 times per
week”. The activities were then categorized into 3 different
activity types based on their contextual setting: home-based,
school-based, or community-based activities.

Frequency of home-based activities consisted of 8 items
that included activities like hanging out with family at
home, doing chores at home, taking care of younger sib-
lings or older family members at home, hanging out with
friends at home, and playing video games at home. A final
score consisted of a mean of these items, with higher scores
reflecting greater frequency of participation in home-based
activities.

Frequency of participation in school-based activities
asked students about participating in 7 types of activities
related to school, such as organized sports (e.g., school
football team), school-based music, art, or theater activ-
ities (e.g., school drama club), school clubs or organiza-
tions (e.g., student government, robotics club), and
getting academic support from a tutor at school. A mean
of these items was used to reflect a total score, repre-
senting greater participation in school-based activities
with higher scores.

Participation in community-based activities asked stu-
dents to report on the frequency of their participation in 10
different types of activities. These activities were divided
into two subscales representing structured and non-
structured community-based activities. Structured
community-based activities included organized sports
(e.g., community basketball team), music or art lessons
(e.g., community center art classes), community clubs or
organizations (e.g., Boy Scouts), and religious groups or
activities (e.g., Bible study group). Non-structured,
community-based activities included playing sports with
friends outside (e.g., pick-up basketball games), “hanging
out” with friends in the neighborhood, attending social
events with friends, and driving around in a car with
friends. A total mean score for each subscale was created
with higher scores reflecting greater frequency of partici-
pation in structured and non-structured community-based
activities respectively.

Two questions asked students about the frequency with
which they engaged in part-time paid work, whether it was
a job associated with their school or whether it was not
related to their school. These two items were averaged with
higher scores reflecting more days per week engaged in
part-time employment.

Exposure to community violence

To assess exposure to community violence, the Survey of
Exposure to Community Violence, a widely used measure
that assess children and adolescent levels of exposure to
community violence, was used (Richters & Martinez,
1993). Participants indicated how often they had witnessed
and personally experienced violent incidents in the past
year, using a 7-point Likert-type scale ranging from (0)
never to (7) 7 or more times. In keeping with the literature
in this field, two community violence subscales were con-
structed: witnessing violence and personal victimization.
The witnessing violence subscale consisted of thirteen items
that asked students how often they have seen various acts of
community violence. An example question was, “How
many times have you seen someone else attacked or stabbed
with a knife?” The personal victimization subscale con-
sisted of nine items that asked students how often they had
been directly and personally victimized by various types of
community violence. An example question for this subscale
was, “How many times have you yourself been beaten up or
mugged?” Responses for each subscale were summed,
creating a total score for each subscale with higher scores
indicating more frequent witnessing of community violence
or victimization by community violence in the year prior to
the survey. Since measures of exposure to community
violence are indexes that report the frequency of events
occurring, as opposed to scales that tap underlying con-
structs, it is not appropriate to report Cronbach’s alphas as
indicators of reliability for the subscales of witnessing
violence and personal victimization (Streiner, 2003).

Results

Analytic Strategy

Multiple regression analysis was used to examine cross-
sectional and longitudinal predictors of exposure to com-
munity violence, specifically rates of witnessing violence
and personal victimization. All models controlled for ado-
lescents’ age, sex, maternal education, and adolescents’
gang association. Then, adolescents’ familismo endorse-
ment, frequency of home-based after-school activities, fre-
quency of school-based after-school activities, frequency of
structured community-based activities, frequency of non-
structured community-based activities, and frequency of
part-time work were entered as predictors. Longitudinal
regression models (based on n= 335) included the same
predictors with T1 measures of exposure to violence added
to the models. Because the absolute rate of missing data
across analyses was relatively small, we used listwise
deletion of missing data.
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Preliminary Findings

Attrition analyses were conducted to examine whether
there were any differences between the adolescents who
completed the second survey one year later and the
81 students who did not. No statistically significant dif-
ferences were found in terms of age, sex, maternal edu-
cation, gang association, familismo, frequency of home-,
school-, structured community-, and non-structured com-
munity activities or exposure to violence as either a wit-
ness or a victim. Figure 1 depicts adolescents’ frequency
of participation in each type of activity included in the
home-, school-, and community-based after-school activity
groups. Adolescents reported spending the most time in
the following activities after school: using social media at
home, doing homework or school assignments at home,
hanging out with family at home, and doing chores for
your family at home. Interestingly, the activities in which
adolescents reported spending the most time after school
all occurred in their homes. The most frequently endorsed
school-based activity was organized sports participation
and the most frequently endorsed community-based
activities were non-structured activities: hanging out with
friends outside your home and playing sports by yourself
or with your friends.

As expected, the adolescents in this study experienced
high levels of both witnessing community violence and
personal victimization. Frequencies for experiencing each
type of witnessing violence and personal victimization at
least once in the past year are displayed in Table 1. As
shown in Table 1 for witnessing violence, more than half
(53%) of the adolescents reported seeing someone holding a
gun or a knife and 23% of the adolescents had witnessed a
shooting. Regarding incidents of personal victimization,
almost 25% of the adolescents reported being chased by
gangs or individuals who could hurt them and 20% reported
being at home when someone had broken into or tried to
force their way into their home. Witnessing violence (M=
5.3) was statistically significantly more common than per-
sonal victimization (M= 1.7), paired t (400)= 26.3, p <
0.05.

Main Findings

Correlations among all control, independent, and dependent
variables included in the models are displayed in Table 2.
As predicted in the first hypothesis, correlational findings
showed that greater endorsement of familismo values was
associated with lower rates of witnessing violence at T1 and
T2 and lower rates of personal victimization at T1.
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Table 1 Prevalence of past year
witnessing violence and
personal victimization

Witnessing violence %

Heard the sound of gunfire outside when you were in or near your home 77.9%

Seen other people using or selling illegal drugs 68.4%

Seen someone else get hit, slapped, or punched by someone (not when playing or fooling around) 65.1%

Seen someone else carrying or holding a gun or knife (not including police, military, or security
officers)

53.4%

Seen someone else being threatened with serious physical harm 50.0%

Seen someone else get chased by gangs or individuals when you thought they could get really hurt 48.7%

Seen someone else getting beaten up or mugged 42.3%

Seen a seriously wounded person after an incident of violence 33.2%

Heard the sound of gunfire outside when you were in or near your school building 25.9%

Seen someone else get shot at, but not wounded, with a gun 23.5%

Seen someone else being attacked or stabbed with a weapon like a bat or a knife (not a gun) 22.5%

Seen someone else get shot with a gun 21.3%

Seen a dead person somewhere in the community (not including funerals) 18.2%

Personal victimization

Been hit, slapped, or punched by someone (not when playing or fooling around) 35.2%

Been asked to get involved in any aspect of selling or distributing illegal drugs 33.2%

Been threatened with serious physical harm by someone 29.2%

Been chased by gangs or individuals when you thought you could get really hurt 23.7%

Been at home when someone has broken into or tried to force their way into your home 20.4%

Been beaten up or mugged 16.0%

Been shot at, but not wounded, with a gun 10.3%

Been attacked or stabbed with a weapon like a bat or a knife (not a gun) 8.5%

Been shot with a gun 5.4%

Table 2 Zero-order correlations between all study variables

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13

1. Age –

2. Sex (% female) −0.06 –

3. Mother’s education −0.12* −0.18** –

4. Hang out w/kids who are in a
gang (% yes)

0.03 −0.03 0.05 –

5. Familismo −0.06 −0.02 −0.08 −0.16** –

6. Freq. home activities 0.03 0.19** −0.04 −0.07 0.18** –

7. Freq school activities 0.03 −0.10 −0.01 0.02 −0.02 0.21** –

8. Freq. structured commty
activities

0.05 −0.11* 0.07 0.09 −0.02 0.21** 0.66** –

9. Freq. non-structured commty
activities

0.07 −0.08 0.07 0.13** 0.04 0.30** 0.37** 0.48** –

10. Freq. part-time work 0.21** −0.09 −0.01 0.15** −0.18** 0.10* 0.34** 0.60** 0.30** –

11. CVE-Witnessed T1 0.08 −0.03 0.09 0.39** −0.17** −0.05 0.07 0.17** 0.25** 0.22** –

12. CVE-Victimized T1 0.11 −0.19** 0.04 0.32** −0.19** 0.01 0.17** 0.22** 0.27** 0.33** 0.69** –

13. CVE-Witnessed T2 0.10 −0.09 −0.02 0.22** −0.14* −0.02 0.07 0.09 0.24** 0.11* 0.53** 0.38** –

14. CVE-Victimized T2 0.15** −0.19** −0.02 0.17** −0.10 0.01 0.15** 0.12* 0.23** 0.17** 0.38** 0.45** 0.73**

The sample includes only those students who self-identified as Latino

Freq. = frequency; commty = community; CVE = community violence exposure; T1 = time 1; T2 = time 2

*p < 0.05. **p < 0.01
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The cross-sectional, multivariate results predicting ado-
lescents’ witnessing of community violence and personal
victimization by violence are shown in Table 3. Frequency
of home-based, school-based, and structured community-
based activities were not statistically significantly associated
with witnessing community violence or victimization by
violence concurrently. Thus, the second hypothesis that
home-based activities would be associated with lower rates
of exposure to community violence when accounting for
familismo values and the third hypotheses that greater
school-based activity participation would also be associated
with less exposure to community violence were not sup-
ported by these findings. Also as displayed in Table 3,
frequency of non-structured community-based activities
(b= 0.21, p= 0.00002; b= 0.09, p= 0.001) and frequency
of part-time work (b= 0.39, p= 0.04; b= 0.38, p= 0.001)
were cross-sectionally associated with statistically sig-
nificantly higher rates of both witnessing violence and
personal victimization, respectively. These results support
the fourth hypothesis that non-structured community-based
activities and part-time employment would be associated
with greater exposure to community violence cross-
sectionally. Additionally, associating with adolescents
who are in gangs (b= 2.9, p < 0.0001; b= 1.4, p < 0.0001)
was statistically significantly associated with greater reports
of witnessing community violence and being personally
victimized by violence concurrently. Adolescents who
reported associating with peers who are in gangs reported
witnessing about 3 more violent events in the past year
compared to those who did not. Finally, familismo (b=
−0.38, p= 0.004) and female sex (b=−0.64, p= 0.002)
were associated with statistically significantly lower rates of

personal victimization, but not with witnessing violence,
when other covariates were statistically controlled.

The longitudinal results displayed in Table 4 reveal that
exposure to community violence at T1 was strongly asso-
ciated with exposure to community violence one year later
at T2. When controlling for T1 exposure to community
violence, frequency of non-structured community-based
activities predicted statistically significant increases in wit-
nessing community violence (b= 0.11, p= 0.04) and per-
sonal victimization (b= 0.08, p= 0.04) over time. These
findings also support the fourth hypothesis, predicting that
participation in non-structured community-based activities
would be longitudinally related to higher levels of adoles-
cents’ exposure to community violence. In addition, female
sex was associated with statistically significant decreases in
rates of personal victimization over time (b=−0.52, p=
0.04) when other covariates were statistically controlled.
Familismo and frequency of home-based, school-based,
structured community-based, and part-time employment at
T1 were not significantly associated with T2 witnessing
violence or victimization by violence.

Discussion

Exposure to community violence and the sequalae of
deleterious behavioral and psychological consequences
experienced by children and adolescents presents a serious,
on-going public health crisis. While certain demographic
characteristics, such as being a racial/ethnic minority youth
or a member of a low-income family, have been associated
with increased rates of exposure to community violence, the

Table 3 Cross-sectional
predictors of past year
community violence
exposure at T1

Past year community violence exposure at T1

Witnessing violence Personal victimization

Predictor B SE B β B SE B β

Age 0.14 0.17 0.04 0.09 0.10 0.04

Sex 0.29 0.35 0.04 −0.64** 0.20 −0.15

Mother’s education 0.10 0.08 0.06 −0.02 0.05 −0.02

“Hang out” with kids who are in a gang 2.9** 0.42 0.32 1.4** 0.25 0.25

Familismo −0.40 0.22 −0.09 −0.38** 0.13 −0.14

Frequency home activities −0.05 0.03 −0.08 0.001 0.02 0.003

Frequency school activities 0.03 0.05 0.03 0.03 0.03 0.05

Frequency structured community activities −0.10 0.06 −0.10 −0.03 0.04 −0.04

Frequency non-structured community activities 0.21** 0.05 0.23 0.09** 0.03 0.17

Frequency of part-time work 0.39* 0.19 0.11 0.38* 0.11 0.18

Adj. R2= 0.20** Adj. R2= 0.23**

For sex, 0=male and 1= female

Regression analysis for both outcomes were based on n= 394

*p < 0.05. **p < 0.01
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present study examines how more malleable environmental
and cultural factors may increase or decrease adolescents’
exposure to community violence. Specifically, this study
examines whether participation in different types of after-
school activities and endorsement of familismo, a widely
held Latino cultural value, are associated with Latino ado-
lescents’ exposure to community violence concurrently and
over time. Since Latino adolescents and youth from low-
income families participate in less structured, organized
activities, compared to European American adolescents and
youth from higher income families, this study comprehen-
sively assesses adolescents’ after-school activities by
incorporating home-based and school-based activities as
well as distinguishing between structured and non-
structured community-based activities. Moreover, this
study directly examines the proposition that past studies
have found a link between familismo and lower rates of
adolescents’ exposure to community violence because
familismo reflects adolescents’ decisions to spend more time
in home-based settings, away from neighborhood dangers.

Among the current sample of Latino youth residing in
Chicago and Detroit neighborhoods, adolescents reported
remarkably high rates of exposure to community violence,
as both witnesses and victims of violence. Consistent with
prior research (Menard & Huizinga, 2001; Selner-O’Hagan
et al., 1998), Latino adolescent boys reported higher rates of
personal victimization compared to Latina adolescent girls.
The current findings highlight the importance of continued
efforts to diminish exposure to community violence among
urban youth. By identifying after-school activities that
increase or reduce adolescents’ risk for exposure to

community violence, the results from this study can help
inform after-school programming for racial/ethnic minority
youth living in poor, urban neighborhoods.

In general, extracurricular activity participation is asso-
ciated with a host of positive developmental outcomes (Farb
& Matjasko, 2012; Haghighat & Knifsend, 2019; Mahoney
et al., 2006); however, as previously mentioned, low-
income, urban youth spend significantly less time in
extracurricular activities compared to their higher socio-
economic and suburban counterparts (Pedersen & Seidman,
2005). On a practical level, under-resourced schools and
impoverished communities may simply not have a large
selection of after-school activity options. Indeed, the present
sample of Latino adolescents most frequently reported
spending their after-school hours at home, engaged in
activities like using social media, doing chores, and taking
care of other family members. Difficulties with costs,
transportation, and scheduling may also restrict adolescents’
extracurricular participation. Certain community-based
activities may be the most viable option for some adoles-
cents. Nevertheless, community-based activities vary
greatly by the type of structure and supervision provided,
and many adolescents may, instead, be obliged to or
voluntarily decide to engage in activities and responsi-
bilities at home.

In keeping with the first hypothesis, correlational find-
ings indicated that greater endorsement of familismo,
reflecting family obligations and responsibilities, was
associated with lower rates of witnessing and being per-
sonally victimized by community violence concurrently.
Additionally, endorsement of familismo had a bivariate

Table 4 T1 predictors of T2 past
year community violence
exposure

Past year community violence exposure at T2

T2 witnessing violence T2 personal victimization

Predictor B SE B β B SE B β

T1 CVE 0.53** 0.06 0.50 0.43** 0.06 0.40

T1 Age 0.14 0.19 0.04 0.22 0.12 0.09

T1 Sex −0.65 0.39 −0.08 −0.52* 0.26 −0.11

T1 Mother’s education −0.08 0.09 −0.04 −0.01 0.06 −0.01

T1 “Hang out” with kids who are in a gang 0.06 0.51 0.01 0.23 0.31 0.04

T1 Familismo −0.32 0.26 −0.06 −0.05 0.17 −0.02

T1 Frequency home activities 0.02 0.03 0.03 0.02 0.02 0.05

T1 Frequency school activities −0.06 0.06 −0.07 0.04 0.04 0.07

T1 Frequency structured community activities 0.08 0.07 0.08 −0.04 0.05 −0.06

T1 Frequency non-structured community activities 0.11* 0.06 0.12 0.08* 0.04 0.13

T1 Frequency of part-time work −0.20 0.22 −0.05 −0.05 0.14 −0.02

Adj. R2= 0.30** Adj. R2= 0.24**

For sex, 0=male and 1= female

Regression analysis for T2 Witnessing Violence and T2 Personal Victimization were based on n= 310 and
n= 309, respectively

*p < 0.05. **p < 0.01
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association with lower rates of witnessing violence one year
later. However, the results did not support the second
hypothesis that when accounting for both familismo values
and home-based activities, it would be home-based activ-
ities, rather than familismo, that would be associated with
less exposure to community violence. In a prior study,
greater endorsement of familismo was associated with lower
rates of witnessing violence and victimization (Kennedy &
Ceballo, 2013). Although familismo and participation in
home-based activities were positively related to each other,
only familismo, not home-based activities, was associated
with exposure to community violence in the current study.
Greater endorsement of familismo was related to less per-
sonal victimization cross-sectionally, but not one year later
when also accounting for prior exposure to community
violence. These results suggest that familismo may have a
unique protective role in reducing exposure to community
violence among adolescents that is not solely attributed to a
higher frequency of participating in after-school activities
within safer home-based settings.

In the context of high-crime, urban neighborhoods, the
expectation that familismo will not be significantly asso-
ciated with exposure to community violence when home-
based activities are accounted for was not supported. One
must then ask, “What may explain the protective effect of
familismo after accounting for adolescents’ involvement in
home-based activities?” Endorsement of familismo values
may reduce exposure to community violence by influencing
the manner in which youth engage in after-school activities.
In other words, familismo may represent greater parental
monitoring and supervision of adolescent activities in gen-
eral. A hallmark of adolescence in the U.S. is the desire for
greater autonomy and engagement with peers. It may be that
for Latino youth in poor neighborhoods, familismo reflects a
culturally appropriate way in which adolescents and their
families balance adolescent needs for autonomy and activ-
ities with peers while still allowing for protective monitor-
ing and supervision by adults. Further, familismo may
reflect strong, positive relational dynamics, such as open
communication, closeness, and trust, between adolescents
and parents, allowing adolescents to comfortably heed
parental advice about neighborhood safety and cautions.
Certainly, more research is needed to investigate and
understand the protective effects of both familismo values
and behavior among Latino youth and families.

Addressing the third hypothesis, frequency of adoles-
cents’ participation in school-based activities and struc-
tured, community-based activities were not associated with
exposure to community violence, highlighting the impor-
tance of assessing the specific characteristics associated
with different kinds of activities when evaluating their
impact. In another study of Latino youth, participation in
school sports and school clubs was similarly not associated

with exposure to community violence (Kennedy & Ceballo,
2013). School-based activities and structured community-
based activities may share certain qualities, namely the
presence of adult supervision, a well-organized structure for
participation, and the lack of time for unstructured socia-
lizing with peers. For youth in dangerous neighborhoods,
these activity characteristics may accentuate the positive
influences of after-school activity involvement while not
increasing youth’s exposure to community violence.

The final hypothesis was supported with findings of
cross-sectional and longitudinal associations between fre-
quency of participation in non-structured community-based
activities and higher rates of both witnessing violence and
being victimized by violence. Non-structured activities and
socializing with peers may increase adolescents’ exposure
to community violence in several ways. For instance, these
activities may occur in risky neighborhood settings and
activities like, “hanging out” with peers, are also likely to
occur with little adult supervision. In this way, it may be the
location or the characteristics of these activities, specifically
their lack of structure and supervision, that link non-struc-
tured, community-based activities with greater exposure to
community violence among adolescents. These findings are
in accord with prior results found among both Latino and
African American youth (Antunes & Ahlin, 2018; Kennedy
& Ceballo, 2013; Richards et al., 2004). Furthermore, these
longitudinal results suggest it is unlikely that these findings
are driven by highly violence-exposed adolescents seeking
out community-based activities as safe havens, since greater
activity involvement preceded increases in exposure to
community violence. The frequency of part-time employ-
ment was associated with greater rates of witnessing vio-
lence and being victimized by violence cross-sectionally,
but not longitudinally. Adolescents who hold part-time jobs
likely spend more time traveling to and from employment
sites in the evening hours when violence is more likely to
happen. Additionally, earning money may make employed
adolescents the targets of neighborhood crime.

The findings demonstrate that specific types of
community-based activities do matter, and they matter over
time. Non-structured community-based activities, for
example “hanging out” with friends or playing pick-up
sports games, were associated with higher rates of witnes-
sing violence and personal victimization both concurrently
and one year later. Prior exposure to violence and frequency
of participation in non-structured, community-based activ-
ities were the only predictors associated with both witnes-
sing violence and experiencing victimization by violence
one year later. Still, some youth may avoid participation in
community-based activities altogether because of the risk of
exposure to community violence. In qualitative interviews
with Latino adolescents, Camacho-Thompson and Vargas
(2018) found that girls’ fear of sexual harassment and boys’
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concerns about gang intimidation were deterrents to parti-
cipating in structured community-based activities. In order
to become involved in certain community activities, these
adolescents reported that they would have to travel on
streets known for the threats posed by male harassers and
gang members. Adolescents knew that, at their worst, these
risks could be quite severe and could include rape for
adolescent girls or serious physical assault by gang mem-
bers for adolescent boys. In addition to specific activity
characteristics then, neighborhood safety may impact the
types of activities that adolescents are willing to seek out
and feel that they can safely engage in (Bohnert et al.,
2009).

While participation in extracurricular activities is asso-
ciated with numerous positive developmental outcomes,
some types of after-school activities place adolescents at
greater risk for exposure to community violence. This study
helps identify characteristics of after-school activities
associated with more or less risk of exposure to community
violence for Latino youth and supports the development of
structured, well-supervised activities in poor, high-crime
neighborhoods. Although financial budget constraints often
lead to cutting extracurricular opportunities for youth, the
present results add to the growing base of evidence against
such measures. The trend towards privatized, pay-to-play
activities for only a small number of select youth is short-
sighted, as it obstructs the developmental growth and
potential of all youth. Structured school- or community-
based extracurricular activities should be equitably available
for all students in U.S. schools so that adolescents are dis-
couraged from engaging in non-structured community
activities (Meier et al., 2018). Indeed, some evidence sug-
gests that participation in structured extracurricular activ-
ities is more strongly linked to positive developmental
outcomes for youth from low-income families (Fredricks &
Eccles, 2006; Meier et al., 2018; Morris 2015).

It is important to note that adolescents’ after-school
activity participation is a dynamic phenomenon, changing
by years, seasons, weeks and even days of the week. Survey
methods capture only a snapshot of activity participation for
adolescents reporting on the past academic year. Indeed,
few studies are able to tap the truly dynamic changes in
adolescents’ activity participation over long durations of
time. Another limitation in the current study is the possible
role of self-selection effects in adolescents’ after-school
activity participation. Unmeasured factors may influence the
activities in which adolescents choose to spend their after-
school hours. Additionally, the current findings are based on
a sample of primarily Mexican American and Puerto Rican
adolescents residing in mid-western cities and may not
generalize to other Latino adolescents in the U.S. Finally,
the measures used in this study were all based on youth self-
report without access to multiple informants.

Despite these limitations, this study contributes to
knowledge about the relations between how adolescents
spend their after-school time and exposure to violence in
their communities. The results highlight the link between
non-structured after-school activities and exposure to com-
munity violence both concurrently and longitudinally. Most
importantly, adolescent activity participation is highly
flexible and amenable to change; thus, discouraging parti-
cipation in non-structured community-based activities and
providing adolescents with options for structured, well-
supervised after-school activities will help lessen exposure
to community violence and the negative psychological
symptoms associated with community violence. Of note,
familismo was concurrently associated with less exposure to
community violence, and thus closer examination of the
mechanisms by which endorsement of familismo values
lessens youth’s exposure to community violence is war-
ranted in future studies.

Conclusion

Adolescents’ exposure to high and chronic rates of com-
munity violence presents a pressing public health crisis.
Identifying malleable factors that increase or decrease
adolescents’ risk for exposure to community violence
remains a significant gap in our knowledge base. In
addressing this gap, the current study investigated endor-
sement of the Latino cultural value of familismo and par-
ticipation in three types of after-school activities as
precursors of exposure to community violence among a
sample of urban, Latino adolescents. Whereas endorsement
of familismo was associated with lower rates of personal
victimization cross-sectionally, frequency of non-structured
community-based activities and part-time work were asso-
ciated with higher rates of witnessing community violence
and being personally victimized by violence concurrently.
While controlling for prior exposure to community vio-
lence, frequency of non-structured community-based
activities was related to witnessing more community vio-
lence and greater victimization one year later. The present
findings underscore the importance of providing structured,
well supervised after-school activities for low-income ado-
lescents in high-risk neighborhoods.
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