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Abstract

The influences of public housing, caregiver fear of crime, and collective efficacy on messages 

caregivers relay to their offspring regarding coping with community and peer violence were 

examined using a 3-wave prospective design. Caregivers (N = 358; 92% African American/Black) 

living in moderate to high violence areas of a midsized southern city completed face-to-face 

interviews. Coping suggestions were coded at Wave 3 from audiotaped responses to a vignette 

measure depicting five neighborhood-based and five school-based situations involving violence or 

aggression. Path models indicated that residing in public or Section 8 housing was associated with 

greater fear of crime and lower collective efficacy. Fear of crime was associated with more 

suggestions to use active coping strategies for neighborhood-based situations involving violence; 

collective efficacy was associated with messages to use less aggression for school-based situations. 

These findings extend our understanding of caregiver socialization of coping processes in poor and 

underresourced neighborhoods.

Parents play a key role in socializing their children (Compas, Worsham, & Ey, 1992; 

Kliewer, Fearnow, & Miller, 2006; Kliewer, Sandler, & Wolchik, 1994). Further, coping has 

consequences for children’s adjustment (Compas, Connor-Smith, Saltzman, Thomsen, & 

Wadsworth, 2001; Rosario, Salzinger, Feldman, & Ng-Mak, 2008), making it an important 

facet of development to study. Despite their importance in shaping coping in their children, 

we know relatively little about the coping messages parents relay to their children, 

particularly in poor and underresourced neighborhoods where coping challenges may be 

plentiful. Further, we know little about the personalities, resources, and experiences of 

parents that influence the intended and unintended messages they convey to their children 

regarding coping. Knowing how parents’ own resources and experiences influence the 

coping messages they relay to their children is important because this knowledge can 

improve family-focused prevention and intervention efforts designed to enhance children’s 

coping and adjustment.

Parents living in poor and underresourced neighborhoods are faced with significant 

challenges (Kliewer, Goodman, & Reid-Quinones, 2013). These include witnessing and 

being victimized by community violence; exposure to elevated noise levels, crowded 
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housing, and poor housing quality; physical and mental health problems of family members; 

and low levels of education resulting in few job opportunities (Allison et al., 1999; Attar, 

Guerra, & Tolan, 1994; Evans, 2004; Furstenberg, Cook, Eccles, Elder, & Sameroff, 1999; 

Tolan, Guerra, & Montaini-Klovdahl, 1997). However, despite these challenges, many 

parents are able to provide a safe and nurturing environment for their children and to 

socialize their children in ways that promote engagement with the world. The present study 

extends prior work on socialization of coping with violence and aggression (e.g., Kliewer et 

al., 2006) by examining contextual factors affecting the messages parents convey to their 

offspring about coping with violence and aggression in school and in the community.

Many of the most disadvantaged families residing in urban environments live in public or 

Section 8 housing, and most families residing in public housing are headed by women (U.S. 

Department of Housing and Urban Development, 2000). Public housing often is 

characterized by concentrations of crime, including drug use and gang violence, and 

heightened fears related to safety (Ireland, Thornberry, & Loeber, 2003). Residing in public 

housing, therefore, may affect parents’ perceptions of the environmental resources available 

to them as well as their own assessment of environmental risks. In the present study I chose 

to focus on collective efficacy and fear of crime as two factors that could potentially affect 

coping messages parents relayed to their children.

Recent work has highlighted the role of neighborhood collective efficacy in messages 

parents relay to their children about the acceptability of violence as a coping strategy 

(Johnson, Finigan, Bradshaw, Haynie, & Cheng, 2011). In their cross-sectional study 

conducted with 143 families living in a high-violence community, Johnson et al. (2011) 

found that a higher level of neighborhood collective efficacy was associated with less 

parental support for violence as an acceptable problem-solving strategy. In some of the most 

compelling evidence about the role of collective efficacy, Sampson, Raudenbush, and Earls 

(1997) demonstrated that collective efficacy affected perceptions of neighborhood violence, 

household victimization, and official homicide rates; these finding were replicated and 

extended by Maxwell, Garner, and Skogan (2011). However, aside from the Johnson et al. 

(2011) investigation, researchers have not examined how neighborhood collective efficacy is 

associated with messages parents relay to their children about use of violence and 

aggression.

There is little work on how fear of crime affects the coping messages parents relay to their 

children. However, researchers have investigated how parents’ concerns about safety 

influence other aspects of parenting behavior. In a large study of Italian families, Vieno, 

Nation, Perkins, Pastore, and Santinello (2010) found that parents’ concerns about safety 

were positively associated with solicitation by and support from parents, which in turn was 

related to lower levels of adolescent antisocial behavior. Other research has shown that 

parents with safety concerns restrict the physical activity of their children (see Carver, 

Timperio, & Crawford, 2008 for a review), and engage in heightened levels of monitoring to 

keep their children out of harm’s way (Letiecq & Koblinsky, 2004).
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Neighborhood Collective Efficacy, Fear of Crime, and Parental Coping 

Messages

Neighborhood collective efficacy and fear of crime are beliefs and qualities of caregivers 

that could reasonably affect the coping messages they relay to their children. Higher 

neighborhood collective efficacy may be associated with more proactive and adaptive coping 

suggestions and fewer aggressive coping suggestions because collective efficacy may 

represent a coping resource for parents. For example, Kliewer et al. (1996, 2006) found that 

that a higher level of maternal education was associated with more suggestions to seek 

support in the context of violence exposure. Conversely, Abaied and Rudolph (2010) 

demonstrated that parents with an insecure attachment suggested fewer engagement and 

more disengagement coping strategies to their children, both cross-sectionally and over time. 

Thus, parents with more perceived resources might do a more effective job of relaying 

coping suggestions that will keep their offspring out of harm’s way (Garbarino, Kostelny, & 

Dubrow, 1991; Tolan et al., 1997).

Fear of crime may be associated with similar coping messages (i.e., more proactive coping 

suggestions and fewer aggressive coping suggestions) but for different reasons. Parents who 

are concerned about safety may suggest coping strategies that are unlikely to exacerbate the 

situation and likely to keep the child safe.

The Present Study

The present study extends prior work in this area by examining prospective associations of 

residence in public and Section 8 housing, neighborhood collective efficacy, and fear of 

crime with caregiver suggestions to manage violence in school and neighborhood contexts. 

The study is situated among families living in neighborhoods characterized by moderate to 

high levels of violence and low income, with just over 41% of the sample residing in official 

public housing projects or Section 8 housing. Drawing on three waves of data from a 

longitudinal study of exposure to community violence, coping, and adjustment, I tested a 

path model linking residence in a public housing or Section 8 community, neighborhood 

collective efficacy and fear of crime, and coping suggestions to manage situations involving 

aggression and violence. Data on collective efficacy and fear of crime were assessed one 

year prior to coping suggestions. I hypothesized that both neighborhood collective efficacy 

and fear of crime would be related to more suggestions to seek support and to engage in 

primary and secondary control coping, and with fewer suggestions to use aggression as a 

means of coping.

METHODS

Participants

Participants included 358 caregivers (92% African American/Black) who were parenting a 

child either in the fifth (n = 191) or eighth (n = 167) grade, 46% of whom were boys. Most 

(87%) of the caregivers were the child’s biological mother, but grandmothers (6%), adoptive 

mothers (2%), stepmothers (1%), and other female relatives (4%) were represented in the 

sample. Most (41%) caregivers had never married; a third (32%) were married or 
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cohabitating, and 27% were separated, divorced, or widowed. As a whole, the sample was 

not well educated, with 23% of the caregivers having less than a high school education, 31% 

completing a high school degree or the equivalent, 24% with some college, and 22% with an 

associate’s, vocational, bachelor’s, or master’s degree.

Measures

Public housing—Residence in an official public housing community or in a Section 8 

property was recorded at Wave 1.

Neighborhood collective efficacy—At Wave 2 caregivers completed a measure of 

collective efficacy using a 10-item instrument developed by Sampson and Raudenbush 

(1997). Collective efficacy refers to caregivers’ views of their neighborhood as cohesive and 

involving shared parenting. Caregivers were asked questions about the degree to which they 

could rely on neighbors to intervene in five situations (e.g., child skips school) using a scale 

ranging from 1 (very likely) to 5 (very unlikely), and about the degree of social cohesion in 

five items (e.g., people around here are willing to help their neighbors) using a scale ranging 

from 1 (strongly agree) to 5 (strongly disagree). Items were rescored and summed to create a 

total score where higher values indicate greater levels of collective efficacy. These measures 

have demonstrated adequate reliability and validity (Sampson & Raudenbush, 1997).

Fear of crime—At Wave 2 caregivers reported on their fear of crime using 4 items 

measuring fear of victimization from the Perception of Neighborhood Safety scale (Gorman-

Smith, Tolan, & Henry, 2000). Items were rated on a scale ranging from 1 (not fearful) to 5 

(very fearful). Items were summed to create a total score with higher values indicating 

greater fear of crime. Validity was established by Gorman-Smith et al. and by the Multisite 

Violence Prevention Project (Miller-Johnson, Sullivan, Simon, & Multisite Violence 

Prevention Project, 2004).

Coping suggestions—A vignette measure designed to assess parental coping 

suggestions in situations involving violence or aggression was developed for the study and 

completed during Wave 3. Vignettes were created based on events mentioned by adolescent 

participants in the larger study. Importantly, these were not hypothetical events, but 

examples of real situations described by adolescents in the first two waves of the study. Five 

vignettes reflected violence in the youth’s neighborhood and five vignettes reflected 

situations at school. For each event, the maternal caregiver was asked to imagine that her 

child was experiencing that situation. Following each vignette, the caregiver was asked four 

questions: (a) What do you think (child) would be thinking and feeling? (b) What do you 

think (child) would do in this situation? (c) What would you suggest to (child) to handle this 

situation? (d) Are there other things you would do as a parent in this situation? Caregivers’ 

responses were audio taped by the interviewer, and transcribed and checked by an 

undergraduate research assistant. A coping suggestions coding system in response to 

questions 3 and 4 was developed based on prior work by the author (Kliewer et al., 2006).

Two teams of two undergraduate research assistants were trained to an inter-rater reliability 

(kappa) of .70 or above. Each member of the team coded the transcripts separately, and then 
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met together to determine the final code. A total of 49 coping suggestions emerged. The 

average kappa of the 13 most frequently used codes was .79 and .85 for the two coding 

teams. Responses were recorded in SPSS based on a code’s absence or presence in each 

vignette (0 = absent, 1 = present).

Coping suggestions were collapsed into theoretically meaningful groups using a modified 

version of the framework developed by Compas and colleagues (Connor-Smith et al., 2000). 

These mutually exclusive groups of suggestions included: primary control suggestions 
(including problem solving, emotion regulation, and emotional expression suggestions, and 

suggestions that focused on harm reduction); secondary control suggestions (including 

positive thinking, cognitive restructuring, and acceptance); support; disengagement 
(including distraction and withdrawal); and aggression. In the framework developed by 

Compas and colleagues there is a major distinction between strategies that reflect active 

engagement with the stressor and those that reflect disengagement. Of the engagement 

strategies, primary control reflects more active attempts to directly deal with the situation, 

while secondary control typically involves changing one’s perception of the situation 

without necessarily changing the stressor.

For the purposes of the present study, primary control coping suggestions included harm 

reduction strategies. This decision was made under the guidance of prior work (Kliewer et 

al., 2006) as well as that of others (Tolan et al., 1997), which argued for the inclusion of 

harm avoidance strategies as primary control coping for adolescents in high-crime 

environments, like those in the present study, as these suggestions have the intent of having 

the adolescent actively deal with the situation. In addition, support suggestions and 

aggressive suggestions were retained as a separate category given their centrality in our 

sample. Because of the low frequency of secondary control engagement and disengagement 

coping suggestions, these were not included in analyses for the present study. Thus, six 

coping suggestions were included in the analyses: (a) primary control suggestions for 

school-based and (b) neighborhood-based events, (c) support suggestions for school-based 

and (d) neighborhood-based events, and (e) aggressive suggestions for school-based and (f) 

neighborhood-based events.

Procedures

The institutional review board at the authors’ university approved the project. Participants 

were recruited from neighborhoods in the greater (Richmond, VA) area that had high levels 

of violence and/or poverty based on police statistics and census data. Participants were 

recruited through community agencies and events, and by canvassing qualifying 

neighborhoods via flyers posted door-to-door. English speaking female caregivers with a 

fifth or eighth grader living in the home were eligible to participate. Interviews were 

conducted in participants’ homes unless a family requested to be interviewed elsewhere. 

Sixty-three percent of eligible participants agreed to be in the study, which is consistent with 

studies using similar designs and populations.

Prior to initiating the interview, staff thoroughly reviewed the parental consent and student 

assent forms with the family and answered any questions. The parent received a copy of the 

signed consent form. After the maternal caregiver provided written consent, she and child 
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separated for the interviews. Youth assent was provided by the child before initiating this 

interview. A Certificate of Confidentiality was obtained from the National Institutes of 

Health (NIH) to protect families’ responses. Information about Family Access to Medical 

Insurance (FAMIS) (discounted health insurance for children) and other community 

resources were distributed to caregivers at the time of the interview. Data for this study 

represent the first three waves of data collection. Face-to-face interviews using visual aids 

were used to collect the data, and all questions were read aloud. Tests for interviewer race 

and gender effects revealed no systematic biases, ps > .10. Interviews with the caregiver and 

child lasted approximately 2.5 hours and participants received $50 in gift cards per family at 

each wave.

RESULTS

Attrition Analyses

Participants who completed all three waves of interviews (N = 271 families) were compared 

with the families who did not complete all three waves (N = 87) using t tests and chi squares 

on demographic information, caregiver collective efficacy, fear of crime, and residence in 

public housing. There were no demographic or other differences across the two groups. 

Overall this suggests that systematic biases due to attrition were not present in the sample.

Descriptive Information on and Correlations Between Study Variables

Table 1 presents descriptive information on and correlations among the study variables. As 

seen in the table, residence in public or Section 8 housing was associated with lower levels 

of collective efficacy, greater fear of crime, fewer suggestions to seek support to cope with 

neighborhood situations involving aggression, and more suggestions to use aggression to 

cope with neighborhood situations. Neighborhood collective efficacy was associated with 

fewer suggestions to use aggressive as a strategy to cope with school-based victimization. 

Fear of crime was associated with more suggestions to use primary control coping strategies 

to manage neighborhood situations involving violence and aggression. Demographic 

variables (not shown in the table; adolescent sex and age, caregiver education, household 

income) were not significantly associated with coping suggestions, ps < .11.

Overview of Path Model

Version 6.11 of Mplus (Muthen & Muthen, 2010) was used to run the path model. Several 

goodness-of-fit indices were used to evaluate the path model, including the comparative fit 

index (CFI; values of .90 or greater indicate good fit), the root mean square error of 

approximation (RMSEA; values of .08 or less indicate good fit), and the χ2 test (Brown & 

Cudeck, 1993).

As seen in Figure 1, the model was a good fit to the data, chi square (7) = 22.23, p < .01; 

CFI = .901; root mean square error of approximation = .082 (90% confidence interval .045, .

122). As anticipated, participants living in public or Section 8 housing reported lower levels 

of neighborhood collective efficacy and more fear of crime. Neighborhood collective 

efficacy, in turn, was associated with fewer suggestions to use aggression as a coping 
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strategy in school-based situations, and fear of crime was associated with more suggestions 

to use primary control coping with neighborhood-based situations.

DISCUSSION

The purpose of the present study was to examine the influences of residence in public or 

Section 8 housing, caregiver collective efficacy, and caregiver fear of crime on the messages 

caregivers relay to their children to manage situations involving violence and aggression. 

Using a prospective design, our data suggest that living in public or Section 8 housing is 

associated with lower neighborhood collective efficacy and greater fear of crime. 

Neighborhood collective efficacy, in turn, is associated prospectively with fewer suggestions 

to use aggression in situations occurring at school, while fear of crime is associated with 

more suggestions to use primary control engagement coping strategies in managing events 

occurring in the neighborhood. These data add to the sparse literature on caregiver 

influences on socialization of coping in underresourced neighborhoods. In the discussion 

that follows we discuss potential reasons for these observed associations and suggest 

directions for future research in this area.

First, these data reveal that collective efficacy and fear of crime are associated with 

characteristics of the neighborhood of residence. Caregivers who resided in public or Section 

8 housing reported more fear of crime and less collective efficacy, findings which mirror 

past research (Ireland et al., 2003). However, regardless of where caregivers resided, their 

beliefs about the extent to which they could rely on their neighbors (collective efficacy) and 

their perceptions of safety (fear of crime) affected at least some of the coping suggestions 

they relayed to their children.

As expected, neighborhood collective efficacy was associated with fewer messages to youth 

to use aggression in response to situations at school. This finding is consistent with Johnson 

et al.’s (2011) cross-sectional study, which found that parents’ collective efficacy predicted 

their messages dissuading youth from engaging in violence. Caregivers who feel supported 

by and engaged with neighbors also may be more prosocial and less likely to support 

aggressive behavior in general than caregivers who are more isolated from others in their 

community. It is interesting, however, that collective efficacy was unrelated to aggressive 

suggestions for neighborhood-based violence. There are several potential explanations for 

this.

First, the violent events in the neighborhood were more serious than those situated at school. 

Thus, caregivers might have taken safety into account when thinking about their coping 

recommendations for their children. Second, caregivers made few aggressive suggestions for 

neighborhood events, and this low base rate may have contributed to this lack of association. 

Contrary to expectation, neighborhood collective efficacy was unrelated to primary control 

and support coping suggestions–either for school or neighborhood-based events. Perhaps 

caregivers did not believe that support seeking or direct efforts to solve the problem would 

be efficacious.
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Further, there is some evidence that caregivers in public housing communities transmit 

“rules” about the conditions under which youth are to share any private information with 

neighbors (Venkatesh, 2008). For some this may be a safety issue, as neighbors may be 

engaging in illegal activity. In a qualitative study that focused on African American 

caregivers’ reasons for the suggestions they conveyed to their children to cope with violence, 

Moore, Kliewer, Douglas, Hinton, and Ray (2005) found that safety was a key factor in 

caregivers’ decisions to suggest particular coping strategies to their offspring, but training 

for independence also played a big role. This may account for the lack of association 

between collective efficacy and support-seeking coping suggestions in the neighborhood.

Fear of crime was associated with more suggestions to use primary control coping strategies 

(e.g., problem solving, emotion regulation, emotional expression, and harm reduction) with 

neighborhood-based events. There is substantial evidence that fear of crime motivates some 

parents to restrict their child’s activity (Carver et al., 2008; Letiecq & Koblinsky, 2004), 

which is consistent with the association observed here. Fear of crime, however, was 

unrelated to suggestions in the school context and was not associated with support or 

aggressive suggestions in the neighborhood context. The lack of association with 

suggestions for school-based situations may reflect caregivers’ assessment of contextual 

factors in the socialization process.

Study Strengths, Limitations, and Directions for Future Research

Strengths of the study included a difficult to recruit population who was followed over a 2-

year period. Further, an open-ended assessment tool based on adolescents’ real experiences 

of events that could lead to violence or aggression was used to elicit information about 

socialization messages. This method may have been less susceptible to self-presentation 

biases than other methods.

Despite these strengths, several study limitations should be noted. First, data were collected 

from maternal caregivers; data from social or biological fathers were not included in this 

report. Fathers are important contributors to adolescent development (King, 2006) and 

knowing how their coping resources and perceptions of the environment influence their 

socialization messages would be valuable. Work in our lab has found that the content of 

messages maternal and paternal caregivers relay to their offspring does not differ; however, 

we don’t know if the same factors predict socialization messages for mothers versus fathers.

In summary, data from this sample of largely low-income caregivers demonstrated that 

housing context affected neighborhood collective efficacy and fear of crime, which in turn 

affected socialization messages for dealing with violence and aggression. Given that youth 

are influenced by parental implicit or explicit messages about coping (Farrell et al., 2010; 

Farrell, Henry, Mays, & Schoeny, 2011), understanding the factors that shape parental 

messages are important.
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Figure 1. 
Path model linking public housing status, collective efficacy, fear of crime, and coping 

suggestions to manage aggressive and violent school and neighborhood events.

Dashed lines indicate nonsignificant paths; solid lines indicate significant paths. N = 358. X2 

(8) = 22.23, p < .01. comparative fit index = .901. root mean square error of approximation 

= .082. *p < .05. **p < .01.

Kilewer Page 11

J Community Psychol. Author manuscript; available in PMC 2018 March 01.

A
uthor M

anuscript
A

uthor M
anuscript

A
uthor M

anuscript
A

uthor M
anuscript



A
uthor M

anuscript
A

uthor M
anuscript

A
uthor M

anuscript
A

uthor M
anuscript

Kilewer Page 12

Ta
b

le
 1

D
es

cr
ip

tiv
e 

In
fo

rm
at

io
n 

on
 a

nd
 C

or
re

la
tio

ns
 A

m
on

g 
th

e 
St

ud
y 

V
ar

ia
bl

es

1
2

3
4

5
6

7
8

9

1.
 P

ub
lic

 h
ou

si
ng

 (
W

1)
–

−
.3

1*
**

.3
1*

**
−

.0
6

.0
5

−
.0

4
−

.0
4

−
.1

3*
.1

2*

2.
 C

ol
le

ct
iv

e 
ef

fi
ca

cy
 (

W
2)

–
−

.2
4*

**
.0

9
.1

0
−

.1
6*

*
−

.0
5

.0
7

−
.1

0

3.
 F

ea
r 

of
 c

ri
m

e 
(W

2)
–

−
.0

3
0

−
.0

5
.1

5*
−

.0
4

.0
2

4.
 P

R
I 

– 
sc

ho
ol

 (
W

3)
a

–
.0

3
.0

4
.2

4*
**

.1
5*

.1
6*

*

5.
 S

U
P 

– 
sc

ho
ol

 (
W

3)
–

−
.1

2
.0

5
.3

7*
**

−
.0

9

6.
 A

G
G

 –
 s

ch
oo

l (
W

3)
a

–
.1

4*
.0

4
.0

4

7.
 P

R
I 

– 
ne

ig
hb

or
ho

od
 (

W
3)

–
.0

8
.0

8

8.
 S

U
P 

– 
ne

ig
hb

or
ho

od
 (

W
3)

–
−

.0
3

9.
 A

G
G

 –
 n

ei
gh

bo
rh

oo
d 

(W
3)

a
–

M
34

.8
1

3.
24

2.
07

5.
05

1.
20

4.
83

2.
51

1.
06

SD
9.

43
3.

37
0.

48
2.

45
0.

29
2.

30
1.

72
0.

15

N
ot

e.
 P

R
I 

=
 P

ri
m

ar
y 

C
op

in
g 

Su
gg

es
tio

n;
 S

U
P 

=
 S

up
po

rt
 C

op
in

g 
Su

gg
es

tio
ns

; A
G

G
 =

 A
gg

re
ss

iv
e 

C
op

in
g 

Su
gg

es
tio

n;
 M

 =
 m

ea
n;

 S
D

 =
 s

ta
nd

ar
d 

de
vi

at
io

n.

a lo
g 

tr
an

sf
or

m
ed

; W
1 

=
 W

av
e 

1;
 W

2 
=

 W
av

e 
2;

 W
3 

=
 W

av
e 

3.

* p 
< 

.0
5.

**
p 

< 
.0

1.

**
* p 

< 
.0

01
.

J Community Psychol. Author manuscript; available in PMC 2018 March 01.


	Abstract
	Neighborhood Collective Efficacy, Fear of Crime, and Parental Coping Messages
	The Present Study
	METHODS
	Participants
	Measures
	Public housing
	Neighborhood collective efficacy
	Fear of crime
	Coping suggestions

	Procedures

	RESULTS
	Attrition Analyses
	Descriptive Information on and Correlations Between Study Variables
	Overview of Path Model

	DISCUSSION
	Study Strengths, Limitations, and Directions for Future Research

	References
	Figure 1
	Table 1

