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ABSTRACT 

 

Research has long established differences in youth violence by race and gender, 

with Latino and African American males exhibiting higher rates than other groups of 

youth (CDC, 2006). The evidence examining violence among Latino youth is limited by 

the homogenization of all groups under a pan-ethnic label. Recent evidence by Sampson, 

Morenoff, and Raudenbush (2005) and Martínez (2003) suggests that important 

differences in violence may exist within the Latino population by ethnicity that may be 

due, in part, to experiencing different social environmental conditions. The overall goal 

of this dissertation is to unpack the roles of race/ethnicity in youth violence perpetration 

by examining structural and cultural elements that may play a role. In particular I: (a) 

summarize and critique frequently used family and neighborhood theories on youth 

violence, while proposing a conceptual model for the examination of violence among 

Latino youth; (b) describe the prevalence and risk for violent behaviors across 

race/ethnicity, and the distribution of risk and protective factors for violence in a 

nationally representative sample of Mexican/Mexican American, Cuban/Cuban 

American, Puerto Rican, Black, and White adolescents; (c) examine whether familism, an 

important cultural value among Latinos, is protective against youth violence, and how it 

operates across racial/ethnic subgroups, after adjusting for age, sex, family economic 

resources, and immigrant generation; and (d) assess the main and interactive effects of 

neighborhood socioeconomic status and neighborhood racial/ethnic composition on youth 

violence, after adjusting for age, sex, mother’s education, demographic familism, 

neighborhood residential stability, and immigrant concentration. Implications of findings 

for interventions and policy are also discussed. 
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

Violence among America’s youth has been a major concern in social science 

research since the latter half of the 20th century. As the second leading cause of death 

among 10 to 24 year olds, youth violence is highly visible and one of the main 

contributors to global morbidity (Dahlberg & Krug, 2002; Mercy et al. 2002). Decades 

of research have consistently found an overrepresentation of youth of color in violent 

behavior statistics (Shaw & McKay, 1942). Furthermore, studies have found a 

consistent spatial clustering of these incidents within specific geographically defined 

communities (Sampson & Morenoff, 1997). Marcostructural factors, such as policies 

that created residential segregation, have resulted in Whites and people of color living 

in vastly different family and community environments, marked by an 

overrepresentation of the latter living in poverty (Massey, Gross, & Shibuya, 1994; 

Massey, 1990).  

The economic well-being of many youth of color in the United States is 

further undermined by poor educational and employment opportunities that are 

geographically bound, limiting upward mobility, opportunities for marriage, and social 

interactions with mainstream society (Reimers, 2006; Guerra & Williams, 2006). Thus, 

it is within family and community spaces that we may see how socioeconomic and 

political histories contribute to differential outcomes in violent behaviors among 

ethnically diverse adolescents.  
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In the national report Healthy People 20101 the federal government explicitly 

addressed health disparities as an important public health problem and stressed the 

importance of reducing inequalities in violence, specifically homicides, assaults, 

physical fighting, and weapon carrying among adolescents. Arguing that prevention 

efforts must address poverty, discrimination, and access to education and employment 

opportunities, this blueprint of public health goals marks a rhetorical shift in official 

discourse towards a more holistic view of violence (U.S. Department of Health & 

Human Services [DHHS], 2000). However, this shift did not occur within a vacuum. 

After the Civil Rights movement and the retraction of major social welfare policies 

during the 1980s, a considerable amount of research identified factors beyond the 

individual that explained the distribution of violence across different sociodemographic 

groups. In fact, some qualified the sociopolitical status of minorities in the United 

States as internal colonies, highlighting the historical paths of each group and the their 

persistent economic and spatial isolation (Blauner, 1969). 

The recognition of the important role of structural factors precipitated a new 

era of neighborhood-centered research in crime and violence. In a review of the 

neighborhood-effects literature, Sampson, Morenoff, and Gannon-Rowley (2002) 

conclusively found that the strongest evidence for neighborhood-effects was in the 

development and distribution of crime and violence. These findings highlighting the 

importance of macro-structural factors in the onset of violence over which individual 

actors have little control. Hofrichter (2003) characterized health inequities more 

generally as those that are systemic and unjust, resulting from a lack of political power. 

                                                 
1 Healthy People 2010 is the national health promotion initiative that sets out the public health agenda for 
the 2000-2010 decade.  
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He reminds us that health inequities are generated by laws and institutional policies 

(both public and corporate) that have in many instances used violence in order to 

perpetuate great inequalities in wealth and power. Although numerous studies have 

examined determinants of disparities in violence outcomes since Shaw and McKay’s 

(1942) early work on violence outcomes in Chicago, the last decade has been 

particularly marked by a serious debate about inequality and the principle of social 

justice in this line of research (Bellair, Roscigno, & McNulty, 2003; Bruce & Roscigno, 

2003; Dahlberg & Krug, 2002; Wilkinson, Kawachi, & Kennedy, 1999).  

There have been two important limitations in youth violence research. First, 

secondary data sources that relate to criminal offenses are too often used to characterize 

youth violence. These sources are usually gathered and analyzed by government 

agencies (e.g., Department of Justice, Federal Bureau of Investigation, and regional 

juvenile justice systems), and have been critiqued for their underestimation of violent 

incidents and their overestimation of racial disparities in violent acts due to over- and 

under-policing in neighborhoods of different racial/ethnic compositions. Other sources 

include hospital and/or medical clinics, but these studies only capture violent incidents 

that result in an injury serious enough to require medical attention. In both cases, 

records only include the most severe types of violence victimization, such as homicide 

and aggravated assault (Williams, MacMaster, & Ellis, 2002); thus, they do not account 

for the vast majority of incidents of youth violence. Furthermore, this conceptualization 

of youth violence feeds into racialized and gendered images where Black and Latino 

males are viewed as dangerous dark strangers responsible for spreading violence 

throughout communities, inducing fear among the population by suggesting that 
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violence is everywhere and that anyone is equally likely to be a victim. The public 

perception fomented by the disproportionate policing of these groups and the general 

feel that ensues has led to greater demands for punitive measures, including the 

prosecution of minors as adults (Williams et al., 2002). However, evidence suggests 

that minorities, especially Black and Latino youth, are significantly more likely to be 

both perpetrators and victims of violence (CDC, 2006), making them especially 

vulnerable populations. 

Second, compared to violent victimization, fewer researchers have 

investigated the role of violent behaviors among youth, or how these behaviors are 

distributed across racially and ethnically diverse populations. This is a serious 

shortcoming that limits the development and implementation of policies and 

intervention strategies that may ultimately reduce youth violence among the most 

vulnerable populations. This dissertation examines racial2 and ethnic3 differences in 

physical violence behaviors, with a particular focus on Latino youth.  Building on the 

hypotheses that persistent differences in youth violence stem from variations in family 

and community environments, the relationship of family beliefs and functioning and 

neighborhood characteristics (e.g., residential segregation and neighborhood economic 

well-being) on youth violence are also examined. Although not explicitly measured in 

                                                 
2 The concepts of race and ethnicity among Latinos in the United States are subject to the US census 
categories. Latinos are descendents of various admixtures of European, African, indigenous, and to a lesser 
extent Asian ancestries (Mays, Ponce, Washington, & Cochran, 2003; Rodriguez, 2000) and primarily 
identify with their country of origin. The pan-ethnic identity of Hispanic/Latino is one forged in the United 
States mainland. 
3 Although there is a considerable population of Latinos from throughout the continent, this dissertation 
focuses on Mexicans, Puerto Ricans, and Cubans, the three largest and oldest groups in the country. 
Adolescents of other ethnicities are not included in large enough numbers in Add Health to carry out 
separate analysis. An integral part of my argument is that Latinos are not all alike given their different 
histories within the United States and countries of origin, thus it would be inappropriate to include a 
heterogeneous category of Latinos within my analysis. Wherever current literature permits it, I specify 
ethnic groups.  
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this dissertation, a basic assumption is the existence of fundamental factors that affect 

health outcomes through multiple mechanisms (Link & Phelan, 2000). These are 

understood as stemming from larger social norms and policies that ultimately shape 

each group’s historical experience with immigration, racialization, and assimilation into 

mainstream American society. 

 

Examining Youth Violence Inequalities among Latinos 
 

Latinos are the largest ethnic minority group in the United States and are 

projected to constitute well over 25% of the population by 2050 (Rumbaut, 2006). 

Originally confined to a small number of states, the population has begun a rapid 

movement into all states (Durand, Telles, & Flashman, 2006). Approximately 20% of 

all youths in the country are Latinos, yet they remain an understudied and underserved 

population (Smith & Guerra, 2006). The rapid population growth, particularly among 

Latinos, signals that the health of the nation will be tied to their health. However, health 

inequalities research is too often limited by a dichotomous view of race (i.e., Black v. 

White) and homogenization of Latinos into a single category.  

Traditionally, policy and research on health inequalities in the United States 

has focused on understanding White-Black differences. After the Civil Rights 

Movement the lives and social conditions of African Americans were examined with 

greater emphasis, yet work on Latinos and other people of color lagged considerably 

behind. Historically, African Americans had been the largest ethnic minority group in 

the country. However, their experiences are not necessarily representative of all people 

of color in the United States (including other Black ethnic groups, such as African or 
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Afro-Caribbean immigrants). Thus, the White-Black paradigm does not recognize the 

unique origins, history, and processes in this country of other ethnic groups (Delgado & 

Stefancic, 2001). Further, current estimates of the size and growth of the Latino 

population highlight the need to understand the dynamics that affect them. The labels 

Hispanic and/or Latino include peoples from 21 countries. In the United States, these 

populations differ widely in socioeconomic position, immigration experiences, racial 

and ethnic identity (both self-reported and imposed by others), and geographic 

concentration, to name a few (Rumbaut, 2006; Landale, Oropesa, & Bradatan, 2006; 

Reimers, 2006). The default use of the pan-ethnic label obscures important differences 

in outcomes and in their experiences and environments that are shaped by specific 

processes in their countries of origin and in the United States.  

 

Theoretical Framework 

Identifying cultural and structural factors associated with committing violent 

acts can lead to interventions and policies beyond the individual level that address 

broader environmental changes necessary to protect against or reduce such acts from a 

population perspective. The vast literature on youth’s aggressive and violent behaviors 

stresses that no single factor explains violence; rather it is due to a complex interplay of 

individual, relational, community, and macrosocial influences. Thus, multilevel, or 

ecological models have been advocated as the theoretical basis to guide research and 

interventions in important reports on youth violence (e.g., WHO’s World Report on 

Violence and Health, 2002; U.S. Surgeon’s General Report on Youth Violence, 2001). 

For this dissertation, the ecological model is informed by a health inequities 
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perspective, which supports the assertion that persistent and patterned health 

inequalities are due to political struggles and vast differences in power and wealth that 

shape individual or community factors (Hofrichter, 2003). As the populations of 

interest are primarily immigrant groups, the dissertation is further informed by 

sociological theories of assimilation. Specifically, the research here is informed by the 

theory of segmented assimilation, which stresses that groups undergo differential 

processes of assimilation based on a number of characteristics, such as race, ethnicity, 

and pre-immigration class status (Portes & Zhou, 1993).  

In this dissertation, I incorporate segmented assimilation into a conceptual 

framework to explain violence among Latino youth because it supplements the 

limitations of commonly used theories of crime and violence (e.g., Social 

Disorganization Theory or SDT; Shaw & McKay, 1942; Sampson & Morenoff, 1997). 

Segmented assimilation highlights the unique paths that immigrants from different 

national, racial, and generational backgrounds experience into upward social mobility 

in the United States. This framework is presented in Chapter Two. The sections that 

follow present an overview of each substantive chapter in the dissertation. 

 

Chapter 2: Examining the Roles of Ethnicity and Gender in Youth Violence among 
Latinos: A Critical Review 

 
While there have been numerous studies examining risks and protective factors 

for youth violence in the United States among White and Black populations, 

understanding youth violence among Latinos has lagged behind. This is in part due to a 

lack of a unifying framework that understands, not only the experiences of Latinos as 

minorities in the United States, but also as immigrant populations. Further, the 



8 
 

homogenization of persons from 21 different countries into this pan-ethnic label obscures 

important differences that may better guide the development of interventions and public 

policies aimed at addressing youth violence.   

Chapter Two is a critical review of the literature on inequalities in youth violence 

with three objectives: 1) To summarize and critique major community and family 

theories, highlighting strengths and critical shortcomings in their application to different 

Latino experiences. I examine these within an ecological model, which has received 

strong support from the World Health Organization (Dahlberg & Krug, 2002) as it relates 

to youth violence (U.S. DHHS, 2001). 2) To expand ecological models to include an 

assessment of larger social structures and historical legacies, highlighting ideological 

precursors (e.g., racism, sexism) that paved the way for the establishment of conditions at 

more proximate levels. 3) To propose a conceptual model that is informed by the 

historical experiences of different Latino groups in the United States. This conceptual 

model provides a basic framework for examining outcomes associated with experiences 

of class and racial/ethnic oppression among different Latino groups through the 

structuring of exposure to risk and protective factors in the neighborhood and family 

environments. The purpose of the model is to guide the examination of the distribution of 

violent behaviors, as well as risk and protective factors within-Latino subgroups. 

 

Chapter 3: Unpacking the Influence of Family Context on Youth Violence Across 
Race/Ethnicity: An Analysis Among Latinos, Blacks, and Whites 

 
The family context has been widely identified in the literature as critical to 

understanding the risk for violence among youth. Despite the broad consensus that the 

family environment holds a particularly important place in Latino cultures, there are 
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important shortcomings in the literature linking it to differential rates of youth violence 

among Latino populations. Chapter Three builds on the different family theories 

reviewed in Chapter Two to examine several aspects of the conceptual model. Chapter 

Three is the first empirical study of the dissertation and it addresses several limitations 

of past research with Latino youth.  First, it examines the prevalence of violent 

behaviors across Mexican, Puerto Rican, and Cuban youths in the United States and 

how these compare to White and Black adolescents, disaggregating the Latino pan-

ethnic category. Second, it extends previous research through an explicit examination 

of the role of culture, as reproduced in the family, in explaining racial/ethnic 

differences in youth violence. Finally, it explores whether the effects of different family 

characteristics on the prevalence of violent behaviors vary across racial/ethnic groups. 

Specifically, the following questions are addressed: 

Do adolescents in different ethnic groups differ in the prevalence of self-reported 
violent behaviors from White adolescents and from each other?  
 
Do different dimensions of familism decrease the chances of engaging in violent 
behaviors after adjusting for age, sex, mother’s education, family income, and 
immigrant generation? Do the effects of familism vary by racial/ethnic subgroups? 
 

 

Chapter 4: Unpacking Neighborhood Socioeconomic Status and Racial/Ethnic 
Composition in the Risk of Youth Violence: A Multilevel Analysis of Latino, Black, and 

White Youth 
 

Although a substantial body of work has established a strong association 

between neighborhood disadvantage and youth violence (Sampson, Morenoff, & 

Gannon-Rowley, 2002), many of these studies combine economic and racial indicators 

(i.e., proportion of the population who is Black) into a single measure. This practice 
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obscures the potential interactive effect between these factors, which may be of critical 

importance in explaining racial/ethnic differences in violence among Latinos. Further, 

such research virtually ignores the potential influence of affluence and wealth as 

protections against violent behaviors. In Chapter Four, I build on neighborhood theories 

reviewed in Chapter Two, and further the analyses conducted in Chapter Three by 

examining the role of neighborhood socioeconomic status and racial/ethnic composition 

in relation to the risk of violent behaviors among Latino youths. These have been 

identified in the literature as important indicators of risk and protection for youth 

violence outcomes, and as markers for successful assimilation of immigrant groups into 

American society (Portes & Zhou, 1993; Alba & Nee, 1997; Massey & Denton, 1985). 

Specifically, it explores the relation between both neighborhood socioeconomic status 

and racial/ethic composition (neighborhood heterogeneity vs. homogeneity) on 

adolescents’ violent behaviors and how these interact to increase or decrease risk across 

a racially/ethnically diverse sample. The following research questions are addressed: 

 
What influence do neighborhood socioeconomic status and neighborhood racial/ethnic 
composition have on adolescents of different racial/ethnic groups’ risk for violent 
behaviors? 
 
Does racial/ethnic composition of the neighborhood moderate the association between 
neighborhood socioeconomic status and the risk of youth violence among ethnically 
diverse youth?  
 

 

National Longitudinal Study of Adolescent Health 

Data for the dissertation came from the National Longitudinal Study of 

Adolescents Health (Add Health; Harris et al., 2008), a longitudinal study of health 
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related behaviors among adolescents. Add Health has been widely used in social 

science and behavioral research during the last decade, with over 2,200 publications 

and/or presentations to date. To my knowledge it is the only national study with large 

enough samples of adolescents of different Latino ethnicities to allow for within-group 

analyses. Add Health utilized a school-based sampling design, beginning with an in-

school questionnaire administered to a national sample of students in grades 7 through 

12. They later followed up with an additional sample in a series of in-home interviews 

approximately one, two, and six years later. Other sources of data include 

questionnaires for parents, siblings, fellow students, school administrators, and if 

applicable, interviews with partners. Preexisting databases provide information about 

communities (www.cpc.unc.edu/projects/addhealth/design). 

 

School Sampling Frame  

The Add Health study utilized a complex sampling design with unequal 

probability of selection. Schools were the primary sampling units and were 

representative in terms of region of the country, urbanicity, size of student body, type 

(e.g., public, private, and Catholic), and ethnic distribution of student body. Eligible 

high schools included an 11th grade with more than 30 students. Those schools that 

declined to participate were replaced with a similar one in the original stratum. In order 

to capture a younger population and follow them through the next six years, middle-

school students from feeder schools identified by participating high schools were also 

included. The probability for a feeder school to be selected was contingent on the 

number of registered students that enrolled in participating high schools. The final 
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sampling frame resulted in 132 middle and high schools in 80 communities throughout 

the United States. The response rate for the in-school sample at Wave I was 79%.  

 

In-Home Sampling at Wave I 

Add Health began with an in-school survey of over 90,000 students in grades 

7 through 12, followed by a series of in-home interviews with 20,745 adolescents and 

their primary caretaker in 1994. The data used in the studies for this dissertation are 

from the in-home interviews at Wave I (1994-95), which had a 78.9% response rate. All 

students registered at the schools were eligible to complete the in-home portion of the 

study, including those who had completed the in-school questionnaire. Student 

selection was stratified by grade and sex. Approximately 17 students were chosen at 

random for each grade/sex stratum for an average of 200 adolescents from each pair of 

middle and high schools. In addition, Cubans, Puerto Ricans, and Black adolescents 

with highly educated parents were oversampled to ensure adequate respondents for 

within-group analyses. Post-stratification weights were used to achieve nationally 

representative results and to adjust for non-response. 

 

In-Home Sample Description 

 In order to be eligible for this study, adolescents had to self-identify as Mexican, 

Mexican-American, or Chicano (9.6%), Cuban or Cuban-American (2.9%), Puerto 

Rican (3.5%), non-Latino White (59.6%), or non-Latino Black (24.4%). This results in 

16,799 eligible participants, of which 16,615 answered the items used in the violent 

behaviors measure. Adolescents of different racial/ethnic backgrounds did not differ in 
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age or sex distribution. However, results from the present studies indicate that 

racial/ethnic subgroups differed in the level of mother’s education, family income, and 

demographic familism (see Table 3.1 and 4.1 for details). A more detailed description 

of the sample is discussed in each empirical chapter.  

 

Contributions to Public Health 

In this dissertation, I focus on understanding the within-Latino variations in 

youth violence, as well as risk and protective factors across different Latino ethnic 

groups. In so doing, this dissertation addresses several gaps in the current literature. 

First, it proposes a conceptual model to guide the examination of youth violence among 

adolescents of different Latino backgrounds. This model unifies many of the family and 

neighborhood theories that have helped to explain racial/ethnic disparities in violent 

behaviors, while incorporating theories that highlight the roles of immigration and 

assimilation processes that may contribute to differences in risk exposure. Furthermore, 

these processes are examined within an ecological framework, which has been useful in 

the development of public health interventions for a number of youth outcomes.  

Second, this dissertation examines the distribution of violent behaviors within-

Latino groups, in addition to risk and protective factors at the family and neighborhood 

levels that may impact this distribution. A lack of basic descriptive information has 

ultimately hindered the development of effective interventions for different Latino 

youths in this country. For example, while Mexican youth in southern California may 

have many factors in common with Puerto Rican youth in the Northeast (e.g., common 

language and religious backgrounds), it is unfair to presume that they have similar risk 
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for violent behaviors or that the same factors influence racial/ethnic disparities among 

both groups. The empirical studies included in this dissertation address gaps in the 

literature by exploring which factors contribute to explaining racial/ethnic inequalities 

in youth violence. In addition, the empirical studies examined whether factors that have 

been identified as critical in the youth violence literature overall have similar influences 

for Mexican, Puerto Rican, and Cuban adolescents.  
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CHAPTER 2 

 
 

EXAMINING THE ROLE OF ETHNICITY IN YOUTH VIOLENCE AMONG 
LATINOS: A CRITICAL REVIEW 

 
Many recent public policies meant to address violence have been driven by 

images of gangs and drug dealers in poor, inner-city Latino and African American 

communities described as infested with social pathologies that destroy the fabric of 

society (Stein, Katz, Madriz, & Shick, 1997; Peterson, Esbensen, Taylor, & Freng, 2007). 

In this chapter, I argue that much of what is considered to be healthy is based on notions 

of Euro-American, middle-upper class values thoroughly entrenched in popular culture 

through media representations of normality (Coontz, 1992). Many studies continue to 

build off traditional developmental perspectives that fail to examine important 

socioeconomic and cultural differences across populations, or the necessary adaptations 

to the detrimental forces that structure social inequalities.  

A considerable amount of research on Latino health has found lower levels of 

morbidity and/or mortality than expected given lower levels of socioeconomic status 

(Falcón, Aguirre-Molina, & Molina, 2001; Carter-Pokras & Zambrana, 2001). However, 

this “Latino paradox” does not necessarily extend to violence outcomes. National trends 

in homicides and violent crimes indicate an increased risk among Latinos compared to 

Whites. Some national estimates show variations by type of violent behavior when 

comparing racial/ethnic4 groups (Franke, 2000), while others show evidence of a much 

                                                 
4 For the purpose of this discussion I follow the US Census definitions of race and ethnicity, which 
specifies four races (American Indian or Alaskan Native, Asian or Pacific Islander, white, and black), and 
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smaller difference in the risk of violence between Whites and Latinos compared to 

Whites and African Americans (Sampson, Morenoff, & Raudenbush, 2005; Kaufman, 

2003; CDC, 2006).   

Despite these mixed findings, most estimates indicate that Latino and African 

American youth have higher rates of violent behaviors compared to the general 

population. Two important limitations force these findings to oversimplify a complex 

picture of racial/ethnic inequalities in violence, including (a) the homogenization of 

Latinos and (b) the binary view of race relations that has constrained the literature. The 

former does not consider potential ethnic, racial, gender, and generational differences 

within the population; the latter obscures important differences in exposure to community 

processes (e.g., segregation, exposure to affluence/poverty, immigrant communities) that 

affect family environments, and ultimately may protect or encourage Latino youth from 

engaging in violent behaviors. In order to better understand social processes that 

perpetuate inequalities in violence, I examine several levels of social interaction (e.g., 

family, community) from the economic and political history of people of color in the 

United States. 

Healthy People 2010 stressed the importance of reducing inequalities in violence 

(specifically homicides, assaults, physical fighting, and weapon carrying among 

adolescents) as an important public health problem, and argued that prevention efforts 

must address poverty, discrimination, and access to education and employment 

opportunities to have a significant impact (U.S. Department of Health & Human Services 

                                                                                                                                                 
Latino/Hispanic as an ethnicity. The ethnic subgroups specified throughout the text refer to the specific 
Latino national origins. For a more detailed discussion on the creation and evolution of the US Census 
classifications and Latino/Hispanic as a pan-ethnic category see Rumbaut (1996), Delgado and Stefancic 
(1998), Flores, J. (2000), Darder and Torres (1997), or Romero, Hondagneu-Sotelo, and Ortiz (1997) 
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[DHHS], 2001). This recognition of non-individual factors underscores the importance of 

macro-structural ones in the distribution of violence. Hofrichter characterizes health 

inequities more generally as systemic and unjust, resulting from a lack of political power. 

He specifically argues that:  

“These patterned, persistent inequities are due primarily to failed political 
struggles and power imbalances, not ad hoc events, individual failures, or 
the inevitable consequences of modern society. Material conditions such as 
poverty, inadequate housing, and excessive air pollution, generated by law, 
public policy, corporate decision making, and sometimes violence, produce 
and perpetuate health inequities. These conditions often derive from the 
institutional political and social power conferred by great inequalities of 
wealth.” (2003; 1) 

 

Although numerous studies have examined determinants of differences in violence 

outcomes since the early 20th century, the last decade has been marked by a serious 

debate about inequality and the principle of social justice in this line of research (Bellair, 

Roscigno, & McNulty, 2003; Bruce & Roscigno, 2003; Dahlberg & Krug, 2002; 

Wilkinson, Kawachi, & Kennedy, 1999).  

This chapter is a critical review of the literature on inequalities in youth violence 

with three objectives: 1) Summarize major neighborhood and family theories, 

highlighting strengths and critical shortcomings in their application to the different Latino 

experiences. I examine these within an ecological model, which has received strong 

support from the World Health Organization (Dahlberg & Krug, 2002) and draws upon 

major reviews of youth violence (DHHS, 2001). 2) Expand ecological models to include 

an assessment of larger social structures and historical legacies, highlighting ideological 

precursors that paved the way for the establishment of conditions at lower levels. 3) 

Propose a conceptual model that is informed by the historical experiences of different 
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Latino groups in America. It provides a basic framework for examining outcomes 

associated with experiences of class and racial oppression through their structuring of 

neighborhood factors and family environments. 

My focus is on unpacking and rethinking the process by which larger structural 

economic inequality shapes violent behaviors among Latino youth through its impact on 

neighborhoods and families. Based on Blauner’s (1969) notion of internal colonialism I 

characterize as colonial or neo-colonial the historical dimension of the relationships 

between the United States and different Latin American countries, and the position of 

Latinos in the United States. My interpretation is rooted within an understanding that 

centuries of institutionalized discrimination, violence, and oppression against minority 

populations - in particular Latinos and African Americans - shaped and continue to 

influence their social and economic well-being.  The negotiations for space and resources 

among these populations, within racist hegemonic social structures, have pushed them 

into high stress environments where the use of violence is more common and, in some 

instances, necessary for survival. The chronic strain of structural inequities on 

communities and families may hinder the ability to provide their youth with 

environments filled with various positive institutions, as well as decrease the protective 

effect of those that exist. This compromises the guidance and support available to and 

needed by young people in order to navigate harsh social conditions strongly associated 

with violent behavior. Under these conditions, adolescents who perpetrate violence are 

also victims of larger, institutionalized violence that stems from centuries of colonial and 

post-colonial oppression.  
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Since the Civil Rights movement the theory of internal colonialism has been used 

to underscore the experiences of residential segregation and economic isolation 

experienced by different minority groups in the United States (Blauner, 1969; Flores, 

1993). In particular, it highlights the forced encounter and the persistent concentration of 

many African Americans and Latinos in poor, inner city neighborhoods across 

generations. In this sense, the colonized are populations who have entered an uneven, 

coercive relationship with the United States through violent suppression during slavery, 

the conquest of lands, and colonization of nations. The colonial subjects were later 

geographically and socially marginalized through racist institutional policies (e.g., Jim 

Crow, real estate red-lining), which in turn supported mediated and personal forms of 

racism (Jones, 2000). Populations who have been continuously marginalized have a 

greater probability to live in communities that have higher rates of crime and violence. In 

addition, the notion of the colonized heightens the historical dimension of the relationship 

between Mexico, Cuba, and Puerto Rico vis-à-vis the United States. My goal in this 

chapter is to expand on previous research on inequalities in violent behaviors among 

young people of color and focus specifically on exploring the role of both cultural and 

structural factors that may explain the prevalence among different racial/ethnic subgroups 

in the United States. I place particular emphasis on Mexican, Cuban, and Puerto Rican 

adolescents, who have been the focus of the majority of literature on Latinos and the 

three largest ethnic subgroups in the country.  
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Background and Significance 

Latinos and Youth Violence 

The size and rapid growth of Latino populations confirm that their health and well-

being is inextricably tied to that of the nation’s future. In 2003 US Census confirmed that 

the group has become the largest minority in the United States. By this time there were 

40 million Latinos and it is expected that by 2050 they will account for over 25% of the 

total U.S. population (Rumbaut, 2006). The impact of large scale immigration of children 

and young adults, and increases in Latino birth rates suggest that this pattern of growth 

will continue into the foreseeable future. In addition, the population is significantly 

younger than non-Latinos, although some variation exists by nationality (Durand, Telles 

& Flashman, 2006).  

These rapid changes in American demographic composition signal a new urgency 

for understanding within-group variations among Latinos. With regard to youth violence, 

they remain an understudied group still not included in many important reports 

examining violent behaviors or victimization (Smith & Guerra, 2006). “Latinos” include 

people whose origins (through birth or ancestry) can be traced back to 21 countries in 

Latin America, the Hispanic Caribbean, and Spain. Seventy percent of Latino youth in 

the United States are of either, Mexican (58%), Puerto Rican (9%), or Cuban (3.5%) 

descent. Labels used to describe these populations have changed through out the decades. 

In 1976 the US Census Bureau added a Spanish-origin self-identifier in 

standardized forms. The label of “Spanish-origin” was later reworded into Hispanic or 

Latino, terms which have been effectively racialized alongside labels for Asians, blacks, 

and non-Hispanic whites (Rumbaut, 2006). The use of a single category to classify all 
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persons from Spanish-speaking countries presumed not only a single language (one 

should not forget that great sections of populations within Latin American countries do 

not speak Spanish), but also religious and cultural affinity. On the one hand there have 

been recent calls for demographic specificity in research; yet, most studies still do not 

distinguish outcomes by subgroup, effectively ignoring markedly different histories of 

immigration, geographic settlement, socioeconomic position, and political clout, among 

other factors (Landale, Oropesa, & Bradatan, 2006; Rumbaut, 2006; Flores, 2000; 

Falcón, Aguirre-Molina, & Molina, 2001). Any attempt to account for outcomes among 

any Latino subgroup, or the pan-ethnic group, must consider the historical and 

geographic context of their presence and dispersion in the United States. On the other 

hand, there are important benefits that have come with a united pan-ethnic identity, 

particularly in the political arena. Rumbaut (2006) reminds us that “despite those group 

differences, the tens of millions of persons so classified do share a common label that 

symbolizes a minority group status in the United States, a label developed and 

legitimized by the state, diffused in daily and institutional practice, and finally 

internalized (and racialized) as a prominent part of the American mosaic” (19). As a 

result, most data are available for Latino youths as a pan-ethnic category, rather than for 

specific sub-groups. 

Table 2.1 shows national results of adolescents’ engagement in serious violent 

behaviors. Using the National Longitudinal Study of Adolescent Health (Add Health), 

Franke (2000) found that compared to Whites, African American and Latino adolescents 

were significantly more likely to engage in a serious physical fight and/or threaten 

someone by pulling a gun or knife during the previous year. While Latinos have 
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somewhat lower rates on these measures than African Americans, they are significantly 

more likely than African American youth to have shot or stabbed someone. McNulty and 

Bellair (2003a) and Kaufman (2005) also found Latinos to have higher rates of serious 

violent behavior compared to African Americans. However, Sampson, Morenoff and 

Raudenbush (2005) reported that in Chicago, African Americans had the highest risk of 

committing a violent act compared to Whites, while Mexicans had the lowest risk of 

violent behaviors in the sample. The risk for Puerto Ricans/Other Latinos was 30% 

higher than Mexicans and 26% higher than Whites. In their study, this difference was 

significant in basic models, but different elements in the family and neighborhood 

environments accounted for them in their multivariate analyses. By making a distinction 

between Mexicans and other Latinos this study challenges the assumed homogeneity in 

the pan-ethnic label and provides support for the significance of carrying out subgroup 

analysis. Most previous studies of youth violence have not made this critical distinction. 
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Table 2.1. National Estimates of Serious Violent Behavior by Race 
Study Title 

 
Behavior Total 

Samples 
Whites African 

Americans 
Latinos 

Youth Risk Behavioral Surveillance System, 2005  
 

 
 

   

 Took part in a physical fight in 
previous 12 months 

 
35% 

 
33.1% 

 
43.1% 

 
41% 

  
Carried a weapon during previous 

30 days 

 
18.5% 

 
18.7% 

 
16.4% 

 
19% 

 
Healthy People 2010 
 

     

 Physical assault during previous 12 
months 

 
36% 

 
33% 

 
41% 

 
40% 

  
Carried a weapon during previous 

30 days 

 
6.9% 

 
6.4% 

 
5.0% 

 
7.9% 

 
Add Health, Franke, 2000 

     

  
Serious physical fight 

 
32.8% 

 
29.3% 

 
42.4% 

 
40.2% 

  
Seriously injure someone 

 
18.4% 

 
16.9% 

 
23.9% 

 
20.3% 

  
Pulled knife or gun 

 
4.5% 

 
3.0% 

 
8.8% 

 
6.7% 

  
Shoot or stabbed someone 

 
1.9% 

 
1.5% 

 
2.5% 

 
3.4% 

 

When it comes to sex differences in violent behaviors, there is a clear consensus in 

the literature and crime statistics that males are at increased risk. In part due to 

substantially lower rates among females. Violence among girls has received considerably 

less attention than boys. However, government crime statistics show a shrinking gap in 

rates of violent and non-violent delinquency between males and females that has been 

attributed to increases in females’ use of violence. For example, the number of women 

arrested rose by 50% between 1989 and 1998 (U.S. DHHS, 2004), and the Federal 

Bureau of Investigations’ Uniform Crime Report (UCR) shows that adolescent girls make 

up approximately 22% of female arrests and 20% of all juvenile arrests (U.S. DHHS, 

2004). In 2002, 6.2% of adolescent females reported attacking someone with the intent to 

injure them during the previous year. Among this group African Americans had the 
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highest rates (11.3%), followed by Latinas (6.8%) and Whites (4.9%) (U.S. DHHS, 

2004).  

Several limitations make conclusions based on crime statistics questionable when it 

comes to assessing the prevalence of violent behaviors across gender or racial/ethnic 

groups. First, not all crimes are reported. Second, not all violent behaviors are considered 

a crime. Third, males and racial/ethnic minorities have disproportionately been the target 

of police and law enforcement interventions. Fourth, there is no information regarding the 

specific rates by ethnic subgroups of Latinas. In addition, studies have questioned 

whether the sex gap of violent behaviors is in fact narrowing. Steffensmeier, Schwartz, 

Zhong, and Ackerman (2005) found that longitudinal trends across self-reported sources 

showed a stable or increasing gap in assaults, while only the UCR showed a narrowing. 

Definitions of violence that include less severe behaviors and more surveillance of 

females may be a key factor in determining the extent of sex differences (Steffenmeier et 

al., 2005).   

Females’ use of violence has traditionally been seen as an aberration of acceptable 

female behaviors. The ideal feminine woman is pictured as nurturing, protective, and 

primarily the victim of violence – not the perpetrator. As such, research on violence and 

aggression have focused on males or developed what superficially seem to be gender-

neutral theories (e.g., social control theory, social learning theory, social disorganization 

theory, general theory of crime). However, several scholars have critiqued this practice, 

arguing for gender-specific theories that incorporate the unique experiences of females 

(e.g., differences in victimization and supervision due to socialization practices).  Using 

the Add Health data, Daigle, Cullen, and Wright (2007) found that factors identified in 
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both gender-specific and general theories of crime had significant effects on male and 

female delinquency, but the relevance varied by group. They found parental conflict, 

academic success, impulsivity, and risk behaviors were more important among females; 

while victimization, strain, involvement in conventional activities (watching TV, sports), 

attachment to friends, attachment to mother, attention deficits, age, and prior history of 

delinquency were more influential among males.  Interestingly, in a sample of primarily 

Latino youth in California, Hart, O’Toole, Price-Sharps, and Shaffer (2007) found 

females to have a greater number of risk factors for violent and non-violent offending 

than males, but no differences in number of protective factors. Nevertheless, factors 

included by Hart and colleagues (2007) and Daigle and colleagues (2006) in their 

respective studies focused on individual and relational aspects. They did not consider 

neighborhood dynamics that may have differential impacts on the risk violent behaviors, 

how these dynamics may affect gender, nor look at racial/ethnic differences by sex.  

In one of the few studies assessing the role of community factors in male and 

female violence rates, Jacob (2006) looked at neighborhood socioeconomic status, 

residential instability, ethnic heterogeneity, and urbanization within municipal police 

jurisdictions in Canada. She found that most of the characteristics that affected males’ 

crime rates were also similar for females’ crime rates. Residential instability and 

neighborhood SES were the primary predictors, while higher levels of educational 

attainment and occupational status in the community reduced the risk. However, the 

percentage of the community who had high incomes was positively associated with 

higher crime rates. Ethnic heterogeneity slightly decreased the risk among males, while 

population size decreased the risk for females’ violent crimes. In a study of sex, 
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racial/ethnic, and community differences in violent behaviors among 8th graders across 

11 locations in the continental United States, Peterson, Esbensen, Taylor, and Freng 

(2007) found that serious and general violent offending scores varied substantially by 

geographic location, noting the impact of place in violence disparities.  They found that 

across sites females commit a substantial amount of violent behaviors. In particular, 

females in Kansas City and Milwaukee had higher rates than boys in nine of the cities. 

Looking at racial/ethnic differences, they noted that Whites in Kansas City had rates 

higher than African Americans in five cities and Latinos in seven cities, suggesting a 

strong contextual effect. Further research should expand on these differences, exploring 

the specific dynamics of different cities in the country and their effects on gender as a 

social construct.   

These findings raise important questions regarding the role of gender, race, and 

ethnicity in the reproduction of inequalities in violence among America’s youth. Are 

racial/ethnic differences consistent for males and females? That is, can we expect the 

order of the prevalence and/or frequencies to be consistent across race/ethnicity and 

gender? Is there a significant gap in violent behaviors across genders for different 

racial/ethnic subgroups? Do family-environmental and neighborhood characteristics have 

similar effects across racial/ethnic/gender subgroups?  

 

Exploring Precursors of Violence Among Latino Youth 

Most empirical work on violence among Latinos has been limited to homicide or 

analyzing whether factors that seem to affect Black-White differences have a similar 

impact on Latinos (Martínez, 1996, 2002, 2003; Kaufman, 2005; Blum et al. 2000; 
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Hawkins, Laub, & Lauristein, 1998). Data is remarkably scarce given Latinos’ 

overrepresentation in homicide and the presence of multiple environmental risk factors. 

The paucity of theoretical and empirical work on violence among this group has forced 

most studies and reports to extrapolate information from African Americans to Latinos 

and from adults to adolescents. Although current studies are partly justified by the 

common experiences of discrimination and oppression among different racial and ethnic 

minority groups in the country, this practice highlights the unstated presumption that 

experiences can be reduced to the social relationships between African Americans and 

Whites. The experiences of the former are viewed as “prototypical’, imposing a 

dichotomous view of race relations that ignores the shades and forms of racism and 

discrimination (Delgado & Stefancic, 2001). According to Delgado and Stefancic, this 

type of binary thinking:  

“…simplifies analysis dangerously, presenting racial progress as a 
linear progression; it can end up injuring the very group, for example 
blacks, that one places at the center of discussion. It weakens 
solidarity, reduces opportunities for coalition, deprives the group of 
the benefits of others’ experiences, makes it excessively dependent on 
the approval of the white establishment, and sets up for ultimate 
disappointment” (70).  

 
Furthermore, this view minimizes attention given to tangible economic and psychological 

benefits obtained by dominant society in the perpetuation of this divisive cycle. Further, 

it does not consider potential sources of discrimination that are unique to immigrant 

groups, such as language, immigration status, and gender socialization, potentially 

fostering tensions between African Americans and other minority groups in the country.  

Sociological theories that examine the new second generation of immigrants 

(post-1964) shed light into sources of differences among Latino subgroups. Classic 
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assimilation theorists argue that immigration leads newcomers into a marginal position 

where individuals are pushed and pulled between the values, attitudes, and behaviors of 

their native and host countries. Gordon (1964) identified seven dimensions of 

assimilation and stressed that successful adaptation required the cultural assimilation (i.e., 

acculturation) of groups prior to their incorporation into the social and economic 

institutions of the host majority. Since then, others have argued spatial assimilation and 

economic mobility are inextricably tied, especially among racial minority groups 

(Massey & Denton, 1985; Santiago & Wilder, 1991; Santiago & Galster, 1995). In this 

view, newly arrived groups will eventually “melt” into the dominant group achieving 

economic, spatial, and cultural assimilation in successive generations.  

Several studies have shown how different Latino groups experience diverse paths 

into American mainstream socioeconomic standards (Fischer & Tienda, 2006; Landale, 

Oropesa, & Bradatan, 2006; Schneider, Martínez, & Owens, 2006). Portes and Zhou 

(1993) argued that Latinos do not uniformly go through upward mobility. Some groups 

undergo downward mobility with increases in poverty, residential segregation, and 

negative health outcomes in subsequent generations (Portes, Fernández-Kelly, & Haller, 

2005). Further still, others experience upward economic mobility, while retaining strong 

cultural identities and spatial distance from White Americans (Zhou, 1997). Segmented 

assimilation theory identifies important individual-level factors (e.g., education, 

aspirations, English-language proficiency, gender, place of birth, age of immigration, and 

length of residence) as well as structural factors (e.g., racial status, family socioeconomic 

background, and place of residence) that influence immigrant adaptation. An important 

example of segmentation is the different experiences of residential segregation.  
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Although segregation has increased for all Latinos since the 1980s, different 

subgroups have not experienced the same degree of economic marginalization that 

generally accompanies it. Grenier and Pérez (1996) have suggested that in the case of 

Cubans in Florida, residential segregation has been self-imposed and led to the 

development of an upwardly mobile and politically powerful ethnic enclave (although 

Pedraza [1996] notes this varies widely by migration wave). On the other hand, Massey 

and colleagues (Massey & Bitterman, 1985; Massey, Gross, & Shibuya, 1994) found that 

Puerto Ricans’ experiences of residential segregation, rates of female-headed households, 

and poverty were similar to that of African Americans. Overall, Mexicans’ levels of 

segregation are lower than Cubans and Puerto Ricans and their economic positions tend 

to vary widely (Frey & Farley, 1996; Fischer & Tienda, 2006). 

It is important to understand how immigration experiences affect the well-being 

of Latino youths and their families. Approximately 39% of the Latino population is 

foreign-born, and studies have found that the presence of first generation immigrants in a 

community to be a protective factor against violent behaviors (Sampson, Morenoff, & 

Raudenbush, 2005; Martínez, 2002). However, we must consider the effects of 

immigration on the family and community spheres that may foster a sense of alienation 

among youth. Acculturation, family dynamics, and adolescents’ experiences with the 

educational system have been found to impact risk behaviors across groups (Ramírez et 

al., 2004; Boutakidis, Guerra, & Soriano, 2006; Fuligni, Tseng, & Lam, 1999). 

Concurrent with the general processes of growth and development during adolescence, 

ethnic minority children are subject to socialization goals and adaptations aimed at 
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protecting them from exposure to risks in larger society (Harrison, Wilson, Pine, Chan, & 

Buriel, 1990).  

Within the family, immigration and acculturation may foster intergenerational 

tensions that ultimately may contribute to adolescents’ violent behaviors. Parents who 

adhere to values and behavioral expectations emphasized in their native countries may 

render unacceptable the overemphasis on individualism and gender roles in mainstream 

America (Jelin, 1991; Zhou, 1997). Furthermore, many first generation parents encounter 

a society where their work and educational experiences are not valued. Language barriers 

and a hostile, anti-immigrant environment have forced millions of workers into low-

skilled, low-wage work and restricted access to education, health care, and material 

resources. This may lead to a shift in parental roles, since the security and protection 

generally afforded by parents may not be present due to the low status in U.S.-social 

structures of recent immigrants. For example, English-only policies and the dearth of 

culturally affirming and bilingual education push many to the sidelines fostering 

disengagement from school for both parents and students. Further, economic pressures 

faced by parents working in low-wage, low-security jobs interfere with their ability to 

fully engage in their children’s upbringing. Many of these parents are not able to meet 

with teachers due to conflicting work hours and are forced to leave adolescents 

unsupervised after school (Schneider, Martínez, & Owens, 2006; Villarruel & Montero-

Sieburth, 2000).  

Immigration and assimilation may also change family dynamics. A vast literature 

supports the association between family environments and adolescents’ aggressive 

behaviors across different racial and ethnic groups (Loeber & Hay, 1997; Dahlberg & 
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Potter, 2001; Fitzpatrick, 1997; Kim, Hetherington, & Reiss, 1999; Jackson, & Foshee, 

1998; Halgunseth, Ispa, & Rudy, 2006).  In a study of family influences on adolescent 

males’ delinquent behaviors, Smith and Krohn (1995) found family environment 

(measured as parent-child attachment, involvement, parental control, single parent 

families, and economic hardship) accounted for twice the variance in violent behaviors 

among Latinos compared to African Americans and Whites, and different aspects of the 

family environment affected youths in each of the groups. Their finding stresses the 

importance of family among Latinos; however, it did not specify who made up their 

Latino sample nor did it consider the potential within-group variation due to immigration. 

In a recent review of the literature on Latinos and youth violence, Mirabal-Colón 

and Vélez (2006) suggested cultural values may impact violent behaviors through 

individuals’ concern with fulfilling familial roles and obligations. These in turn may vary 

by national origin, race, gender, and immigration experiences. However, the role of 

culture has remained a serious gap in the research literature. With the exception of Pabón 

(1998) and Rodríguez and Weisburd (1991), who focused on elements of familism among 

Puerto Ricans in New York City, research has not empirically examined the role of 

cultural, family-level factors on adolescents’ violent behaviors. Furthermore, there are 

still serious problems with the way in which families are conceptualized and assessed. 

One must use caution when using assimilation theories (particularly those focused on 

cultural assimilation), since they can be interpreted as stemming from ethnocentric 

perspectives that place a hegemonic, White, America at the pinnacle of social mobility. 

Measurements of family structure, attachment/connectedness, support and 

supervision of children focus on parent-adolescent relationships and the development of 
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independence among youth in nuclear, two-parent households, generally do not consider 

the experiences of people of color, who have been shown to have different parenting 

styles, family and household structure arrangements, and socialization goals (Harrison et 

al., 1990), including interdependence and expanded families (Jelin, 1991; Lomnitz & 

Pérez-Lizaur, 1991). Far from being social pathologies – as the culture of violence theory 

suggests - these differences can be seen as adaptive strategies to dangerous environments, 

labor and child care needs, and the continual devaluing of their lives and communities by 

the larger society (Stack, 1974; Rupp, 1991; Jarrett, 1997). An interdisciplinary approach 

is needed to understand the complex play of factors that impact the well-being of Latino 

youths. Such an approach can help answer questions about the influence of family, 

community, and societal forces on violent behaviors across subgroups. 

 

Specifying the Ecological Model: Levels of Interaction 

Ecological Models 

Ecological systems theory highlights the dynamic social, historical, and cultural 

milieus in which people relate within multiple systems of interaction (micro-, meso-, 

exo-, macro-, and chronosystems) (Bronfenbrenner, 1988). The microsystem contains 

all direct relationships and interactions a person has with his or her immediate 

surroundings (e.g., family, school, neighborhood, work) and has the strongest, 

bidirectional influence on a person’s development. The interaction of environments 

within and across systems is critical in the ecological theory. The mesosystem is where 

the connection between the environments in the microsystem occurs (e.g., families and 

schools or families and neighborhoods).  The exosystem includes the larger social 
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structures that impact the development of individuals by interacting with structures in 

the microsystem (e.g., parents’ work schedules that may interfere with time spent with 

children), while the macrosystem highlights the cultural values, customs, and larger 

political and economic systems that shape those interactions. These systems put in 

context findings between the connections of individual, family, and neighborhood 

factors and adolescent violence through new interpretations of cultural theories that 

demonstrate adaptations to minimize the impact of poverty, discrimination, and social 

alienation encountered in different systems. Finally, the chronosystem incorporates the 

dimension of changes in time in the different systems (Brofenbrenner, 1988).  

There is increasing consensus that societal levels (i.e., family, peers, community, 

and social/macro) are interconnected and that focusing on a single one provides only a 

partial, and sometimes inaccurate, representation of the influences on violent behaviors. 

The World Health Organization agrees that “violence is the result of the complex 

interplay of individual, relationship, social, cultural, and environmental factors. … 

[U]nderstanding how these factors are related to violence is one of the important steps in 

the public health approach to preventing violence” (Dahlberg & Krug, 2002; 12). 

Although identifying the specific precursors of violent behaviors at multiple levels may 

seem like a lofty goal, research must begin to consider such complexity in order to enact 

and develop appropriate public policies that address the dramatic racial/ethnic/gender 

differences in violent behaviors. This may increase the efficacy of interventions at lower 

levels that alter the distribution of risk factors that contribute to the problem. 

Despite such broad consensus on ecological models for violence prevention and 

the role of environments on inequalities in violence, studies on Latino youth continue to 
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stagnate. Due to sampling constraints, the majority of research using ecological models 

has not included analysis of the combined influence of race, ethnicity, and gender. Most 

studies provide results as discrete categories – race/ethnicity rates and separate sex 

comparisons (in an effort to speak to gender dynamics) - limiting our understanding of 

the intersectionality of identities through a multilevel lens. Furthermore, the majority of 

the literature including Latinos has focused on males, leaving a gap in our knowledge of 

the experiences of Latina adolescents (Walker, Maxson, & Newcomb, 2007; Gorman-

Smith, Henry, & Tolan 2004; Smith & Krohn, 1995).  

In the case of Latinos, ecological models allow an interpretation that considers the 

interface of structural and cultural factors. Ortner (1989) stresses that individuals’ 

behaviors take place in circumstances created by asymmetrical power relationships 

through historical and cultural settings. She posits that only by interpreting actions, 

practices, and structures through a historical lens can their relationship be fully played 

out. We must move forward with research that examines the intersection of these 

dimensions at multiple levels with a strong sense of the sociohistorical context, and pay 

special attention to the influence of culture-specific norms and values that impact the 

family and adolescent development. In a similar argument, Cockerham (2005) points out 

that structure and agency act together to create one’s attitudes, behaviors, and, ultimately, 

health outcomes. He argues that the interplay of life chances and choices is heavily 

influenced by individual socio-demographic factors and environmental conditions (i.e., 

age, socioeconomic class, gender, race, ethnicity, collectivities, and living conditions). 

Keeping this in mind, we must develop and operationalize models that examine the 

interface between structural and cultural factors as dynamic, mutually constitutive 
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processes (Ortner, 1995; Cockerham, 2005). This is particularly important when 

confronted with a complicated history of immigration, and a strong pursuit of 

assimilation ideals, as is the case with Latinos in the U.S. In the following sections, I 

summarize findings from studies that examine the effects of community and family 

environments in explaining inequalities in violent behaviors, and highlight their 

usefulness in exploring within-Latino variations. 

 

Community 

Urban ecological theorists, who point to the combined influence of family and 

neighborhood characteristics, have conducted the most comprehensive work in public 

health and sociological literature thus far addressing inequalities in youth violence. It has 

heavily built upon the work of the Chicago School of Sociology and Social 

Disorganization Theory (SDT), and primarily focused on understanding Black-White 

differences in crime and violence (Peterson & Krivo, 2005; Sampson & Wilson, 1995). 

Recent research in this line has evidenced significant differences between Latinos and 

Whites (Kaufman, 2003; Sampson, Morenoff, & Raudenbush, 2005), and highlighted the 

role of inequality on violent outcomes (Martínez, 2002). The spatial concentration of 

wealth and poverty influences the neighborhood context through the availability and 

quality of institutional resources and the presence of stressors that affect social 

relationships (e.g., drug trafficking, arson, police interactions) (Schulz & Northridge, 

2004; Wilson, 1987). In turn, neighborhoods have significant influence on families, 

adolescents’ relationships with other peers, and may directly impact the opportunity for 

violent encounters.  
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Community contexts are defined in various ways in the literature, with most 

classic definitions including a geographic dimension. Darling and Steinberg (1997) 

identify communities as an “aggregation of individuals who share resources and a 

common sense of identity, whether or not these individuals actually know one another” 

(p. 121). Both structural and cultural theories focus on conditions of geographic units and 

how these affect violence in a given location. Especially when focusing on adolescents’ 

behaviors one must consider whether schools and peers share the same residential spaces 

or geographically surrounding areas. Thus, for the purposes of this discussion I use a 

geographic definition, particularly as it pertains to urban environments where residential 

segregation is a visible, recurring factor. Given that adolescents’ places of social 

interactions may change several times in the course of one day, youth violence may be 

best understood by looking at the larger community unit, rather than immediate 

neighborhood surroundings (Darling & Steinberg, 1997; Sampson, Morenoff & Gannon-

Rowley, 2002). Although analysis of youth violence must pay close attention to youths in 

suburban and rural settings, it is important to note that most racial and ethnic minority 

youth live in urban areas. 

Shaw and McKay (1942), part of the famous Chicago School of Sociology, found 

that neighborhoods with high poverty rates, deteriorated housing, and an unstable 

population had higher rates of negative outcomes (e.g., infant mortality, low birth weight, 

tuberculosis, mental disorders, and crime). They argued that there was an independent 

influence of neighborhood conditions and attributed findings on multiple health outcomes 

to disorganizing factors, which resonated with many policy makers. Sampson and 

Morenoff (1997) defined social disorganization as: 
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         “…the inability of a community structure to realize the common 
values of its residents and maintain effective social control. The 
structural dimensions of community social disorganization refer to the 
prevalence and interdependence of social networks in a community and 
in the span of collective supervision that community directs toward 
local problems. Social organization is reflected in both informal 
networks (for example, in the density of acquaintanceship, 
intergenerational kinship ties, and mutual guardianship) and formal 
institutions (as with organizational density or institutional stability)” 
(16).  

 
Social Disorganization Theory (SDT) views community organization and 

disorganization as falling in a continuum, and identifies several social and structural 

characteristics that explain differing rates of violence across racial/ethnic groups rather 

than just the presence of minorities in a given geographic location. According to 

Sampson and colleagues, these characteristics vary systematically across communities 

along the following dimensions:  

a) Socioeconomic status (e.g., poverty, wealth, occupational attainment) 

b) Family structure and life cycle (e.g., female-headed households, child density) 

c) Residential stability (e.g., home ownership and tenure) 

d) Race-ethnic composition (e.g., segregation). 

Through this lens, neighborhoods are thought to be structurally disadvantaged in areas 

with low socioeconomic status, high numbers of female-headed households, and rapid 

residential turnover. Areas with high levels of structural disadvantage limit the ability of 

residents to maintain social controls creating social disorganization. In this view, the 

processes of socialization and control of adolescents are rooted in community 

characteristics. Adolescents who grow up in socially disorganized areas will be more 

likely to engage in violence regardless of incident location (which can be within their 

homes, neighborhoods, schools, or other geographic spaces) (McNulty & Bellair, 2003b). 
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 In a country with high levels of racial and ethnic residential segregation coupled 

with vast economic inequality and poverty, it is impossible to truly compare rates 

between Whites and minority youth because even the poorest White neighborhoods show 

lower rates of structural disadvantage than the average African American and Latino 

neighborhoods (Sampson & Morenoff, 1997; Peterson & Krivo, 2005; Bruce & 

Roscigno, 2003). Socioeconomic status has been identified in the social epidemiology 

literature as a fundamental cause of health outcomes (Link & Phelan, 1996; 2000). In 

addition, residential segregation has also been identified as fundamental because it shapes 

socioeconomic status across the individual, household, neighborhood, and community 

levels for different racial/ethnic groups (Williams & Collins, 2001). Both factors have 

been described as important indicators of immigrant groups’ structural assimilation into 

the American mainstream (Portes & Zhou, 1997), thus underscoring the need to assess 

the interaction of both factors when exploring violence among Latinos. 

Both Wilson (1987) and Massey (1990; 1994) made important contributions to 

the understanding of how residential segregation fosters social disorganization among 

African Americans in the United States. Despite their contrasting emphasis on class 

versus race, both are concerned with the simultaneous presence of racial and economic 

segregation. Wilson proposed that extreme concentration of poverty in African American 

communities creates social isolation from mainstream society. Particularly after the 

1980’s, images presented of the urban ghetto by the news and media further isolated the 

population from others (Stein et al., 1997). Massey argued that residential segregation 

and economic disadvantage interact to create structural conditions that reinforce 

deprivation. Segregation leads to the spatial concentration of poverty, wealth, and social 
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relationships that result in racially patterned and geographically clustered inequality 

(Massey, 1990; 1994). In an effort to improve traditional SDT, Sampson and Lauritsen 

(1994) argued that larger processes, such as segregation, discrimination, and the local 

economy, impact adolescents’ violent behavior through their detrimental influence on 

communities and families’ dynamics. These circumstances inhibit communities’ ability to 

organize, respond to, and prevent crime and violence.  

Using the Add Health data to examine how communal and social psychological 

processes explain racial and ethnic differences in youth violence, Kaufman (2005) found 

that neighborhood disorganization - measured as disadvantage, urbanicity, and residential 

stability – had a significant curvilinear effect on violence, where at very high levels of 

disadvantage youths’ violent behaviors begin to decrease. She attributed the finding of 

lower rates of violence among Latinos compared to African Americans to differences in 

married-families, social integration, and employment in low-wage jobs rather than no 

jobs (2003). This study, like so many others, uses a composite measure of disadvantage 

(i.e., the proportion of persons with income below the poverty line, unemployment rate, 

the proportion of female-headed households, and the proportion of persons on public 

assistance). Such a measure does not consider important within-Latino group variations 

in these dimensions, nor the social psychological processes that show resilience and 

adaptation at the community level. Furthermore, although she acknowledged the role of 

factors that may be especially salient for Latinos, such as social integration and 

employment, she did not include these in her analysis. Her hypothesis regarding these 

factors remains to be tested.  
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A critical re-examination of Social Disorganization Theory is urgently needed 

prior to conducting research guided by it. First, one must consider that the failure to 

examine within SDT how relationships between family and household members are, in 

part, determined by the structural conditions of neighborhoods allows the burden of 

responsibility to remain at the family or individual levels. An important body of 

qualitative research has explored the resilience and coping strategies of families who live 

in high risk neighborhoods (Jarrett 1997a, 1997b; Stack, 1974), providing a more 

nuanced understanding of these neighborhoods by highlighting how reciprocal networks 

among neighbors afford a web of resources that maximizes parents’ time and out-of-

neighborhood resources. Second, expanding on Massey and Wilson’s arguments, youth 

violence research must consider that it is not an issue of either class or race, and by 

extension classism or racism, but rather the intersection of both in a society that has yet to 

openly acknowledge the persistent role of these ideologies in shaping our social 

interactions. Using measures that combine residential segregation and economic 

indicators conflates the findings and interpretations, which may work in different 

directions, particularly for immigrant groups who show an admixture of racial, ethnic, 

and class backgrounds (Portes & Zhou, 1997).  

Third, we must examine the choice of constructs and consider if these may be 

proxies for other factors. Many of the factors identified by Sampson are commonly 

measured and interpreted from a deficit perspective, which have been heavily critiqued 

by scholars who remind us that the voices of people of color have not been included in 

the construction of theories that often identify their communities as sources of social 

pathology. Yosso (2005) points out that this kind of deficit thinking is the most prevalent 
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form of racism within American academic research. What is considered lacking among 

communities of color are those factors most commonly found among Whites, such as two 

biological parent households, single-family housing units, independent nuclear families, 

and particular types and levels of formal education (sometimes referred to as human or 

cultural capital). SDT, with its long tradition of relying heavily on quantitative methods 

and Census data, does not take into consideration the social environment of people of 

color from a perspective that incorporates the indigenous understanding of the problems 

they face or how to best handle them. More extensive research using qualitative methods 

must be conducted in order to a) lay the groundwork to create valid measures to be used 

in survey-based research, and b) have a richer interpretation of survey results. Other 

approaches, such as methods in community-based participatory research, may also work 

best to uncover the opinions and understandings of those we seek to study (Israel, Eng, 

Schulz, & Parker, 2005). Many of the most commonly used constructs are really proxies 

for underpinning processes that are rarely named or revealed (e.g., adult supervision and 

guidance, access to material and social resources, and the strength and breadth of social 

support), which may prove to play a strong role in youth violence.  

Fourth, one must point out that both Latinos and African Americans have 

persistently lived in communities with high degrees of residential segregation and 

poverty (Blauner, 1969; Wilson, 1987; Massey, 2001). Although most ethnic groups who 

migrated to the United States initially settled into high poverty areas (e.g., Italians, Jews, 

and Irish), their stay was temporary. According to the theories of internal colonialism and 

segmented assimilation, many African American and Latinos have not left poor, inner 
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city neighborhoods due to larger political and social influences that constrain their 

movement (Blauner, 1969; Pedraza, 1996; Betancur, 1996; Zhou, 1997).  

Finally, social disorganization theory, like social control and social cognitive 

theories (discussed in the next section) have been developed as gender-neutral. That is, 

factors identified to be associated with violence are thought to work for both males and 

females. (One must note that the vast majority of the literature posits females as the 

victims, rather than the perpetrators of violence; leaving a serious gap in understanding 

not only females’ use of violence, but also males’ vulnerabilities to victimization 

[Sommers & Baskin, 1994; Daigle, Cullen, & Wright, 2007; Ness, 2004]). Although 

there is some debate as to whether specific individual, family, and community factors 

work in similar ways for both genders (Hart, O’Toole, Price-Sharps, & Shaffer, 2007; 

Daigle, Cullen & Wright, 2007), Ness (2004) ethnographic study of poor, violent, inner-

city females suggests that they view society as having abandoned them through defective 

schools and institutions, and discrimination, that make it virtually impossible to enter the 

legal job market. Anderson (1999) and Bourgois (1996) identified similar sentiments 

among violent males in poor, inner cities.  

In support of SDT, McNulty and Bellair (2003a, 2003b) acknowledge the role of 

social context in violent outcomes. However, their concept of social context is based on 

the view of community level disadvantages such as “diminished family well-being, weak 

family, school, and neighborhood attachments, involvement in gangs, and exposure to 

violence”. Beyond the choice of words in describing “disadvantaged” communities, this 

way of thinking raises questions regarding the definition of weak neighborhood 

attachments or family well-being. This implies that these “criminogenic” environments 
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need to be contained and those who reside in such are to blame for their condition. It 

suggests that high residential turnover is due to residents not really having a sense of 

belonging to their neighborhoods, and that the choice of “family disruption” is 

independent from the structural conditions of poverty and social networks embedded in 

communities.  

Of critical importance is the examination of the broad use in the literature of 

female-headed households as a category of social disorganization. This practice does not 

consider indigenous kin and fictive kin dynamics or their impact in socio-moral 

development, nor the role and strength of communities of women who bear the brunt of 

childrearing. The idea of a male bread-winner, and thus the inappropriateness of a 

“female-headed household,” is rooted in both patriarchy and capitalism and limits the 

work opportunities of women (Safa, 1996), consequently having a major impact in their 

ability to provide for their families. Furthermore, it is at the root of differential earnings 

for men and women in the labor force, effectively pushing women’s work to a second 

tier. Consequently, adolescents who live with single mothers are more likely to live in or 

near poverty, exacerbating the need to reside with or near other kin and fictive kin who 

may supplement income, social support, and nurturance through child care. It is the 

marginalization of women in the labor force that makes the category “female-headed 

households” into an indicator of socioeconomic status. Although these measures do 

indeed reflect economic circumstances, we must consider alternate measures to uncover 

the specific pathways of economic indicators on violent behaviors. Furthermore, when 

considering Latinos, one must bear in mind that current notions of traditional Latino 



48 
 

families and the imposing presence of a “male/macho” as the “head,” are not consistent 

with evidence from Latin America.                 

Anthropological work during the 20th century has uncovered profound differences 

across the continent in the ways in which households are formed and who is a member. In 

many instances women are at the center of the household, while others, especially adult 

men, serve as temporary members who may reside in multiple households (Gónzalez, 

1984; Wilson, 1969).  This notion of male dominance within the family unit was forced 

onto the colonized peoples of Latin America whose gender roles were more equitable 

prior to the violent encounter with European traditions. These processes also created 

several types of masculinity and femininity ideals (Safa, 1996). Thus, it is likely that 

resources for childrearing were not directly linked to a male’s ability to secure resources 

for his partner and offspring. Uncritical use of such family structure/household 

composition categories and the assumptions about gender roles reinforces the perception 

of urban Latino and African American communities as pathological and incapable of 

rearing productive members of society.  

Using the Add Health data, McNulty and Bellair’s (2003a) definition of family 

structure does not include the presence of extended or fictive kin in the household, only 

two-parent nuclear family and single parent families. Measures of family attachment only 

include an assessment of the relationship between adolescents and their parents. School 

achievement included grades in four core classes, yet their analysis does not question the 

racial and gender inequality in educational achievement in this country. In a separate 

study they defined concentrated disadvantage at the community level as a composite 

score of the proportion of the persons living under the poverty line, the proportion of 



49 
 

unemployed civilians over 16, the proportion of female-headed households, and the 

proportion of population who is Black (McNulty & Bellair, 2003b). Such a definition 

allows for potentially racist and sexist interpretations of the underlying message. The first 

and second indicators describe economic and labor market participation, which have 

systematically discriminated against people of color – particularly men. The third and 

fourth indicators imply that White men are needed for a community to be organized 

because unmarried women cannot control their children, and African Americans are a 

problem population. The authors did not specify why these are included other than its 

consistency with previous research.  

Uncritical use of these categories has fostered the continual characterization of 

communities of color as lacking appropriate social structures and interactions. At the 

same time, McNulty and Bellair have been strong advocates against individual-based 

theories based on medical models (e.g., IQ, twin, family tree, and generational studies), 

which imply a genetic basis for racial differences and do not explore the social context of 

the environment in the development of behavior (McNulty & Bellair, 2005). Despite this, 

the authors’ conceptualization of healthy communities lacks a critical examination of 

their interpretations or an explicit link to the larger, macro social processes, which limits 

the understanding of violence among youth of color. Future research should rethink what 

is a source of disadvantage and deprivation and use more accurate definitions that 

represent different adaptational processes in the face of social and economic 

marginalization, making sure that measures include ways to tap these dimensions. 

With this in mind, a clear distinction must be made between families and 

households. A household is an empirically measurable unit where people share resources 
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and perform certain tasks. They vary greatly in composition and relation to resources. 

Families, on the other hand, are more complex and fluid. The term refers to both nuclear 

families (parents and their children) and the greater network of relationships acquired 

through birth and marriage (Rudd, 1991; Jelin, 1991). In some cases, families include 

people who by virtue of close friendships become fictive kin (Stack, 1974). In Latin 

America, as in the U.S., families differ widely by class and ethnic groups in their degree 

of participation in the household unit. The literature describes households as women-

centered spaces across groups. The extent to which men are present varies according to 

class and must be considered within the reproduction of material resources and 

generations (Jelin, 1991). In many instances, although biological fathers may not be 

present in the households, they may be a part of the greater family network. Furthermore, 

males from the mothers’ original kin groups (e.g., brothers, cousins, and fathers) may 

serve as a present father figure to adolescents (Rapp, 1991). More research is needed that 

looks at the contribution of non-father male kin to childrearing.  

 

Families  
 

The role of families in child and adolescents’ development has long been explored 

in the social and behavioral sciences literature. Values and norms are reproduced across 

generations and learned through socialization processes that are adaptive to the larger 

sociocultural environment. In the following section (and subheadings), I will discuss 

family characteristics linked to youth violence and highlight their role among Latino 
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adolescents’ violent behaviors. This is followed by a review of cultural and structural5 

characteristics of Latino families that may protect youths.  

Families are thought to be the basic unit responsible for socialization, control and 

supervision of children and adolescents (Loeber & Hay, 1997; Loeber & Stouthamer-

Loeber, 1986). Theories addressing the development of violent behaviors underscore the 

role of family environment in their acquisition and there is wide consensus that families 

mediate the link between community and adolescents’ behaviors (Lynch & Cicchetti, 

2002; Margolin & Gordis, 2000; Dishon & Kavanaugh, 2003; Gorman-Smith, Tolan, & 

Henry, 2000; Hawkins, Laub, & Laurenstein, 1998; Lipsey & Derzon, 1998). 

Adolescents learn norms, values, and behaviors from other (presumably adult) members 

in their household unit and greater family networks. The central premise of Social 

Control Theory is that individuals are naturally inclined towards deviance and it is the 

person’s attachment to other individuals or groups that make him or her conform to 

specific norms of appropriate behaviors (Gottfredson & Hirschi, 1990; Smith & Krohn, 

1995). Dahlberg (1998) describes family factors influencing adolescents’ aggression, 

violence, and delinquency as those related to a) the quality of the relationship between 

parent and child (i.e., emotional attachment); b) parental problem behaviors (e.g., 

criminal activities, drug or alcohol abuse) and parenting practices (e.g., supervising, 

monitoring); and c) overall family functioning (e.g., communication, cohesion, family 

conflict/violence).  

                                                 
5 Structural factors at the family level refer to those related to family socioeconomic status/class resources 
and demographic composition within the family and neighborhoods. These are distinct from structures at 
the larger social level, which refer to a group’s position in regards to economic well-being and residential 
segregation.  
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When exploring gender, families, and violence, the vast majority of the literature 

on females and violence conflates the social construction of gender with biological sex, 

and primarily focuses on women as victims. Some researchers have included in their 

analysis women as perpetrators of family violence, usually in retaliation for a previous 

victimization (Sommers & Baskin, 1994) and child abuse (Dukewich, Borkowski, & 

Whitman, 1996). Stefeinmeier and colleagues (2005) argue that the type of violence that 

females tend to engage in is more likely to happen in the household or school setting. 

They point out that, in the case of violence in the family, the sex gap in violent behaviors 

is quite narrow. Males on the other hand, tend to engage in more severe forms of violence 

in public spaces, putting them at the center of the “moral panic” over youth violence 

since the 1970s (Welch, Price, & Yankey, 2002). This may be influenced by what 

Bourgois (1996) has referred to as “the search for respect” for some males in poor, urban 

environments, who make a point of being violent in plain sight as a way to gain status. 

Studies have begun to look at females’ use of violence outside the domestic arena and 

most have been qualitative assessments of the problem (Ness, 2004; Moore, 2007; 

Sommers & Baskin, 1994). Ness (2004) found that among adolescent girls in 

Philadelphia there were intergenerational patterns of violence, where African American 

and Latina girls learned how to gain respect and status through violence from their own 

mothers. However, these girls were less likely to carry and use firearms, and thus less 

likely to be subject to police and judicial interventions. Moore (2007) also found that 

among both male and female violent youths, the urge to retaliate when one felt 

disrespected was learned through contacts with adults in their own family circles. 

However, these youths asserted that although males should be aggressive in order to get 
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status, females should only do so when they had a special reason to do so. These studies 

have provided great insight into the lives of violent females, but do little to identify the 

distribution of violence among racial/ethnic subgroups of females. 

In a study of risk and protective factors for delinquent behaviors among primarily 

Latino (74%) male and female adolescents in central California, Hart and colleagues 

(2007) found that of all the family-relational variables only parental demandingness was 

a good predictor of violent and non-violent delinquency among females. Among males 

both parental demandingness and responsiveness were significant predictors. Using the 

Add Health data, Daigle and colleagues (2007) looked at predictors of overall 

delinquency, and violent and non-violent delinquency separately across genders, and 

found that parental conflict was only relevant for males’ overall delinquency. It is still 

unclear whether different family factors affect girls, or how may this differ from boys 

across different racial/ethnic groups. 

As with community factors, what is considered and defined as important social 

constructs furthers images of families of color as pathological. Most of the literature 

presumes that two-biological-parent nuclear families are the ideal parental situations for 

healthy adolescents’ development. Media images of healthy, normal families rarely 

present any variation to this arrangement, despite these families reflect a rapidly 

declining sector of the population. With increases in rates of children living with 

cohabiting parents and extended kin among Whites and the consistent findings of higher 

rates of different family types among people of color, an important question is whether 

these ideas are fair and applicable to families in a new social era. The emphasis on such a 

narrow path to socialization implies that those who do not follow the traditional 
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structures are somehow morally inferior, undeserving of protection, and institutionalized 

aid. Individualistic values within capitalist ideologies move us away from engaging in 

meaningful support to families that would greatly benefit adolescents.  

 

Highlighting Latino Families 

Culture, Latino Families, and Youth Violence 

Differential outcomes in violent behaviors among immigrant children and 

adolescents may stem from a number of factors related to overall adaptation into 

American society (Boutakidis, Guerra, & Soriano, 2006). Cultural assimilation – or 

acculturation – has been the primary focus of research on the cultural elements regarding 

violence and other outcomes among Latinos (Hunt, Schneider, & Comer, 2004). 

Boutakidis and colleagues describe this process as an ongoing adjustment to the social 

and cultural differences between one’s native and host societies. Berry (1995) describes 

four types of acculturation outcomes: assimilation, biculturalism, separatist, and 

marginal. In the first, individuals’ reject their native culture and adopt the host culture. 

Bicultural individuals are able to maintain their native culture, while at the same time 

embracing the host culture. Separatists are those who completely reject the host culture in 

favor for their native one. Finally, those who are not connected to either their native or 

host culture, are described as marginal. However, it is important to consider what aspects 

of culture do change and become more “Americanized”. Hunt, Schneider, and Comer 

(2004) point out that it is hasty to label things as cultural changes without a clear 

understanding of what immigrants are changing from and into.  
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Much of this literature assumes that native Latino cultures are less violent than 

American culture. Although the U.S. has among the highest rates of morbidity and 

mortality due to violence in the industrialized world, the rates of violence are also 

extremely high in Latin American countries, including Mexico and Puerto Rico 

(Dahlberg & Krug, 2002). A more thorough exploration of violence within sending 

countries is needed to make claims about cultural changes. However, for the purpose of 

this analysis I focus my discussion of culture as it is reproduced within the household and 

extended family. I borrow from Lomnitz and Pérez-Lizaur who conceptualized family as 

a “cultural category implying a set of norms governing expected behavior between kin 

and, as part of the grammar of behavior, reinforcing the economic, social and ritual 

aspects of solidarity. Such behavior is grounded in repeated acts of exchange and is 

reflected in an ideology shaped by the values and beliefs of the kin group and its 

members” (1991; 123). The following section delves further into the literature exploring 

culture within Latino families in the United States.  

There is considerable theoretical work that describes the importance of family 

among Latinos and the great influence that attachment to family members has in 

adolescents’ behavioral and academic outcomes among this group, which in turn have 

been consistently linked to violent behaviors (Franke, 2000; Kaufman, 2005; Flores 

2000; Vázquez García, García Coll, Erkut, Alarcón, & Tropp, 2000; Vargas & Busch-

Rossangel, 2000). In a study of delinquency and family among Latino, African American, 

and White adolescent males, Smith and Krohn (1995) found that family environment as a 

whole (measured as parent-child attachment and involvement, parental control, economic 

hardship, and single-parent families), was a more important protective influence for 
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Latinos than for African Americans or Whites. Linking these to larger processes, 

Mirabal-Colón and Vélez (2006) stress that risk factors are similar across racial and 

ethnic subgroups and outcomes differ because of macro structural inequalities. They 

argue that sociocultural factors reproduced at the proximate level, such as in the family, 

may protect Latinos from higher rates of violence compared to African Americans even 

though both show low socioeconomic profiles.  

Familism is thought to exert a protective effect on adolescents’ behaviors. 

Referring to Puerto Ricans, Zayas and Palleja (1988: 262) define this value as one that 

“supports family integrity and gives shape and direction of conduct among members… 

reflects the importance given to the family, both nuclear and extended…[and] influences 

the members conduct not only within the family but in their public behaviors as well.” 

Landale and colleagues (2006) describe familism as a multidimensional characteristic that 

shows “strong commitment to family life… [and] entails the subordination of individual 

interests to those of the family group,” and is instilled across generations to some extent 

or another (147). This value is consistent with others who point out that in the face of 

socially subordinate minority status and greater exposure to community stressors, many 

families of color develop adaptive strategies and different socialization goals, such as 

interdependence and bilateral/extended kin networks (Harrison et al., 1990) as a way to 

cope with persistent inequality and discrimination in the greater social environment. 

Households that include extended kin have been found to vary widely by country 

and social class in Latin American countries (Jelin, 1991). These families are focused on 

instilling in children a positive identification with their racial and/or ethnic group, 

protecting them from harsh social environments, and guiding adolescents through the 
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processes of identity formation common to this stage. Harrison and colleagues (1990) 

have identified four adaptive strategies and socialization goals key among minorities in 

the U.S.: family extendedness, role flexibility, biculturalism, and ancestral worldviews. 

However, characteristics found among people of color have been shunned in the literature 

as suboptimal for adolescents’ healthy development (McNulty & Bellair, 2003a).  

There is very little theoretical and empirical research that explores the diversity of 

Latino families and how these relate to youth violence. Such a gap in the literature 

hinders the development of effective intervention strategies across levels of the 

ecological framework. In the following section I discuss cultural values identified in the 

Latino family literature as major contributors to adolescents’ socialization and behavioral 

outcomes. In doing so, I will review factors that have been specifically suggested as 

determinants of youths’ violent behaviors. Following that, I will describe important 

structural characteristics that have been linked to youth violence among Latino families 

and, wherever possible highlight their diversity by national/ethnic origin and generation. 

The relationship between cultural factors and violent behaviors is not well 

understood. Flores (2000; 5) defines culture as “a set of values, beliefs, and thoughts 

embodied in a musical score of language, customs, products, art, and music that creates 

interactions among a group that by its very nature changes in time.” Overall, research has 

been very limited in the study of cultural differences by ethnic or generational groups. 

Most of the literature on Latino families agrees that this population can be broadly 

described as collectivistic - a trait viewed as protective against the development of youth 

violence. A collectivistic worldview stresses the provision of needs and goals for the 

group, which are often at the expense of an individual’s needs or desires (Boutakidis, 
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Guerra, & Soriano, 2006; Mirabal-Colón & Vélez, 2006). Collectivism among Latinos is 

expressed in the concepts of la familia and familism, which, as previously stated, stress 

the role of family as being the center of one’s life, directly affecting the relationships of 

individuals within it, and members’ behaviors when interacting with others (Mirabal-

Colón & Vélez, 2006; Zayas & Palleja, 1988). Most familism definitions emphasize the 

importance of unity and adherence to particular gender roles in public situations 

(Ingoldsby, 1991; Vega, 1990; Zayas & Palleja, 1988).  

Landale, Oropesa and Bradatan (2006) identified three dimensions of familism 

among Latinos: attitudinal foundations (values that emphasize the centrality of family), 

behavioral manifestations (fulfillment of obligations and roles), and family demography 

(size and structure, including extended and fictive kin). It is important to remember the 

extensive ethnographic evidence on the existence and key role of extended and fictive 

kin, who may or may not live in the same households, in the United States and Latin 

America (Flores, 2000; Gónzalez, 1984). These alternate systems of support have been 

suggested to protect youth from negative outcomes by providing a problem solving and 

stress coping system that makes resources available to aid in both transitional and crisis 

situations (Harrison et al., 1990). This may play a protective role through additional 

adults establishing parent-like relationship with adolescents (through supervision, control, 

and emotional support), as well as relationships with peers within the extended family 

who can buffer the influence of outside peers. By the same token, the influence of family 

peers who are violent may increase the risk of the adolescents’ use of violence. Extended 

kin systems strengthen groups as a central element of youths’ personal identity, 

heightening the significance of rules, responsibilities, and emotional attachments. 
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According to Flores (2000) familism among Latinos transcends national 

boundaries, exhibiting a fundamental similarity. However, the sub-ethnic differences 

depend on the dimension of familism measured (Carlos & Sellers, 1972l Tienda, 1980; 

Landale, Oropesa, & Bradatan, 2006). Respeto and simpatía, two cultural constructs 

closely related to familism, stress the great value and distinction paid to authority figures 

and the discouragement of interpersonal conflict (Mirabal-Colón & Vélez, 2006), 

encouraging people to behave in ways that keep harmonious relationships. Unfortunately, 

there is little empirical evidence on the association of such elements and adolescents’ 

violent behaviors. In one of the few studies looking at acculturation (language, ethnic 

relations, and media preference) and attitudinal familism (sense of family obligation, 

support, and use as social referent) among Puerto Ricans in the Midwest, Rodríguez and 

Kosloski (1998) found that even though increases in acculturation changed the use of 

family as a social referent, factors related to family systems and support continued. These 

findings are consistent with previous work (Sabogal et al., 1987) and suggest that 

although acculturation leads to changes in certain family characteristics (such as 

increases in female labor force participation, and divorce rates), Latinos do not surrender 

this cultural value (Vázquez García et al., 2000). Some research has examined whether it 

serves as a protective influence against youth risk behaviors. In a study of attitudinal 

familism (importance of parents, other relatives, and elders in adolescents’ decision-

making), acculturation, and drug use among White and Latino adolescents living in 

Southwestern states, Ramírez and colleagues (2004) found that although positive family 

relations and parental monitoring were strongly associated with less drug use, attitudinal 
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familism did not have a protective effect. They did not examine the role of gender roles in 

this study.  

Based on the literature reviewed, it is difficult to say whether the assumed 

protective effect of familism on youth violence really applies or under which conditions. 

Although it is clear that ethnic minority youth undergo a process of adaptation into the 

American mainstream, it is unclear whether these processes include changes of 

fundamental attitudes, values, and beliefs or the implications of such changes for youth’s 

violent behavior. Proxies of acculturation, such as language preference and generation, do 

not identify core values nor are they good indicators of potential changes in them. In 

public health, shallow concepts of culture and processes of acculturation generally 

assume those we study are native, primitive, and natural. Immigrant groups are viewed as 

in direct opposition to Western culture.  

Hunt, Schneider, and Comer (2004) argue that many of the traits under study exist 

among both Whites and Latinos, making their label as traditional-Latino somewhat 

arbitrary. Familism and conventional gender norms are based on a morality that is labeled 

as opposite to “modern, mainstream” characteristics. Further, the authors guard against 

conflating the processes of acculturation with those of immigration and socioeconomic 

inequity. With this in mind, available instruments that measure the behavioral and 

attitudinal dimensions of familism need to be used in future research (Lugo-Steidel & 

Contreras, 2003; Villarreal, Blozis, & Widaman, 2005), and their validity across different 

Latino ethnicities established. Given the scarcity of such instruments in the short term 

(until new data can be collected), the general concept must be refined into specific 

elements already in the literature. Below, I will briefly review some of these key elements 
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of family dynamics linked to violent behaviors: parenting styles, family bonding, and 

gender roles. 

 

 Parenting style 

The role of parenting styles in the acquisition of problem behaviors has been 

widely debated in the literature on adolescent development (Heerenkohl et al., 2000; 

Dahlberg, 1998). Much research on parenting practices stems from the theoretical work 

of Baumrind (1967; 1978; 1991a; 1991b), who described different styles as authoritative, 

authoritarian, and permissive parenting. She argues that relevant parental characteristics 

refer to the balance between parental demandingness (control of children’s behavior), and 

responsiveness (involvement in attending to children’s emotional and developmental 

needs). While authoritative parenting balances these two factors, authoritarian parenting 

places high demands on the child, but is low in parents’ emotional responsiveness. 

Permissive parenting is low in both demandingness and responsiveness. This typology of 

parenting has been highly critiqued for its incompatibility with the experiences of people 

of color. Baumrind explicitly stated that her work was based on research with middle-

class, White Americans and its applicability to parent-child relationship among minorities 

should be explored.  Jackson and Foshee’s (1998) work has shown that minority families 

are more likely to exhibit authoritarian and permissive parenting than White youth’s 

families. However, further research has shown that difference in parenting style may be 

more a function of socioeconomic status and the environments in which people live, than 

race or ethnicity (Jarrett, 1997a; 1997b). Latino and African American families then 

would be expected to have higher rates of authoritarian parenting because they are 
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disproportionately represented among the poor, who are more likely to live in violent 

neighborhoods. 

Additionally one must question how much do the dynamics found in 

middle/upper class, White families are similar to other racial, ethnic, and class groups. In 

one of the few articles that explored how this general model overlapped with factors 

identified within the Latino family, Vargas and Busch-Rossnagel (2000) pointed out that 

Latino parenting styles have characteristics that are common across Baumrind’s 

typology. They argued that parents who required obedience, sometimes through corporal 

punishment, had better control of adolescents’ behaviors. Although these parents 

primarily demanded conformity from their children, they also exhibited high levels of 

nurturance. These two elements are closely related to Baumrind’s description of parental 

demandingness and responsiveness, but results suggest that patterns traditionally 

proposed for White families may not cluster in the same way for Latinos. Rather, like 

other ethnic minority families, they undergo particular processes of adaptation and 

socialization. Continued use of typologies developed for White families does little to 

understand parenting practices for other populations. Thus, they should be adapted to 

represent more accurate practices among this group. 

 

 Family bonding 

Levels of functioning and emotional attachment in a family unit are associated 

with youth violence. Parents (or parental figures) shape adolescents’ conduct and secure 

the transmission of values, thus stressing the importance of parent-child relationships on 

violent behavior (Pabón, 1998). Low parental connection, family conflict, and hostile 
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environments have been associated with increased aggression, violent offending, and 

delinquency among adolescents (Coles, Greene, & Braithwaite, 2002). Family bonding is 

thought to have a stronger protective effect among Latinos than Whites and African 

Americans (Rodríguez & Weisburd, 1991; Smith & Krohn, 1995). The extent to which 

this is true across Latino subgroups is not clear. In a study of delinquency among inner-

city Puerto Rican and White male adolescents, Rodríguez and Weisburd found family 

involvement (measured as time spent with family) to be a highly significant predictor 

among the former, but not the latter group. In this study, they describe family 

involvement and normlessness (i.e., the extent to which respondents thought their 

relationships with family members were governed by conventional norms) as 

sociocultural values. However, their measurements did not tap into any specific core 

value. Pabón (1998) found no association between family bonding and delinquent 

behaviors, and only found a protective effect for time spent with the family. This 

highlights the importance of understanding how specific aspects of the family dynamics 

are relevant for different ethnic subgroups. 

 

 Gender norms and values 

Another element often debated is the influence of culturally sanctioned gender 

roles on adolescents’ behaviors. Much of the research done in the 1980s and 1990s 

showed a shift in social attitudes, behaviors about gender roles, and female labor 

participation in the United States. For decades, the literature discussing Latino gender 

roles invoked rigid notions of male and female behavior and their place in social 

interactions. Machismo is described as a traditional Latino value that involves male 
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dominance and female subordination and has been used to characterize gender 

differences in behaviors (Ford, Stevenson, Weiner, & Wait, 2002; Anderson, 1999; 

Bourgois, 1996).  It was originally coined to describe attitudes and behaviors among 

peasants and lower class Mexicans and Puerto Ricans (Bermúdez, 1955; Stycos, 1958), 

and later other Latin American men. Empirical studies have not been able to show 

whether it has a direct effect on youth’s violent behaviors.  

The term machismo is usually associated with different attitudes and behaviors, 

such as aggressiveness, oppression, narcissism, insecurity, thus casting a distinctly 

negative ethnocentric and classist view on Latino men. Ramírez (1999) notes that 

although the term also includes positive traits, such as responsibility, perseverance, valor, 

and the protection of family; these are rarely talked about in the literature. Further, he 

notes that previous work has superficially approached the topic either by labeling it as a 

syndrome with a set of destructive, pathological attitudes or from a limited sociocultural 

perspective that incorporates the asymmetry of gender dynamics in patriarchal societies 

(Ramírez, 1999).  

It should be noted that the vast majority of the literature that investigates 

machismo has focused on the construct as it relates to sexual identity, attitudes, and 

behaviors (Ramírez, 1999; Ramírez, García Toro, & Cunningham, 2002; Mejía Ricart, 

1975), although one must question if the findings are exclusive to Latino men or are 

shared by other racial/ethnic groups in patriarchal societies around the globe. Issues of 

masculinity and machismo, as they pertain to violent or delinquent behaviors, are 

mentioned in the literature, but theorizing in this area has lagged far behind (for 

exceptions see Bourgois, 1996; Anderson, 1999). 
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There is limited information that examines gender dynamics as potential markers 

for sex differences in youth violent behaviors (there is on the other hand a considerable 

amount of research that looks at gender dynamics as predictors for gender-based 

violence, such as intimate partner violence). Ascencio (1999:109) notes: “A male may 

exert power and control through the use of physical violence. Physical verbal aggression 

is seen as a legitimate tool expression of manliness. … Machismo also involves a sense of 

invulnerability, courage, and honor. It may be linked with concepts of respect and 

dignity. Macho males also venerate their mothers and feel a sense of obligation to protect 

and provide for their families.” Many have argued that machismo dictates these 

appropriate behavioral scripts for males, such as aggressiveness and hypersexuality 

(Ingoldsby, 1991; Zayas & Palleja, 1990), but the above definition proposes that a strong 

sense of familism may coexist with machismo. The question remains whether they work 

in the same direction, opposite each other, or in interaction. Consistent with Goffman’s 

(1983) interaction theory, which proposes that people aim to control others’ perceptions 

of themselves, Ford and colleagues (2002) propose that gender norms contribute to the 

regulation of delinquent behavior by serving as self-guides that inhibit gender-

inconsistent behaviors.  

Connell’s proposition of a hegemonic masculinity ideal sheds some light on these 

processes. Hegemonic in this case refers to the “social ascendancy achieved in the play of 

social forces that extends beyond the contests of brute power into the organization of 

private life and cultural processes” (1987: p184). He described that the search for power 

vis-à-vis other men characterizes hegemonic masculinity, in many instances using 

aggression to exert it. Ethnographic research has found evidence that supports this 
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process. Bourgois (1996) and Anderson (1999) describe young men’s use of violence as a 

way to gain the respect and admiration of peers. In a study of gender and violence among 

Puerto Rican adolescents, Ascencio (1999) found respondents justified the use of 

violence by those considered to be “machos”. Guerra and Williams (2006) also suggested 

that violence may be used to show a sense of toughness, accomplishment, and 

achievement in order to gain a space of dominance within the local social hierarchy. 

Future data collection efforts should more thoroughly explore issues of “masculinity” and 

“femininity” understanding that these are ever-changing concepts within different 

contexts. Furthermore, quantitative studies should include measures that assess 

agreement with traditional gender norms as locally defined, as well as conformity to 

gender-sanctioned behaviors and their influence on violent behaviors and attitudes. 

In one of the few studies that examined street violence among females, Ness 

(2004) followed approximately 100 African American (75%), Latina (20%), and White 

(5%) girls in West and Northeast Philadelphia for a year, to understand the processes of 

“how low-income female adolescents experience causing physical harm and the meaning 

they assign to doing so” (33). Her analysis emphasized the need to contextualize girls’ 

violence at multiple levels, and warns readers that perceptions of menace affect 

perceptions of female’s violence. For example, because females are much less likely to 

carry firearms and other weapons their use of violence is less publicized or less likely to 

be included in official crime statistics. However, Ness not only found the experience of 

violence among girls in her sample commonplace; but also, it was clear that respondents 

own disbelief of work possibilities in the legal market, coupled with outsiders’ view of 

poor females as “ghetto”, greatly reduced any incentive they had in assuring their 
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behavior did not break any laws. This was particularly acute among African Americans 

and Latinas. Ness argues that fighting among this sample was a way to enhance their 

identity and begin their ascendance into adulthood. Even in cases where they did not win, 

being a good fighter provided them with a status, respect, and strengthened relationships 

with peers. Interestingly, notions of femininity do not differ greatly from the mainstream, 

but rather its fluidity incorporates the need to “stand up for oneself”. In fact, Ness found 

that one of the primary reasons girls fight is over boys. In relationship with boys they 

assume traditional “feminine” roles by spending a lot of time on their appearance, 

prioritizing partners’ interests, and becoming their caretaker (Ness, 2004). The extent to 

which social class is the primary determinant of the differences in violent behaviors 

across racial/ethnic groups of females is still to be determined. To my knowledge, studies 

have not examined variations of females’ behaviors across Latino national subgroups, nor 

carried out a systematic analysis of gender differences within various Latino subgroups. 

Understanding the distribution of youth violence is important for the creation of effective 

policy and intervention strategies that would better serve the communities and youths 

engaging in violence (Peterson, Esbense, Taylor, & Freng, 2007).  

 

Structural Characteristics of Latino Families 

Structural factors in families are those related to the economic and spatial 

assimilation of families. Household composition is considered by some to be a structural 

factor, while for others it is a critical dimension of familism. As previously stated the 

Latino category includes heterogeneous groups of people who are by birth or ancestry of 

Latin American origin. Many of these families have been in the United States for more 
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than five generations (particularly Mexicans) and continue to receive large numbers of 

immigrants. This complexity makes any general statements about Latinos as a pan-ethnic 

group questionable, as it assumes common experiences that may not be supported by 

empirical evidence. In spite of rapid demographic changes in the overall population 

composition, Mexicans, Puerto Ricans, and Cubans continue to be the largest ethnic 

subgroups in the country. Increases in the numbers of Central and South Americans 

during the previous decade signal the importance of continued attention to this 

population. Wherever possible I specify the ethnicity and generation of the sample 

participants.   

 
 
Family structure 
 

 Landale, Oropesa, and Bradatan (2006) identified family structure (i.e., head of 

household, number of persons in the home, presence of extended family in the home and 

neighborhoods) as an important indicator of family life among Latinos that speaks to the 

dynamics between structural and cultural forces. Table 2.2 shows substantial differences 

in family factors associated with youth violence across subgroups by generation. In all 

generations, Cubans are more likely to live in married households than Mexican or Puerto 

Ricans. For Puerto Ricans, the rates are comparable to African Americans. Puerto Ricans 

are more likely to live in cohabiting households than the other two Latino groups. Among 

Mexicans, later generations have higher rates of female-headed households, whereas the 

opposite is true for Cubans. Puerto Ricans’ rates remain fairly constant and much higher 

than the two other groups’. All Latino groups and African Americans are more likely to 

live in households with extended kin, compared to Whites. Among Mexicans and Puerto 
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Ricans the trend is a decrease in extended households in later generations, whereas the 

opposite is true among Cubans. McNulty and Bellair (2003a) have argued that any 

deviation from two-biological parent family units provide a suboptimal socialization 

environment for children and adolescents, thus increasing the likelihood of developing 

problem behaviors. I disagree with such a severe position that assumes a simplistic view 

of family processes and attachments and disregards the context in which other families 

types (including the presence of extended and fictive kin) may serve as protective factors. 

Household composition is an important part of adolescents’ environment. In a 

study of risk-behaviors, Blum and colleagues (2000) found those living in single parent 

families had higher risks of weapon-related violence. Structure may impact the risk for 

violence by restricting family resources, and the number of people available to supervise 

and monitor youths. Given these dramatic differences in household characteristics, 

especially married and female-headed households, we might expect differences in rates of 

violent behaviors across Latino groups.  Table 2.3 shows the distribution of living 

arrangements by age-group, race, and ethnicity and incorporates different indicators of 

family life for 0-17 and 18 to 24 year olds.  Like African Americans, Puerto Rican 

children have a much higher probability of living with a single mother than Whites, 

Mexicans, or Cubans. However, Landale and colleagues did not include within their 

categories a single-parent living with other relatives, which may include a significant 

number of single-parent families in their sample.  Puerto Ricans and African Americans 

are also more likely to live with only fathers or other relatives compared to Whites and 

Mexicans. Cubans have a similar rate of living with other relatives as Puerto Ricans. 
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Table 2.2. Family Household Characteristics by Race, Ethnicity, and Generation, 
Pooled 1998-2002 
Household Mexican Puerto 

Rican 
Cuban White African 

American 
Percentage Married Couple      
All family households 69.0 53.1 75.2 79.5 46.3 
1st Generation 72.4 56.9 74.7   
2nd Generation 64.7 48.1 80.9   
3rd+ Generation 64.8 47.6 ___† 79.3 45.8 
Percentage Cohabiting Couples      
All family households 5.9 7.4 4.0 5.1 5.7 
1st Generation 5.0 5.7 3.6   
2nd Generation 6.0 10.1 4.2   
3rd+ Generation 7.5 8.6 ___† 5.3 5.6 
Percentage Female Headed Household, no partner      
All family households 18.2 33.5 15.8 11.4 41.4 
1st Generation 14.8 32.4 16.9   
2nd Generation 22.6 34.4 8.8   
3rd+ Generation 22.1 36.6 ___† 11.4 42.2 
Mean number of persons in household      
All family households 4.0 3.4 3.1 3.0 3.3 
1st Generation 4.4 3.3 3.1   
2nd Generation 3.6 3.5 3.3   
3rd+ Generation 3.6 3.4 ___† 3.0 3.3 
Percentage extended family households      
All family households 8.4 7.2 6.5 2.6 7.2 
1st Generation 9.6 8.7 6.3   
2nd Generation 7.8 5.6 8.9   
3rd+ Generation 6.5 4.4 ___† 2.5 7.0 
Poverty Rates of families with children 0-17*      
All family households**      
1st Generation 0.426 0.536 0.312   
2nd Generation 0.342 0.363 0.178   
3rd+ Generation 0.268 0.356 0.044 0.106 0.353 

Source: Landale, Oropesa, and Bradatan (2006), Pooled March 1998-2002 CPS Files.  
*Source: Reimers (2006), Pooled March 1998-2002 CPS Files. †Samples had less than 200 cases. **Not reported. 
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Table 2.3. Living Arrangement by Age Interval and Ethnicity, Pooled 1998-2002 
Living 
Arrangements 

Mexicans Puerto 
Ricans 

Cubans Whites African 
Americans 

 
Ages 0-17 
 

     

Both parents 
 

67.2 42.4 69.5 76.8 36.9 

Mother only 
 

22.8 45.6 21.9 16.0 49.4 

Father only 
 

4.4 5.0 2.7 4.4 4.5 

Other relatives 
 

3.7 4.4 4.1 1.7 7.4 

Non-relatives 1.5 2.0 1.3 0.9 1.6 
 
Ages 18-24 
 

     

Family householder 
 

19.1 23.3 10.1 16.4 19.8 

Spouse/partner of 
householder 
 

12.6 10.1 12.4 10.5 5.3 

Child of householder 
 

40.1 48.4 62.1 54.1 51.9 

Other relatives 
 

16.8 9.3 9.3 4.3 12.2 

Alone 
 

2.0 2.7 3.7 5.3 5.5 

Non-relatives 9.5 6.3 2.4 9.4 5.3 
Source: Landale, Oropesa, & Bradatan (2006), Pooled March 1998-2002 CPS Files.  
 

 Family class resources 

Family socioeconomic position has been conceptualized and measured in many 

ways, the most common being single or combined household income, and parental 

education. This factor is likely to influence violent behavior in two ways: through the 

type of neighborhood the family is able to reside in, and parents’ ability to garner 

resources that foster positive learning environments, as well as their ability to deal with 

financial pressures. In a recent assessment of Latinos in the United States (supported by 

the National Research Council), Reimers (2006) described the economic well-being of 

different regional and national groups. She argues that relative educational levels and 

family structure (primarily family size) were major determinants of economic well-being 
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across all Latino ethnicities. While poverty per se should not be seen as a direct precursor 

to adolescents’ violent behavior, poor families are more likely to live under multiple 

stressors, such as being preoccupied with resources for transitional and crisis situations, 

and being more likely to live in poor neighborhoods, and thus have greater exposure to 

multiple risk factors. Parents in poor families are also more likely to belong to an 

unsteady labor market that precludes them from controlling their own work hours and 

maximizing time with their children. This means it is more likely that they rely on family 

arrangements and resources that are not widely examined in the youth violence literature 

(e.g., extended and fictive kin living and child care arrangements, pooled extended family 

resources). 

Reimers found a non-white phenotype to be a significant predictor of decreased 

economic well-being. This suggests that race, ethnicity, and generation may be important 

contributors to within-Latino differences in youth violence. Table 2.4 shows a dramatic 

increase in household income and per capita income between first and second generation 

for Mexicans, Puerto Ricans, and Cubans and a plateau between the second and third 

generations. Mexicans and Puerto Ricans have substantially lower incomes than Cubans 

and Whites across generations. However, Mexicans’ total household income by the third 

generation is higher than Puerto Ricans and African Americans. There are no significant 

differences in per capita income. The pattern of ethnicity/economic well-being holds for 

several indicators, with Mexicans and Puerto Ricans being at the bottom of the 

socioeconomic ladder. This suggests that not all Latino groups go through the same 

pathways to economic assimilation. Focused on households with children and/or 

adolescents, Reimers also points out that poverty is particularly high among Latino 
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children and adolescents. Results in Table 2.2 show that all first generation Latino 

children have higher poverty rates than Whites and African Americans. In the second 

generation, Mexicans and Puerto Ricans are similar to African Americans; while Cubans 

fall between these groups and Whites. By the third generation, Puerto Ricans and African 

Americans have similar rates, followed by Mexicans, while Cubans have lower rates of 

poverty than Whites (Reimers, 2006).  

 

Table 2.4. Median Real Annual Income and Per Capita Income of Households in 2002 
Dollars, 1997-2001 Pooled 

  
1st 

Generation 
2nd 

 
3rd  

 
National 
Origin 

        Foreign-born U.S.-born, with 
Foreign-born parents 

U.S.-born, with 
U.S.-born parents 

        2002 Medial Total Household Income   
Mexican 
 

$29,799 $40,676 $39,306 

Puerto Rican 
 

27,592 36,989 35,553 

Cuban 
 

39,733 62,545 ----- 

All Latinos 
 

31,470 40,505 39,903 

African Americans 
 

   
31,775 

Whites   54,752 
     2002 Median Per Capita Income   
Mexican 
 

$7,775 $12,994 $13,312 

Puerto Rican 
 

10,308 13,059 13,053 

Cuban 
 

14,581 22,678 ----- 

All Latinos 
 

9,071 13,570 13,901 

African Americans 
 

  13,388 

Whites   22,480 
Source: Reimers (2006) Selected groups, using the Pooled March 1998-2002 Current Population Survey (CPS) files,  
using household weights. 
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Latino Youth Violence Inequalities: A Conceptual Model 
 

The youth violence literature is not well suited for exploring inequalities across 

Latino groups. Based on this review, I have developed a conceptual framework that 

highlights larger social forces to provide a context for understanding community and 

family environments. Following the organization found in Schulz and Northridge’s 

(2004) model, Figure 2.1 includes fundamental, intermediate, proximal, and individual 

factors that explain gender, racial, and ethnic patterns of youth violence. It is important to 

note that my model specifically attempts to explain interpersonal violent behaviors 

among adolescents that may result in injury or death. It is not an exhaustive list of factors 

affecting violent behaviors, but rather illustrative of those that may differ by racial and 

ethnic groups. Although individual level variables (e.g., IQ and hyperactivity) shed light 

into the processes of why a particular person engages in violence, evidence suggests that 

theories that emphasize the social context best explain group disparities (Sampson, 

Morenoff & Raudenbush, 2005; Bruce, 2000; McNulty & Bellair, 2003a, b; Laurenstein 

& White, 2001; Kaufman, 2005; Peterson & Krivo, 2005; Dahlberg & Krug, 2002). 

A basic assumption of this framework is the existence of fundamental factors that 

shape the experiences of all members of society through a complex interplay of the 

political, economic, cultural, and social orders throughout history. This level is rarely 

included in studies of youth violence. Link and Phelan (1996; 2000) defined fundamental 

factors as those that affect knowledge, money, power, prestige, and social connections, 

influencing the ability to minimize risks and maximize protective influences. They are 

patterned through different socio-demographic characteristics, such as race, ethnicity, 

socioeconomic status, age, and gender, immigration, and citizenship status, and create 



75 
 

inequality of material wealth, employment and education opportunities, and political 

influence among different populations. These factors are fundamental in that they precede 

multiple outcomes through different etiologic mechanisms (e.g., exposure, behavioral 

risk factors). 

Figure 2.1. Ethnic Inequalities in Youth Violent Behaviors: An Exploration of Latino Youth 
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Ecological models imply that individuals live in nested, hierarchical structures 

and are connected through a web of relationships at all levels. Stokols (1992: 11) 

proposes that the “social-structural qualities of settings may play an important etiologic 

role in promoting social cohesion, and physical and emotional well-being among setting 

members.” In this sense, societies’ priorities and allocation of resources at the macro-

social level create and shape different patterns of health and disease outcomes (Link & 

Phelan, 2000; 1996). Intermediate factors are shaped directly by macro-social factors and 

indirectly through social relations (Schulz & Northridge, 2004) and speak to the degree of 

advantage and disadvantage in an individual’s larger environment. In this model, I 

borrow from Guerra and Williams’ definition of disadvantage, which refers to “variable 

properties of social spaces or ecological niches that reduce the life chances of people in 

those settings; that is these niches interfere with the healthy adaptations that facilitate 

constructive developmental pathways” (2006: 20). Specifically, intermediate factors refer 

to the shared contexts in which people live and interact with others outside their 

immediate social groups (i.e., family and friends). The definition of “healthy 

environments” and “constructive developmental pathways” continues to hold problematic 

implications, as I have previously discussed.   

Proximate factors include those relevant to an individual’s immediate 

environment, such as family and friends, and characteristics forged in the interplay of 

these environments. Not all adolescents who live in disadvantaged environments engage 

in violent behaviors. This highlights important pathways closer to the individual that 

mediate and moderate the relationship of intermediate structural conditions and violence. 

The outcome category is conceptualized at the individual level and it aggregates 
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population level. Focusing on gender, racial and ethnic inequalities, this refers to the 

differences in rates of youth violent behaviors within and between particular groups. The 

organization of the model implies that inequalities in variables at the intermediate and 

proximate levels depend on fundamental factors at the larger social/structural level. In the 

case of immigrant groups, like Latinos, the segmented assimilation literature points to 

important subgroup variations of factors at intermediate and proximate levels. This model 

further includes factors identified as cultural in the Latino family and youth literature. In 

doing so, it broadens analysis to include the perspectives of people of color and show 

important strengths and adaptive strategies to minimize the impact of inequities at the 

macrosocial level.  

The feedback loops presented in the model represent the reciprocal influence of 

factors in the multiple levels of interaction, which allow for the exploration of the 

mutually constitutive processes of both structural and cultural factors across the levels. 

To make the model manageable I have not included potential links between factors 

within each level. This is a drawback of all models that attempt to visually present 

complex relationships. By the same token, I have not included a discussion of the 

influences of drug use, gangs, and delinquent peers among Latino adolescents. I do not 

wish to undermine the importance of these relationships nor their impact on violent 

behaviors. However, these factors may be consequences of participation in crime and 

violent behaviors and beg the question of causality (Sampson, Morenoff, & Raudenbush, 

2005). Research on these topics may see them as processes that are in part adaptive to 

environmental circumstances.  
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Conclusion 

In sum, differential processes of assimilation in mainstream American society may 

lead to inequalities in youth violence across Latino groups, as well as differences when 

compared to Whites and African Americans. These differences may place specific ethnic 

subgroups at a continuum of outcomes through their particular experiences with residential 

segregation and economic mobility that in turn directly and indirectly affect Latino 

families. However, a number of gaps remain in the current literature on Latinos and youth 

violence. Guided by the model and the review presented in the previous section, I have 

identified key gaps that remain unanswered. For example, are there differences in the 

prevalence of violent behaviors by Latino ethnic groups? How do these compare with 

Whites and African Americans? Which elements of family and community environments 

explain the prevalence of youth violence for each racial/ethnic/gender group? Are there 

differences in the importance family environments play for the different Latino groups? 

Are important elements considered cultural or structural in nature? Do community factors 

shape family characteristics? Are elements of family environments and community 

networks adaptive strategies to inequalities in material resources?  

In the following studies, I examine several of the linkages proposed in the 

conceptual model in Figure 2.1. Specifically, I look to determine the prevalence and 

relative risk for violent behaviors across different Latino ethnic groups, as well as the direct 

effects of family environments (i.e., relational and demographic familism) on youth 

violence. Further, I examine the direct and interactive effects of neighborhood factors (i.e., 

socioeconomic status and racial/ethnic composition) on the risk for violence. In both 

studies I examine whether these elements have a similar impact on the risk for violence 
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across different Latino subgroups. As future research examines these questions, it should 

consider that, as Sampson emphasized, “descriptive facts are at the heart of sound social 

science, a first step in any causal inquiry” (2008: 30). 
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CHAPTER 3 

 
UNPACKING THE INFLUENCE OF FAMILY CONTEXT ON YOUTH 

VIOLENCE ACROSS RACE/ETHNICITY: AN ANALYSIS AMONG 
LATINOS, BLACKS, AND WHITES 

 
Youth violence is a significant problem in the United States that leads to physical, 

psychological, and social injuries, ultimately contributing to the deterioration of the 

quality of life and fabric of human relationships. National trends in homicides and violent 

behaviors indicate an increased risk among Blacks and Latinos compared to Whites 

(CDC, 2006). Although some evidence points to variations by type of violence (Franke, 

2000), other evidence shows a much smaller difference in the risk of violence between 

Whites and Latinos compared to Whites and Blacks (Sampson, Morenoff, & 

Raudenbush, 2005; Kaufman, 2003; CDC, 2006). For example, using the National 

Longitudinal Study of Adolescent Health (Add Health), Franke (2000) found that Black 

and Latino adolescents were significantly more likely to engage in a serious physical 

fight and/or threaten someone by pulling a gun or knife during the previous year than 

Whites. While Latinos had somewhat lower rates on these measures than Blacks, they 

were significantly more likely than Black youth to have shot or stabbed someone. 

McNulty and Bellair (2003a) and Kaufman (2005) also found Latinos had higher rates of 

serious violent behavior compared to Blacks. However, Sampson, Morenoff and 

Raudenbush (2005) reported that in Chicago, Blacks had the highest risk of committing a 

violent act compared to Whites, while Mexicans had the lowest risk of violent behaviors 

in the sample. The risk of Puerto Ricans/Other Latinos was 30% and 26% higher than 
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Mexicans and Whites, respectively. By making a distinction between Mexicans and other 

Latinos this study challenges the assumed homogeneity in the pan-ethnic label and 

provides support for the significance of conducting subgroup analysis. Most previous 

studies of youth violence have not made this critical distinction. 

Several limitations continue to constrain our understanding of violence among 

Latinos. First, the lack of descriptive information pertaining to within-group differences 

of violent behaviors and many risk and protective factors among this pan-ethnic 

population, which has ultimately hindered the development of effective responses to the 

problem. The composition of the Latino pan-ethnic category has become increasingly 

heterogeneous in terms of national origin, socioeconomic status, and tenure in the United 

States, immigration experiences, geographic concentration, and political clout, among 

others (Rumbaut, 2006; Durand, Telles, & Flashman, 2006; Fischer & Tienda, 2006; 

Portes & Grosfoguel, 1994). The changing demographic composition raises important 

questions about the role of ethnicity in shaping Latino adolescents’ health outcomes.  

Second, the majority of information on the distribution of youth violence has 

focused its attention on exposure to violence and patterns of victimization (Dahlberg & 

Krug, 2002; Fitzpatrick, 1997; Gorman-Smith, Henry, & Tolan, 2004; Guerra & 

Williams, 2006; Martínez, 2003). More research is needed to understand violence from 

the perspective of adolescents who perpetrate it. By influencing antecedents to 

perpetration specifically, we can ultimately develop more effective intervention strategies 

that impact adolescents’ violence, thus decreasing the physical, psychological, and social 

injuries that stem from it. Lastly, even though there is considerable evidence that 

different factors within the family environment play critical roles in the development of 



98 
 

youth violent behaviors, there is very little analysis of the roles of these environments 

within Latino subgroups specifically, particularly as they compare to other racial and 

ethnic groups in the United States (Gorman-Smith, Tolan, & Henry, 2000; Baumrind, 

1991; Halgunseth, Ispa, & Rudy, 2006; for exception see Smith & Krohn, 1995 and 

Vásquez García, García Coll, Erkut, Alarcón, & Tropp, 2000). The purpose of this study 

is to determine the differences in the prevalence of violent behaviors across different 

Latino ethnic subgroups in the United States and how these compare to White and Black 

adolescents. Further, it examines the role of culture, as reproduced in the family, in 

explaining racial/ethnic differences in violence, and whether the effects of different 

family characteristics on the prevalence of youth violence vary across racial/ethnic 

groups.  

 

Latino Families and Youth Violence 

The guiding framework for this study is the ecological systems theory, which 

highlights the dynamic social, historical, and cultural milieus in which people relate at 

multiple systems of interaction (micro-, meso-, exo-, macro-, and chronosystems) 

(Bronfenbrenner, 1988). The microsystem contains all direct relationships and 

interactions a person has with his or her immediate surroundings (i.e., family, school, 

neighborhood, work) and has the strongest, bidirectional influence on a person’s 

development. The interactions of environments within and across systems are critical in 

ecological theory. The mesosystem is where the connection between the environments in 

the microsystem occurs (e.g., families and schools or families and neighborhoods). The 

exosystem includes the larger social structures that impact the development of individuals 
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by interacting with structures in the microsystem (e.g., parents’ work schedules that may 

interfere with time spent with children), while the macrosystem highlights the cultural 

values, customs, and larger political and economic orders that shape those interactions. 

These systems put in context findings between the connections of individual, family, and 

neighborhood factors and adolescent violence through new interpretations of cultural 

theories that demonstrate adaptations to minimize the impact of poverty, discrimination, 

and social alienation encountered in different systems. Finally, the chronosystem 

incorporates the dimension of changes in time of structures in the different systems 

(Brofenbrenner, 1988).  

The ecological theory points out that dynamics within and across environments in 

the microsystem are critical to understanding adolescents’ development and behaviors. 

The family is a central environment within the microsystem where cultural values, 

customs, and worldviews are shaped (Harrison, Wilson, Pine, Chan, & Buriel, 1990). For 

the purpose of this analysis, I focus my discussion of culture as it is reproduced within 

the household and extended family. I borrow from Lomnitz and Pérez-Lizaur who 

conceptualized family as a “cultural category implying a set of norms governing expected 

behavior between kin and, as part of the grammar of behavior, reinforcing the economic, 

social and ritual aspects of solidarity. Such behavior is grounded in repeated acts of 

exchange and is reflected in an ideology shaped by the values and beliefs of the kin group 

and its members” (1991; 123). The current study delves further into the relationship 

between family dynamics and youth violence by highlighting distinct characteristics for 

different Latino ethnic subgroups.  
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The role of families in child and adolescents’ development has long been 

established in the social and behavioral sciences literature. Values and norms are 

reproduced across generations and learned through socialization processes that are 

adaptive to larger environments. Families are thought to be the basic unit responsible for 

socialization, control and supervision of children and adolescents, and key to protecting 

them from negative outside influences (Loeber & Hay, 1997; Loeber & Stouthamer-

Loeber, 1986). Dahlberg (1998) describes family factors that influence adolescents’ 

aggression, violence, and delinquency as those related to the a) quality of the relationship 

between parent and child (e.g., emotional attachment), b) parental problem behaviors 

(e.g. criminal activities, drug or alcohol abuse) and parenting practices (e.g., supervision 

and monitoring), and c) overall family functioning (e.g., communication, cohesion, 

family conflict/violence).  

There is considerable work describing the importance of attachment to the family 

on Latino adolescents’ behavioral and academic outcomes, characteristics which have in 

turn been linked to violent behaviors in the general literature (Franke, 2000; Kaufman, 

2003; Flores, 2000; Vásquez García, García Coll, Erkut, Alarcón, & Tropp, 2000; Vargas 

& Busch-Rossangel, 2000). Moreover, in a study of adolescent males, Smith and Krohn 

(1995) found that family structure and parent-child involvement was a stronger predictor 

of delinquency for Latinos than for Blacks or Whites. However, this study did not look at 

within-Latino ethnic variations nor did the sample include females, leaving a serious gap 

in the literature. In a study comparing Puerto Rican males in South Bronx (1986-87) with 

results among White males from the National Youth Survey (NYS; 1976-77), Rodríguez 

and Weisburd (1991) found that family involvement had a significant protective effect 
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among the former, but not the latter. However, the level of involvement did not differ 

significantly between groups. Linking family findings to larger processes, Mirabal-Colón 

and Vélez (2006) argued that socio-cultural factors reproduced within the family may 

protect Latinos from higher rates of violence compared to Blacks, even though both 

groups show low socioeconomic profiles. This assertion, however, must be taken with 

caution given the potential ethnic subgroup differences in violent behaviors and family 

environments. 

The discussion of the role of culture and assimilation in health outcomes among 

Latinos has received considerable attention in the last decade (see Hunt, Schneider & 

Comer, 2004; Amaro & De La Torre, 2002; Arcia, Skinner, Bailey, & Correa, 2001 for a 

comprehensive review of this literature). Hunt, Schneider, and Comer (2004) pointed out 

that it is hasty to label things as cultural changes without a clear understanding of what 

immigrant groups are changing from and into. Much of this literature seems to assume 

that native Latino cultures are less violent than American culture. However, although the 

U.S. has among the highest rates of morbidity and mortality due to violence in the 

industrialized world, the rates of violence are extremely high in several Latin American 

countries, including Mexico and Puerto Rico (Dahlberg & Krug, 2002). A more thorough 

exploration of violence within sending countries is needed to make claims about cultural 

changes. In spite of this theoretically shallow understanding of acculturation and violent 

behaviors, much of the literature describing Latino culture agrees that this population is 

(broadly described) as collectivistic, a trait viewed as protective against the development 

of youth violence. A collectivistic worldview stresses the provision of needs and goals for 
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the group above those of particular individuals (Boutakidis, Guerra, & Soriano, 2006; 

Mirabal-Colón & Vélez, 2006).  

A central aspect of collectivism among Latinos is the concept of familism, which 

stresses the role of family as being the center of one’s life, directly affecting the 

relationships of individuals within the family and their behaviors when interacting with 

others (Mirabal-Colón & Vélez, 2006; Zayas & Palleja, 1988; Schwartz, Zamboanga, 

Rodríguez, & Wang, 2007). Most familism definitions emphasize the importance of unity 

and adherence to particular gender roles in public situations and the deference to 

authority figures (Ingoldsby, 1991; Vega, 1990; Zayas & Palleja, 1988). Both Sabogal 

and colleagues (1987) and Vásquez García and colleagues (2000) pointed out that 

familism persists despite ethnic and generational differences among Latinos. However, its 

influence on violent behaviors has not been empirically examined across ethnic 

subgroups. Furthermore, Landale and colleagues have described familism as a 

multidimensional concept that includes relational and demographic components: 

attitudinal foundation (values that emphasize the centrality of family), behavioral 

manifestations (fulfillment of obligations and roles), and family demography (size and 

structure, composition and dispersion, including fictive and extended kin in the 

household and neighborhood).  

Despite findings on the presence of familism across ethnic and generational 

subgroups (Flores, 2000; Sabogal et al., 1987; Vásquez García et al., 2000), its effect may 

differ across them depending on the dimension measured (Carlos & Sellers, 1972; 

Tienda, 1980; Landale, Oropesa, & Bradatan, 2006). For example, among a sample of 

Puerto Rican males in South Bronx, Pabón (1998) found that of eight dimensions of 
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family environment, only family involvement was a significant predictor of delinquency. 

Familism (defined as “the extent to which the respondent adheres to traditional Hispanic 

notions of family loyalty”) did not have a significant effect. The extent to which these 

findings are replicated across different Latino ethnic subgroups is still unknown.  

Considering the critical role of families as described in the literature, it is 

important to note that structural family characteristics tend to vary substantially by ethnic 

and generational subgroup. The National Research Council describes Latinos as a very 

heterogeneous group, particularly when it comes to household composition and economic 

well-being (Landale, Oropesa, & Bradatan, 2006; Reimers, 2006), which have important 

influences on adolescents’ violent behaviors (Blum et al., 2000). According to Landale 

and colleagues, 69.5% of Cuban and 67.2% of Mexican children live in household with 

married parents, compared to 42.4% of Puerto Rican children (whose numbers resemble 

more that of Blacks [36.9%]). On the other hand 45.6% of Puerto Ricans live with only 

their mothers, while 22.8% of Mexicans and 21.9% of Cubans do so. The three groups 

however, are similarly likely to live in households with extended family (8.4% among 

Mexicans, 7.2% among Puerto Ricans, and 6.5% among Cubans) (Landale, Oropesa, & 

Bradatan, 2006). 

Several additional factors have been mentioned in the literature as important 

influences on violent behaviors. Although they are not the focus on this study, it is 

important to consider their influence when exploring racial/ethnic differences. First, a 

vast body of research suggests that violent behaviors peak in late adolescence and 

decrease rapidly with age (Dahlberg, 1998; Dahlberg & Potter, 2001). This finding is 

fairly consistent across the literature, although new evidence suggests it may vary by 
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racial/ethnic group (Harris, Gordon-Larsen, Chantala, & Udry, 2006). Second, when it 

comes to gender differences there is a clear consensus in the literature that males are at an 

increased risk (Daigle, Cullen, & Wright, 2007; Hart, O’Toole, Price-Sharps, & Shaffer, 

2007; Blum et al., 2000; Dahlberg, 1998). Family socioeconomic status has also been 

identified in the literature as highly influential of adolescents’ behaviors and of critical 

importance when considering racial/ethnic differences in violence outcomes. This is 

likely to influence youth violence through the type of neighborhood the family is able to 

reside in, and the parents’ ability to garner resources that foster positive learning 

environments, as well as their ability to deal with financial pressures. Further, economic 

status may vary widely by ethnic subgroup and generation. Reimers (2006) found that 

among Mexican children, 42.6% live in poor households during the first generation, 

improving by the third generation to 26.8%. Among Puerto Ricans, rates are consistently 

higher with 53.6% and 35.6% of first and third generation children living in poverty 

respectively. Cubans on the other hand have much lower poverty rates at all generations, 

with 31.2% of first generation and 4.4% of third generation children living in poverty 

(Reimers, 2006). Given the differences in economic indicators across the different 

subgroups, using multiple measures of family socioeconomic status may better capture 

the influence of economic resources on violent behaviors.  

A final factor when considering Latinos is the extent to which immigration 

directly and indirectly impacts violent behaviors. Approximately 39% of the Latino 

population in the United States is foreign-born (Durand, Telles, & Flashman, 2006) and it 

is important to consider the potential effects of immigration on family dynamics that may 

foster alienation among youth. Within the family, immigration and acculturation may 
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foster intergenerational tensions. Parents who adhere to values and behavioral 

expectations emphasized in their native countries may render unacceptable the 

overemphasis on individualism and restructuring of gender roles in mainstream America 

(Jelin, 1991; Zhou, 1997). Adolescents who grow up in the United States may also serve 

as cultural brokers for their parents, shifting parental roles, since the security and 

protection generally afforded by them may not be present due to low social status of 

many recent immigrants. Given the close relationship of immigrant generation with 

family dynamics and economic resources, and recent findings on the distribution of 

violence by generation (Bui & Thongniramol, 2005), this must be considered in any 

assessment of violent behaviors among Latinos. 

This study addresses several limitations in previous research by: a) examining 

differences in youth violent behaviors among a racially and ethnically diverse sample of 

adolescents, and b) examining the influence of different dimensions of familism on youth 

violence across groups. Specifically, the following questions are addressed: 

Do adolescents in different ethnic groups differ in the prevalence of self-reported 
violent behaviors from White adolescents and from each other?  
 

Consistent with previous research, I hypothesize that Latinos ethnic subgroups 

and Blacks will differ in their prevalence of violent behaviors from Whites. Further, I 

expect there to be significant differences in the prevalence of violent behaviors of 

adolescents within the different Latino ethnic subgroups, who in turn will differ from 

Blacks. Specifically, I expect Blacks to have the highest levels of violent behaviors. 

Considering research that suggest that Puerto Ricans have lower family socioeconomic 

profiles and are more likely to live in single parent households than other Latino groups, 

and that Cubans have higher family socioeconomic profiles and are more likely to live in 
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two parent households, I expect the risk for Puerto Ricans to be the highest among the 

Latino groups, followed by Mexicans and Cubans, when compared to Whites. Further, I 

anticipate that the risk for violent behaviors for Puerto Ricans to resemble that of Blacks, 

while the risk for Cubans should resemble that of Whites.  

 Do different dimensions of familism decrease the chances of engaging in violent 
behavior after adjusting for age, sex, mother’s education, family income, and 
immigrant generation? Do the effects of familism vary by racial/ethnic subgroups? 
 

Considering previous findings on the importance of family environments as 

protective factors in youth risk behaviors, I hypothesize that relational (i.e., attitudinal 

and behavioral) and demographic (i.e., family household configurations) familism will 

reduce the risk of violent behaviors. Specifically, adolescents who live in families with 

higher levels of relational familism and those who live in households with two parents 

or parent(s) and other relatives will be less likely to engage in violent behaviors, 

regardless of racial/ethnic subgroups after adjusting for controls. Further, based on 

Smith and Krohn’s (1995) and Rodríguez and Weisburd (1991) findings of the 

importance of family among Latinos, I also anticipate that both relational and 

demographic familism will be more common among Latino youths and thus, have a 

greater protective effect among them compared to White youth.  

 

Method 

Study Design 

The data for this study come from the National Longitudinal Study of 

Adolescents Health (Add Health; Harris et al., 2008), a longitudinal study of the health 

related behaviors among adolescents. It utilized a complex sampling design with 
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unequal probability of selection. Schools are the primary sampling units, with 132 

middle and high schools selected for the study. The schools were representative in 

terms of region of the country, urbanicity, size of student body, type (e.g., public, 

private, and Catholic), and ethnic distribution of student body. Student selection was 

stratified by grade and sex. Approximately 17 students were chosen at random for each 

grade/sex stratum for an average of 200 adolescents from each pair of middle and high 

schools. Post-stratification weights were used to achieve nationally representative 

results and to adjust for non-response.  

Add Health began with an in-school survey of over 90,000 students in grades 

7 through 12, followed by a series of in-home interviews with 20,745 adolescents and 

their primary caretaker in 1994. The data used in the current study comes from the in-

home interviews at Wave I (1994-95), which had a 78.9% response rate. All students 

registered at the schools were eligible to complete the in-home portion of the study, 

including those who had completed the in-school questionnaire.  

A major advantage of this data set is that Puerto Rican, Cuban, and Black 

adolescents with highly educated parents were oversampled so that a more nuanced 

subgroup analysis could be conducted. For this study the full sample includes only 

those who identified as non-Latino Whites, Africans/Caribbean Blacks/African 

Americans, Cubans/Cuban Americans, Mexicans/Chicano/Mexican Americans 

(hereafter referred to as Whites, Blacks, Cubans, and Mexicans), and Puerto Ricans. 

Although the Add Health data set includes Latinos of other national backgrounds (e.g., 

Honduras, Dominican Republic, El Salvador), sample sizes were not large enough to 

conduct subgroup analysis. Therefore, they are not included in this study. Further, the 
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2,125 (11.23% of the total sample) respondents who did not identify within the 

previous five racial/ethnic groups that are the focus of this study (e.g., Asians, 

Hawaiian/Pacific Islanders, and Native Americans) are not included. For this study is 

16,799 adolescents were eligible. Violence scores were missing for 184 respondents, 

which were excluded in all analysis, for a final sample size of 16,615. Those not 

included in the analysis due to missing data were more likely to be male, χ2(1, 16,798) 

= 24.84, p < .05, to be first or second generation χ2(2, 16,636) = 24.00, p < .01, have 

lower family incomes, F(1, 128) = 12.30, p < .001, have mother’s with lower levels of 

education, F(1, 128) = 14.81, p < .001), and have lower levels of parental engagement, 

F(1, 16,446) = 4.19, p < .05. Those missing were also less likely to be White, χ2(1, 

16,798) = 28.98, p < .01, and more likely to be Mexican, χ2(1, 16,798) = 19.36, p < .01, 

than those who are included in the analysis. 

 

Sample Description 

Table 3.1 shows the sociodemographic characteristics for the total sample and 

by racial/ethnic groups. Results indicate that among the full sample, 50.8% of 

respondents were male. Cubans made up 2.93%, Puerto Ricans 3.52%, Mexicans 

9.55%, non-Latino Blacks/Blacks 24.35%, and non-Latino Whites 59.65% in the core 

sample. The average age was 15.99 and average family income was $44,920 (median = 

$38,000). The majority of respondents’ mothers (or resident maternal figure) had 

completed high school (33%), with an additional 21.3% having completed college /or 

professional training. Focusing on the different racial/ethnic subgroups of interest, 

results in analyses indicate that all minority groups had significantly lower incomes, 
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F(4, 128) = 28.09, p <.001, and levels of mother’s education, F(4, 128) = 43.19, p 

<.001) than Whites. Among this group, 23% had completed college and/or a 

professional degree. This is in contrast to mothers of Cuban and Mexican adolescents’ 

among who only 11.5% and 6%, respectively, had completed college and/or a 

professional degree. Among Puerto Ricans, nearly 12% of mothers had completed 

college and/or a professional degree, while among Blacks adolescents, nearly 16% had 

completed college and/or professional training.  

Groups also differed significantly in immigrant generation, χ2(8, 16,630) = 

2,036.46, p < .001. Nearly 87% of the sample was US-born with US-born parents, 

while 2.5% and 11% were first (i.e., foreign-born) and second (i.e., US-born with at 

least one foreign-born parent) generation immigrants. Comparing racial/ethnic groups, 

results indicate that among Whites, less than 1% were first generation, while 90% were 

third generation or above. By contrast, 31% of Cubans were first generation, and 52% 

were second generation, while only 17% were third generation or above. Among 

Mexicans 19% were first generation, while 32% and 46% were second and third 

generation. Puerto Ricans also had higher rates of third generation or above, with 65% 

in this category, compared to 5% and 27% who were a part of the first and second 

generation. These numbers among Puerto Ricans must be interpreted with caution, as 

some adolescents born on the island may have answered “born in the United States” 

considering that Puerto Rico is a territory of the United States. Among Blacks 89% 

were third generation or above, compared to 1% and 9% in the first and second 

generation.  
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Table 3.1. Descriptive Statistics of Control Variables, Full Sample and by 
Racial/Ethnic Group 

 
mean (S.E.) 

Full 
Sample 

Whites Cubans Mexicans Puerto 
Ricans 

Blacks 

Controls       
Age 

 
 

15.99  
(.119) 

15.95  
(.130) 

16.12  
(.784) 

15.98  
(.277) 

15.87  
(.367) 

16.20  
(.214) 

Males Na 
(%)b 

 

8,083  
(51) 

4,858  
(51) 

242  
(46.5) 

794 
 (52) 

297  
(53.5) 

1,892 
 (50) 

Family 
Incomec 

 

44.99  
(1.64) 

50.33 
 (1.92) 

31.65 
 (7.20) 

31.70 
 (1.77) 

33.92 
 (2.57) 

29.95 
 (2.04) 

Mother’s 
Education 

 

2.64  
(.048) 

2.78 
 (.049) 

2.03 
 (.164) 

1.80  
(.082) 

2.19 
 (.081) 

2.47 
 (.091) 

Immigrant Generation 
 % (S.E.) 

      

First 
 
 

2.5  
(.005) 

.7 
 (.001) 

31.3  
(.061) 

19.1 
 (.024) 

5.4 
 (.017) 

1.4 
 (.005) 

Second 
 
 

10.9 
 (.007) 

8.3 
 (.005) 

51.5 
 (.051) 

32.0 
 (.032) 

26.9 
 (.043) 

8.8 
 (.009) 

Third 87.7 
 (.011) 

90.3 
 (.005) 

17.1 
 (.006) 

46.2 
 (.048) 

65.1 
 (.041) 

89.1 
 (.013) 

a = Unweighted sample sizes; b = Weighted percentage; c = In thousands 
 

Measures 

Violent behaviors. 

A five-item scale assesses the frequency of violent behaviors during the 

previous 12 months. Specifically, items measured the frequency for each respondent of 

having engaged in physical fights, injured someone in a fight, took part in a group fight, 

pulled a knife or gun on someone, and shot and/or stabbed someone. Items include 

actions of different severity, thus their response categories differ based on the 

assumption that more severe actions happened less frequently (never, 1 or 2 times, 3 or 

4 times, 5 or more times; never, once, or more than once). Given the different response 

categories, and following Bellair, Roscigno, and McNulty (2003) methodology with the 

Add Health data set, each item’s responses were coded as a binary outcome. The final 
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scale is the sum of the responses to each item, ending up with a 0 to 5 score. This 

allowed the assessment of different types of violent behaviors, rather than the total 

number of acts committed. The histogram of residuals indicated a positively skewed 

distribution, which suggests that those with highest violence score were not properly 

identified. Therefore, a binary variable indicating no violence (0) versus any violent (1) 

behaviors was used for all analyses in this study for ease of interpretation (Allison, 

1999). 

 

Race and ethnicity. 

Respondents were first asked if they were of Hispanic or Latino origin 

(yes/no). Those who answered yes were then asked to identify their Latino/Hispanic 

background. Those who reported being Mexican, Mexican-American, Chicano/a, 

Puerto Rican, and/or Cuban/Cuban American are classified as such and included in the 

Latino analysis. All respondents were then asked to indicate their racial background 

(White, black/African American, Indian/Native American, Asian/Pacific Islander, 

other), to which they could give more than one answer. Over 90% of the sample chose 

one racial category; however, those that did not were later asked which racial group 

was their primary identification. Following McNulty and Bellair’s (2003a) 

classification, those who responded ‘no’ to the Hispanic/Latino ethnicity were coded 

with their racial classification response. Those who reported more than one racial 

category were coded based on their answer to their primary identification. The final 

sample includes those who self–reported as Non-Latino White, Non-Latino Black, 

Mexican/Mexican American, Chicano/a, Puerto Rican, and Cuban/Cuban American. 
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Respondents who identified as Mexican/Mexican American and Chicano/a were 

classified under a single category. For this study, they were coded as dummy variables 

as follows: 0 – Non-Latino Whites, 1 – Cubans/Cuban Americans, 2 – 

Mexican/Mexican Americans/Chicanos, 3 – Puerto Ricans, and 4 – Non-Latino Blacks. 

Although the focus of this study is to understand differences across the different Latino 

groups, the largest group in the study is Whites. For statistical reasons this group is the 

reference group for all pooled analysis.  

 

Familism. 

According to Landale and colleagues (2006) familism is a multidimensional 

construct that specifies the attitudinal, behavioral, and demographic components 

integral to family relationships. These factors may be broadly described as influencing 

violent behaviors through family relationships and household composition. Below is a 

detailed discussion of the measures constructed for this study based on measures that 

specify relational and demographic familism. 

Relational familism. Two scales represent the construct of relational familism: 

family cohesion and parental engagement. Family cohesion was measured with a 

composite five-item scale (Cronbach’s α = .76; not at all to very much) that assessed 

the extent to which adolescents’ felt that his/her family had fun together, understood 

him/her, paid attention to him/her, and parents cared about him/her. An additional item 

on how much the adolescent wanted to leave home was added to the scale and reverse 

coded. The parental engagement scale indicates the breadth of activities parents did 

with their children during the previous four weeks. This measure was constructed using 
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10 items that asked respondents whether they had shopped, played a sport, attended a 

religious service, gone out for entertainment, worked on a school project, and/or talked 

about a personal problem, date, party, or school project with each parent. The 10th item 

asked whether the adolescent had not participated in any of the above. Adolescents 

responded yes or no to each item for each parent. If adolescents answered no to all first 

nine items, the 10th item was coded as yes. Scores were summed to create a scale. The 

final parental engagement measure averages the scores for both parents and ranged 

from zero and nine, with higher scores indicating more parental engagement. 

Demographic familism. Respondents were asked to answer a series of 

questions about each person living in the household. This roster was used to create a 

measure of household that is consistent with the living arrangements described in the 

familism literature. That is, it included the presence of non-parental adults who may 

serve as support in larger family networks. Adolescents were asked to name each 

person living in the household, and to provide his/her sex and relationship to self, 

including extended and fictive kin. Those who were classified as children, siblings, or 

parents of the adolescents were further classified under the specific relationship types 

with the adolescent (i.e., biological, step-, adopted-, foster- parent or child; full-, half-, 

adoptive-, foster-, other sibling). In order to better clarify the presence of additional kin 

in the household and to create a working typology, household members were classified 

as primary males and females (i.e., fathers, mothers, parents’ spouse or partner), 

secondary males and females (i.e., grandparents, great-grandparents, aunts/uncles), and 

other adults or children (i.e., adolescent respondents’ child, spouse/partner, sibling, 

siblings spouse/partner, cousins, nieces, nephews, mother- or father in-law, other 
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relatives, other non-relatives; those under 21 were classified as children). Households 

with two primary persons were classified as two parent households. Secondary males or 

females were considered other adults. For analysis purposes, household composition 

was coded as a dummy variable with values ranging from 0 through 4 with two parent 

families as the reference category. Other categories are: 1 - two parents with adult kin, 

2 - single parent, 3 - single parent with adult kin, and 4 – adult kin with no parents.  

 

Control variables. 

Age. Age indicates years at the time of interview, which was calculated by 

subtracting their birth date from the day, month, and year of interview. 

Sex. The sex of adolescent respondents was assessed by interviewers prior to 

beginning the full interview session. It is a dummy variable coded as 0 for females and 

1 for males.  

Family socioeconomic status. This study uses two separate measures to 

capture overall family economic status: mothers’ education and family income. Bruce 

(2000) argues these measures reflect the influence of social and educational capital 

provided by the parents, as well as actual income. In the parental questionnaire, 

respondents were asked how far they had gone in school. In cases where a paternal 

figure responded (n = 90), the variable indicates how far their current female spouse or 

partner had gone in school. Responses ranged from 8th grade or less to graduate training 

beyond a 4-year college. If the respondent was the biological mother, their level of 

education was used. If they were another maternal figure (i.e., step mother, foster 

mother, adoptive mother, grandmother, aunt, or other female figure), then it was 
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restricted to responses for those who had lived with the adolescent for five or more 

years. If the respondent was the father or other paternal figure, they were asked about a 

resident maternal figure. Again, if this figure was not the biological mother, analysis 

was restricted to those whose maternal figure had lived with the adolescent for more 

than five years. Responses were classified as: 1 - having less than high school, 2 - 

having a high school diploma/GED/vocational training, 3 - completed some college, 4 - 

graduated from college, and 5 - having gone to a professional school beyond a 4-year 

college. Income was measured in thousands in a range from $0 to $999,000. Analysis 

showed this variable to be highly skewed across all racial/ethnic groups. Observations 

with incomes of $999,000 were reclassified as missing data (these were given new 

values through the EM algorithm). Income was then log transformed it to achieve 

normality. 

Immigrant generation. Adolescents were asked their own and their biological 

parents’ place of birth. These were used to create both parental and adolescents 

immigrant generations. Respondents who were foreign-born, with foreign-born parents 

were classified as first generation. Those who were US-born, with at least one foreign-

born parent, were classified as second-generation immigrants. Those who were US-

born with US-born parents were classified as third generation and above and used as 

the reference group in the data analysis (Bui & Thongniramol, 2005).  
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Data Analysis 

Given the complex sample design with unequal probability of selection and 

the oversampling of race/ethnic groups in the Add Health data set, all analyses include 

the use of appropriate weights to avoid bias. Failure to do so would result in under-

estimated standard errors and false-positive test results. Furthermore, descriptive and 

multivariate analyses were conducted using SAS 9.3 PROC SURVEY procedures, 

which account for the regional and school clustering in the sampling design (Chantala 

& Tabor, 1999). The first analytic step was to calculate descriptive statistics for the 

dependent and independent variables for the full sample and for each racial/ethnic 

subgroup, and test for differences in these variables across subgroup using ANOVAs 

and Chi-squares (χ2). The second analytic step was to conduct pairwise contrasts using 

logistic regression to determine the specific racial/ethnic differences in the prevalence 

of violent behaviors to get at a more nuanced understanding of within-Latino 

prevalence rates. The third step was a systematic analysis of the effect of different 

dimension of familism in explaining violent behaviors after considering racial/ethnic 

differences. In addition, analyses were run to determine whether there were differences 

in the effects of independent variables on violent behaviors by racial/ethnic subgroups. 

The final step was to examine the role of different dimension of familism as protective 

factors against violent behaviors within racial/ethnic subgroup.  

In order to maximize the sample, missing data points across all independent 

variables were calculated using an Estimation-Maximization (EM) algorithm. This 

procedure is used to calculate the maximum likelihood estimates for parameters in 

probabilistic models and is considered the gold standard in missing data analysis 
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(Raghunathan, 2004). It calculates the missing observations by using the observed data 

to estimate the values based on the parameter and re-estimates the distribution of the 

parameters with the expected estimates of the unknown data until the results converge. 

It is important to note that 4,208 (25%) respondents had missing values on family 

income, 161 (1%) on immigrant generation, 61 (0.36%) on family cohesion, 351 (2%) 

on parental engagement, and 188 (1%) on demographic familism.  

Simple logistic and multivariate logistic regressions analyses were used to test 

the study hypotheses. In general, variables were entered in a stepwise fashion starting 

with controls in step one, race/ethnicity in step two, family cohesion in step three, 

parental engagement in step four, and the a block of all four demographic familism 

dummy variables at step five. This approach allows for the comparison of the 

individual impact of each block of covariates. An integral part of this study is to 

understand the role of the familism variables across racial/ethnic subgroups in an effort 

to improve our understanding the heterogeneity of Latino families. In order to compare 

across racial/ethnic subgroups, an interaction term was included for each independent 

variable and race/ethnicity to determine differences in the effect of each across 

subgroups. The final column in Table 3.3 provides the p-value for each interaction. 

Subsequent analysis examines the same model progression for each racial/ethnic 

subgroup separately to determine the relationships among variables within subgroups.  

In order to compare the fit indices across models, which would help 

understand how much variance is explained by each, I included deviance statistics (-2 

log likelihood function value [-2LL]) across each step. However, the large sample sizes 

and the complex sample design provide design-based, rather than model-based p-values 
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for individual variables that are not consistent with the -2LL model fit analysis. Thus, I 

opted to provide the deduction of deviance (percentage change) in the model as new 

variables are added to assess changes in model fit. 

 

Results 

Table 3.2 presents the results of the analysis for racial/ethnic differences in 

violent behaviors. Results indicate that among the full sample, 42% reported engaging 

in any violent behaviors during the previous year and significant differences existed 

across racial/ethnic subgroups, χ2(1, 5) = 112.49, p < .001. Consistent with the first 

hypothesis, Whites had a significantly lower prevalence of violent behaviors from all 

other racial/ethnic subgroups. Results show that across racial/ethnic group among this 

sample, 38% of Whites, 49% of Cubans, 50% of Mexicans, 58% of Puerto Ricans, and 

54% of Blacks reported any violent behaviors. In order to assess differences between 

racial/ethnic subgroups simple (i.e., no covariates) logistic regression analyses were run 

specifying contrasts across them, as shown in Table 3.2.   

Contrary to expectations, results indicate that although all groups differed 

from Whites, none of the Latino subgroups, or Blacks differed significantly from each 

other in their risk for violent behaviors. Further, Cubans were closer to Mexicans in 

their risk of violent behaviors, not Whites. Consistent with expectations, Puerto Ricans 

and Blacks were most alike each other in their levels of violence. Because of the 

number of contrasts, results were compared against Bonferonni corrected alphas, 

showing consistent findings. A noteworthy result is that Puerto Ricans had the highest 

rates of violence, followed by Blacks, Mexicans, Cubans, and Whites. Comparing them 
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to other Latino groups, Puerto Ricans had a 30% and 26% higher risk of violent 

behaviors than Cubans, although these differences were not significant. 

 

Table 3.2. Distribution of Violence Scores and Key Independent Variables for the Full 
Sample, by Racial/Ethnic Group 

 Full 
Sample 

Whites Cubans Mexicans Puerto 
Ricans 

Blacks 

Na, %b 16,615 9,911 487 1,587 585 4,045 
       

No Violence 58 62 51 50 42 46 
Any Violence 42 38 49 50 58 54 

OR (95% 
CI) 

      

       
Cubans 

 
 

-- 1.55** 
(1.14 – 2.12)

  

-- -- -- 
 

-- 
 

Mexicans 
 
 

-- 1.63*** 
(1.40 – 1.90) 

.951 
(.648 – 1.40) 

-- -- -- 
 

Puerto 
Ricans 

 
 

-- 2.22*** 
(1.53 – 3.21) 

.701 
(.428 – 1.15) 

.737 
(.502 – 1.08) 

-- -- 

Blacks 
 

-- 1.89*** 
(1.61 – 2.22) 

.824 
(.589 – 1.15) 

.866 
(.706 – 1.06) 

1.18 
(.849 – 1.63) 

-- 

Relational Familismc      
Family 

Cohesion 
 

3.98 
(.017) 

3.97  
(.018) 

4.09  
(.157) 

4.04  
(.045) 

3.96 
 (.047) 

3.97  
(.029) 

Parental 
Engagement 

 

3.57 
(.037) 

3.61  
(.041) 

3.03  
(.303) 

3.31  
(.113) 

3.59 
 (.177) 

 

3.52 
(.060) 

Demographic Familism      
Na, %b 16,611 9,886 493 1,587 589 4,056 

Two parents 
 

63.31 71.08 49.80 55.91 51.19 35.84 

Two parents 
with adult(s) 

 

7.56 6.81 18.44 15.21 6.87 6.93 

Single parent 
 

16.82 13.62 14.23 15 26.15 30.17 

Single parent 
with adult(s) 

 

7.59 5.16 13.67 8.79 11.09 16.59 

Other 
adult(s), no 

parents 

4.72 3.32 3.87 5.09 4.70 10.49 

***p < .001, **p < .01; a Unweighted sample size; b Weighted percentage; c Mean and standard errors (SE); OR = Odds ratios, CI = 
Confidence Intervals. 
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With regard to the key independent variables in the multivariate analysis, the 

average scores for family cohesion and parental engagement were 3.98 and 3.57, 

respectively. Parental engagement differed by racial/ethnic subgroup, F(4, 128) = 2.89, 

p < .05, with Cubans having marginally lower averages scores than Whites. A weighted 

χ2 analysis indicated significant differences in the household composition of 

adolescents by racial/ethnic subgroup, χ2(16, 16,595) = 1,669.36, p < .001. Sixty three 

percent of adolescents lived in two parent households, 7.6% lived in households with 

two parents and an additional adult, 16.82% in single parent households, 7.6% in one 

with a single parent and additional adult, and less than 5% live in households with no 

parental figure present.  

The second research question examined the role of different elements of 

familism in violent behaviors. Table 3.3 shows the results of the analysis for the full 

sample. Cuban, Mexican, Puerto Rican, and Black adolescents were at higher risk of 

violent behaviors than their White peers, after adjusting for controls (which are all 

significant and in the expected directions). Introducing race/ethnicity (in model 2) 

showcases the ethnic differences in violent behaviors, with Puerto Ricans having had 

the highest risk among all groups compared to Whites. Model 3 introduces family 

cohesion, which reduced the odds for violent behaviors by 46.4%. Model 4 includes 

parental engagement, which increased the risk by 6.7% per unit increase (67% total). 

Model 5 includes all demographic familism variables. Adolescents who live without a 

parent in the household were at 51.4% higher odds for engaging in violent behaviors 

than those in two parent households. The effects of family cohesion and demographic 

familism differed significantly across racial/ethnic subgroups.  
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Table 3.3. Odds Ratios for Risk for Violent Behaviors 
 
OR (95% CI) 

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5 pa 

Controls       
Age 

 
 

.909*** 
(.879 - .939) 

.902*** 
(.871 – 933) 

.847*** 
(.819 - .875) 

.847*** 
(.819 - .876) 

.834*** 
(.816 - .870) 

.31 

Maleb 
 
 

2.36*** 
(2.17 - 2.57) 

 

2.39*** 
(2.20 – 2.61) 

2.62*** 
(.2.39 - 2.87) 

2.70*** 
(2.46 - .2.96) 

2.71*** 
(2.47 – 2.97) 

.02 

Family Economic Resources      
(log) Family 

Income 
 

.722*** 
(.661 - .789) 

.782*** 
(.715 - .855) 

.796*** 
(.727 - .872) 

.796*** 
(.727 - .872) 

.814*** 
(.740 - .896) 

.48 

Mother’s 
Education 

 

.844*** 
(.807 - .883) 

.851*** 
(.814 - .889) 

.842*** 
(.809 - .877) 

.829*** 
(.797 - .863) 

.829*** 
(.796 - .863) 

.09 

Race/Ethnicityc      
Cubans 

 
 

 1.31* 
(1.04 – 1.65) 

1.44** 
(1.15 - 1.80) 

1.49*** 
(1.19 - 1.87) 

1.49*** 
(1.19 – 1.87) 

 

Mexicans 
 
 

 1.38** 
(1.13 – 1.68) 

1.47*** 
(1.22 - 1.78) 

1.49*** 
(1.23 - 1.81) 

1.48*** 
(1.22 – 1.79) 

 

Puerto Ricans 
 
 

 1.93** 
(1.30 – 2.86) 

1.98*** 
(1.33 - 2.95) 

1.98*** 
(1.33 - 2.95) 

1.96*** 
(1.32 – 2.90) 

 

Blacks 
 

 1.75*** 
(1.54 – 1.99) 

1.84*** 
(1.61 - 2.10) 

1.85*** 
(1.62 - 2.11) 

1.80*** 
(1.55 – 2.04) 

 

Relational Familism      
Family Cohesion 

 
 

  .536*** 
(.500 - .575) 

.517*** 
(.480 - .557) 

.520*** 
(.482 - .560) 

.01 

Parental engagement 
 

   1.07*** 
(1.04 - 1.09) 

1.07*** 
(1.04 – 1.10) 

.40 

Demographic Familismd     < .001 
Two parents and adult 

 
 

    1.06 
(.913 – 1.23) 

 

Single parent 
 
 

    1.09 
(.959-1.25) 

 

Single parent and adult 
 
 

    1.08 
(.906 – 1.28) 

 

Adults, no parents     1.51*** 
(1.23 – 1.86) 

 

Model Fit  
(-2 LL) 

26,053,400 25,828,683 25,059,109 25,000,731 24,968,952  

       
Model Fit 
Difference 

(Δdf) 

 224,717 (4) 769,754 (1) 58,378 (1) 31,779 (4)  

       
% Δ  -.86 -2.98 -.23 -.13  

*** p < .001, ** p< .01, * p<.05, OR= Odds ratios, CI = Confidence Intervals, a  The p-value of interaction terms between 
race/ethnicity and independent variables to assess differences across the five populations; b Females are reference group; c Non-Latino 
Whites are reference group; d Two-parent households are reference group. 
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These pooled models allow an examination of how each racial/ethnic minority 

group differs in their risk from Whites, and the extent to which individual and family 

environments influence these differences. As can be seen the inclusion of the individual 

and family environment did not reduce these differences. The pooled models do not help 

us understand the extent to which the influence of familism may vary across racial or 

ethnic groups. In order to address this question, I ran stratified analyses by racial/ethnic 

subgroups. Results are seen in tables 3.4 through 3.8. Age was only significant for Puerto 

Ricans, Whites, and Blacks all whom for it decreased the odds of engaging in violent 

behaviors. Among Mexicans, Whites, and Blacks, males had increased odds of engaging 

in violence compared to females. Interestingly, males and females had similar risks of 

violence among Cuban and Puerto Rican youths. Family income decreased the odds of 

violence among Cubans, Whites, and Blacks, while mother’s education only had a 

significant effect among Whites and Blacks. Immigrant generation was included in the 

models for Latino groups. Among Cubans, second generation adolescents were at 

increased odds compared to third generation adolescents. Among Mexicans, first 

generation youth were at decreased odds of violent behaviors compared to third 

generation Mexican youths. Immigrant generation had no effect among Puerto Ricans.  

Contrary to the hypothesized associations, although family cohesion was 

significant among most groups, parental engagement was not significant among any of 

the Latino groups. Family cohesion was associated with decreases in odds among 

Mexicans, Whites, and Blacks. Among Cubans, it only became significant in the full 

model, which accounted for parental engagement and demographic familism. Parental 

engagement was associated with increased odds of violence for Whites and Blacks, but 
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had no effect among any of the Latino groups. In fact, including this variable in the 

model did not change the model fit statistics at all for any of the Latino groups. 

Demographic familism was only significant among Cubans and Whites. For the former, 

living in a household with a single parent or with an adult kin, but without a parent, 

increased the odds of engaging in violence. Those living in households with two 

parents and an adult kin were at decreased odds for violence. Only White adolescents 

who lived in households with adult kin but no parents were at an increased odds 

compared to White adolescents who live in two parent households.  
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Table 3.4. Odds Ratios for the Risk for Violent Behaviors among White Youth 
 
OR (95% CI) 

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 

Controls    
Age 

 
 

.909*** 
(.878 - .941) 

.850*** 
(.819 - .882) 

.850*** 
(.818 - .883) 

.843*** 
(.813 - .874) 

Male 
 
 

2.64*** 
(2.38 – 2.94) 

2.88*** 
(2.58 - 3.21) 

2.98*** 
(2.67 - 3.33) 

3.01*** 
(2.70 – 3.36) 

Family Economic Resources    
(log) Family 

Income 
 

.755*** 
(.663 - .860) 

.778*** 
(.682 - .888) 

.777*** 
(.683 - .885) 

.802** 
(.699 - .921) 

Mother’s 
Education 

 

.835*** 
(.789 - .883) 

.831*** 
(.789 - .875) 

.810*** 
(.776 - .861) 

.820*** 
(.779 - .865) 

Relational Familism    
Family Cohesion 

 
 

 .529*** 
(.483 - .579) 

.506*** 
(.460 - .556) 

.510*** 
(.463 - .561) 

Parental engagement 
 

  1.07*** 
(1.04 - 1.11) 

1.07*** 
(1.04 – 1.11) 

Demographic Familism    
Two parents and adult 

 
 

   1.18 
(.954 – 1.46) 

Single parent 
 
 

   1.08 
(.901 - 1.29) 

Single parent and adult 
 
 

   1.27 
(.966 – 1.68) 

Adults, no parents    1.78*** 
(1.29 – 2.45) 

Model Fit  
(-2LL) 

18,378,813 17,825,344 17,778,843 17,738,539 

     
Model Fit 

Difference (Δdf) 
 553,469 (1) 46,501 (1) 40,304 (4) 

     
% Δ  -3.01 -.261 -.227 

*** p < .001, ** p< .01, * p<.05, OR= Odds ratios, CI = Confidence Intervals 
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Table 3.5. Odds Ratios for the Risk for Violent Behaviors among Cuban Youth 
 
OR (95% CI) 

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 

Controls    
Age 

 
 

.929 
(.786 – 1.10) 

.898 
(.762 - 1.06) 

.899 
(.759 - 1.07) 

.857 
(.698-1.05) 

Male 
 
 

1.83 
(.853 – 3.91) 

1.99 
(.855 - 4.62) 

1.97 
(.846 - 4.60) 

2.18* 
(1.044 – 4.536) 

Family Economic Resources    
(log) Family 

Income 
 

.510*** 
(.347 - .750) 

.529** 
(.335 - .835) 

.529** 
(.336 - .833) 

.637* 
(.414 - .983) 

Mother’s 
Education 

 

1.17 
(.974 - 1.41) 

1.17 
(.974 - 1.41) 

1.17 
(.975-1.41) 

1.10 
(.888 – 1.35) 

Immigrant Generation     
First 

 
 

.848 
(.344 - 2.09) 

.935 
(.354 - 2.47) 

.939 
(.363 - 2.43) 

.835 
(.309 – 2.24) 

Second 
 
 

2.60* 
(1.12 – 6.07) 

2.88* 
(1.18 - 7.03) 

2.88* 
(1.19 - 7.01) 

2.93* 
(1.29 – 6.66) 

Relational Familism    
Family Cohesion 

 
 

 .789 
(.609 - 1.02) 

.791 
(.605 - 1.04) 

.776* 
(.604 - .999) 

Parental engagement 
 

  .991 
(.932 - 1.05) 

.969 
(.890 – 1.05) 

Demographic Familism    
Two parents and adult 

 
 

   .492** 
(.302 - .800) 

Single parent 
 
 

   1.82** 
(1.20 – 2.77) 

Single parent and adult 
 
 

   1.82 
(.625 – 5.30) 

Adults, no parents 
 

   4.12*** 
(3.24 – 5.24) 

Model Fit  
(-2 LL) 

195,511.39 194,657.82 194,650.14 
 

187,982.04 

     
Model Fit 

Difference (Δdf) 
 853.57 (1) 7.68 (1) 6,668.1 (4) 

     
% Δ  -.44 -0 -3.43 

*** p < .001, ** p< .01, * p<.05, OR= Odds ratios, CI = Confidence Interval 
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Table 3.6. Odds Ratios for the Risk for Violent Behaviors among Mexican Youth 
 
OR (95% CI) 

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 

Controls    
Age 

 
 

.982 
(.892 - 1.08) 

.926 
(.837 - 1.03) 

.928 
(.840 - 1.03) 

.920 
(.824 – 1.03) 

Male 
 
 

2.05*** 
(1.43 - 2.93) 

2.30*** 
(1.60 - 3.32) 

2.32*** 
(1.61 - 3.36) 

2.33*** 
(1.61 – 3.37) 

Family Economic Resources    
(log) Family 

Income 
 

.839 
(.695 - 1.01) 

.857 
(.699 - 1.05) 

.856 
(.697 - 1.05) 

.852 
(.698 – 1.04) 

Mother’s 
Education 

 

1.01 
(.884 - 1.15) 

.951 
(.818 - 1.11) 

.944 
(.817 - 1.09) 

.936 
(.798 – 1.10) 

Immigrant Generation     
First 

 
 

.519*** 
(.359 - .750) 

.553** 
(.375 - .814) 

.558** 
(.379 - .824) 

.557** 
(.374 - .830) 

Second 
 

.843 
(.629 - 1.13) 

.796 
(.589 - 1.08) 

.797 
(.588 - 1.08) 

.793 
(.582 – 1.08) 

Relational Familism    
Family Cohesion 

 
 

 .518*** 
(.394 - .680) 

.511*** 
(.387 - .673) 

.504*** 
(.386 - .658) 

Parental engagement 
 

  1.03 
(.961 – 1.10) 

1.03 
(.956 – 1.11) 

Demographic Familism    
Two parents and adult 

 
 

   .799 
(.495 – 1.29) 

Single parent 
 
 

   .910 
(.655 – 1.27) 

Single parent and adult 
 
 

   .846 
(.510 – 1.40) 

Adults, no parents 
 

   1.56 
(.710 – 3.42) 

Model Fit  
(-2 LL) 

2,054,245.5 1,980,944.2 1,980,042.0 1,973,427.2 

     
Model Fit 

Difference (Δdf) 
 73,301.3 (1) 902.2 (1) 6,614.8 (4) 

     
% Δ  -3.57 -0 -.33 

*** p < .001, ** p< .01, * p<.05, OR= Odds ratios, CI = Confidence Intervals 
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Table 3.7. Odds Ratios for the Risk for Violent Behaviors among Puerto Rican Youth 
 
OR (95% CI) 

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 

Controls    
Age 

 
 

.762* 
(.618 - .940) 

.748** 
(.600 - .932) 

.747** 
(.598 - .933) 

.761* 
(.608 - .951) 

Male 
 
 

1.51 
(.884 - 2.57) 

1.55 
(.903 – 2.66) 

1.55 
(.911 - 2.65) 

1.56 
(.913 – 2.65) 

Family Economic Resources    
(log) Family 

Income 
 

.948 
(.656 - 1.37) 

.958 
(.674 - 1.36) 

.955 
(.665-1.37) 

.972 
(.705 – 1.39) 

Mother’s 
Education 

 

.853 
(.693 - 1.05) 

.847 
(.694 - 1.03) 

.851 
(.695-1.04) 

.833 
(.680 – 1.02) 

Immigrant Generation     
First 

 
 

.898 
(.204 - 3.96) 

.890 
(.185 - 4.27) 

.901 
(.196-4.14) 

.943 
(.248 – 3.58) 

Second 
 
 

1.24 
(.622 - 2.46) 

1.25 
(.618 - 2.54) 

1.26 
(.622 - 2.55) 

1.21 
(.561 – 2.62) 

Relational Familism    
Family Cohesion 

 
 

 .801 
(.575 - 1.12) 

.809 
(.563 - 1.16) 

.804 
(.568 – 1.14) 

Parental engagement 
 

  .986 
(.885 - 1.10) 

.983 
(.877 – 1.10) 

Demographic Familism    
Two parents and adult 

 
 

   1.36 
(.576 - 3.21) 

Single parent 
 
 

   1.21 
(.641 – 2.28) 

Single parent and adult 
 
 

   .617 
(.216 – 1.76) 

Adults, no parents 
 

   1.11 
(.348 – 3.54) 

Model Fit  
(-2LL) 

452,968.77 451,218.96 451,161.18 
 

448,106.39 

     
Model Fit 

Difference (Δdf) 
 1,749.81 (1) 57.78 (1) 3,054.79 (4) 

     
% Δ  -.39 -0 -.68 

*** p < .001, ** p< .01, * p<.05, OR= Odds ratios, CI = Confidence Intervals 
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Table 3.8. Odds Ratios for the Risk for Violent Behaviors among Black Youth 
 
OR (95% CI) 

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 

Controls    
Age 

 
 

.868*** 
(.805 - .937) 

.823*** 
(.760 - .891) 

.826*** 
(.763 - .893) 

.823*** 
(.761 - .890) 

Male 
 
 

1.90*** 
(1.59 - 2.27) 

2.09*** 
(1.74 - 2.52) 

2.16*** 
(1.79 - 2.59) 

2.15*** 
(1.79 – 2.59) 

Family Economic Resources    
(log) Family 

Income 
 

.829** 
(.734 - .936) 

.814** 
(.713 - .930) 

.818** 
(.718 - .931) 

.817** 
(.719 - .928) 

Mother’s 
Education 

 

.829** 
(.737 - .932) 

.816*** 
(.728 - .916) 

.805*** 
(.719 - .900) 

.805*** 
(.721 - .898) 

Relational Familism    
Family Cohesion 

 
 

 .557*** 
(.487 - .638) 

.540*** 
(.470 - .620) 

.537*** 
(.467 - .617) 

Parental engagement 
 

  1.08** 
(1.03 - 1.13) 

1.08** 
(1.03 – 1.14) 

Demographic Familism    
Two parents and adult 

 
 

   .889 
(.522 – 1.51) 

Single parent 
 
 

   1.04 
(.874 – 1.24) 

Single parent and adult 
 
 

   .860 
(.656 – 1.13) 

Adults, no parents 
 

   1.14 
(.919 – 1.43) 

Model Fit  
(-2LL) 

4,643,029.6 4,511,471.3 4,495,742.9 4,490,260.2 

     
Model Fit 

Difference (Δdf) 
 131,558.3 (1) 15,728.4 (1) 5,482.7 (4) 

     
% Δ  -2.83 -.35 -12.19 

*** p < .001, ** p< .01, * p<.05, OR= Odds ratios, CI = Confidence Intervals 
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Discussion 

In 2001, the Surgeon General of the United States declared violence a national 

epidemic (U.S. Department of Health and Human Services [DHHS], 2001). The problem 

is most acute among America’s youth, particularly Latinos and African Americans. A 

considerable amount of research has established the importance of the family 

environment on adolescents’ violent behaviors. In order to develop intervention and 

prevention services that are more relevant to Latinos, Mirabal-Colón and Vélez (2006) 

argue that cultural factors, many which are reproduced in the family, should be 

considered. This study examined the distribution of violent behaviors across racial/ethnic 

groups in the United States, with a special emphasis on within-Latino distribution. 

Further, it sought to uncover the contribution of familism in protecting adolescents from 

the risk of violent behaviors. Results from the study are mixed.  

Consistent with expectations, Black and Latino adolescents in the U.S. have 

higher rates of violence prevalence than White youth. However, the prevalence of 

violence is highest among Puerto Ricans, the second largest Latino group in the country. 

Although contrasts suggest there are no significant differences across minority groups, 

accounting for relational and demographic familism in the models did not change these 

findings. Other factors not included might better account for these differences, including 

other family, neighborhood, or school factors. Of particular interest is to examine the 

extent to which within-Latino variations exist in regional, multicity, and city-wide 

contexts. This would further our understanding of Latino immigrant youths, and inform 

the development of effective intervention strategies that meet the specific needs of the 

different populations. It is important to note that compared to estimates from the 1990 US 
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Census, Cuban adolescents in this sample have lower socioeconomic profiles than the 

Cuban population nationally (14.5% of Cuban females over 25 had completed a four year 

college or beyond; family income mean = $41,619, median = $32,417), while Puerto 

Rican adolescents have a higher profile than the Puerto Rican population (9.4% of Cuban 

females over 25 had completed a four year college or beyond; family income mean = 

$27,869, median = $21,941) as a whole (US Bureau of the Census, 1990). This suggests 

that, in spite of the use of weights, the results may not be strictly representative of the 

Cuban and Puerto Rican adolescent population in the country. Without additional 

information on specific details of the Carolina Population Center’s oversampling 

techniques for these two populations for the Add Health data set, this is difficult to 

ascertain.  

The familism variables showed a complex pattern of influence across the different 

groups. None of the variables affected the disparity between Whites and all other groups, 

despite being significant predictors of the risk of violence. Contrary to expectations, the 

family environment was not a stronger protective factor among the different Latino 

groups compared to Whites and Blacks. The inclusion of these variables within the 

model, increased, rather than decreased, the risk of violence for all racial/ethnic minority 

groups when compared to White peers. This finding is contrary to findings suggested in 

the literature. For example, in a study comparing the effects of family environment 

among males in New York, Smith and Krohn (1995) found that family variables 

accounted for twice the variance in the level of violent behaviors among Latinos, 

compared to White and Black peers in the area. This sample of Latinos primarily 

consisted of Puerto Rican youths, who were the largest Latino group in the New York 
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area at the time of the study. However, also using the Add Health data set, Leiber, Mack, 

and Featherstone (2009) found that although both Latinos and African Americans had 

higher risks of serious and non-serious delinquency than Whites, the effects of family 

processes and economic factors did not vary by race/ethnicity, providing partial support 

for the present findings that these factors may have similar effects across groups. Their 

analysis however, homogenized Latinos within a pan-ethnic label.  

Within-group analyses in the present study suggest that the family environment 

may not be universally protective for all racial/ethnic subgroups. Family cohesion is 

significant among Cubans, Mexicans, Whites, and Blacks, but parental engagement is 

only relevant for Whites and Blacks. Demographic familism is only relevant for Cubans 

and Whites. None of the familism variables included in the study is relevant among 

Puerto Ricans. Future studies should evaluate the results of demographic familism among 

Whites and Cubans controlling for the impact of monitoring and control, independent 

from the composition within households. Leiber, Mack, and Featherstone (2009) found 

that family structure was only related to serious delinquency among African Americans 

in their sample, and had no effect among Latinos, Whites, or African Americans once 

other family processes (i.e., maternal attachment, maternal supervision, and parental 

control), and economic factors (i.e., public assistance and maternal employment) were 

accounted for. It is important to note that their measures of family structure only 

indicated intact (i.e., current marital status of mother was married to the biological father 

who living in the household) and non-intact (i.e., current marital status of mother was 

divorced, widowed, or never married) households. In one of the few studies that 

decomposes the role of family environment into variables that tap onto different aspects 



132 
 

of family dynamics and attitudes (i.e., involvement, social isolation, normlessness, 

solidarity and familism, parental availability, parental supervision, perceived sanctions in 

the family), Pabón’s (1998) found that among Puerto Rican males in South Bronx only 

involvement (i.e., amount of time they spent with family on weekdays, evenings, and 

weekends) was associated with fewer delinquent behaviors. Although this sample was 

drawn in the 1980s, his findings support the possibility of variability in the potential 

influence of family dynamics on violence.  The present analysis did not include a direct 

measure of time spent with family members, thus additional studies are needed to 

confirm whether similar results would be found across different Latino ethnicities.  

Findings in the present study support a more nuanced understanding of the role of 

families across Latino subgroups. Although a majority of the violence prevention 

literature places the family as a source of protection and resilience among Latinos (Smith 

& Krohn, 1995; Rodríguez &Weisburd, 1991; Rodriguez & Kosloski, 1998), this study 

suggests that this assumption may need to be qualified in order to address the specific 

needs of different Latino populations in the country. None of the familism variables was 

found to be relevant for Puerto Rican youth, and only family cohesion had an impact 

among Mexicans. This may be an indication that other family environment variables may 

be more relevant for these groups, such as parental monitoring and control (Pabón, 1998), 

or that familism should be measured differently for different groups. Or it may also mean 

that for Puerto Ricans and Mexicans, who are more likely to live in economically 

disadvantaged communities, a strong family environment may not override the risks 

associated with living in a high risk community (Molnar, Cerdá, Roberts, & Buka, 2008). 

Future research should consider whether multiple dimensions of family environments and 
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how such sociocultural familial values have similar impacts for Puerto Ricans, Mexicans, 

Cubans, and other Latino subgroups within particular areas of the country, in light of new 

immigration dynamics that have fueled unprecedented growth of these populations in the 

country. Moreover, studies should examine the pathways by which community 

environments shape the risk for the different Latino groups, and how these interact with 

the family environment to further shape those risks.  

A noteworthy finding is that parental engagement is actually associated with 

increased risk of violent behaviors among White and Blacks, rather than decreases, as 

was originally expected. Although contrary to the theoretical relationship that proposes 

decreased risk as a function of more parental involvement in adolescents’ lives, other 

studies have found similar results among African Americans. For example, Walter, 

Maxon, and Newcomb (2007) found in a study of African American and Latino males in 

Los Angeles that among the former, medium to high levels of parental attachment 

increased the risk of violence, especially among youth who had been raised by both 

parents. They did not find this among Latino males. Unfortunately parent characteristics 

were not included in this or their study, thus, it is difficult to gauge how encouraging or 

discouraging are the parent-child interactions among Whites and Blacks of violence or 

attitudes supportive of violence. 

Further, the within-group analysis found that several of the control variables do 

not conform to expected associations. For example, the role of gender, although not 

directly addressed in this study, is generally a very strong predictor of the risk of 

engaging in violent behaviors. Across all groups, except Puerto Ricans, males were 

significantly more likely to engage in violence than females in the same group. For 
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Cubans, males are at an increased risk, only after adjusting for all control and familism 

variables. This may reflect a high prevalence of violent behaviors among Puerto Rican 

and Cuban females. Further, immigrant generation affects differently the risk of Mexican 

and Cuban youths. Among Mexicans, immigrant youths were at a substantially lower risk 

of violent behaviors than third generation Mexicans. Among Cubans, it was the second 

generation immigrants who were at a substantially increased risk of violent behaviors 

than third generation Cubans. Grouping all of the Latino ethnic subgroups in the Add 

Health sample into a single category, Bui and Thongniramol (2005) found that second 

and third generation immigrants were at increased risk of violence compared to first 

generation immigrants for violent delinquency, but no differences were noted between 

the second and third generation’s risk. Overall, the present findings raise questions about 

the role of gender and immigrant generation within each Latino subgroup. Future 

research should consider the combined gender/ethnicity disparities in violent behaviors 

and the role of the family environment in increasing or decreasing the risk of violence 

among these groups. 

A number of study limitations merit mention. First, the familism measures used 

were limited in conceptual depth. The Add Health study did not include items that were 

specifically designed to measure familism and thus the measures in this analysis may be 

imperfect. It is possible that more culturally- and ethnically-specific measures should be 

used to better capture the effects of familism among ethnically diverse Latino 

adolescents. Using a general measure of each familism dimension may obscure the 

possibility that the three dimensions may look differently across the groups. Due to data 

constraints, for example, demographic familism did not include measures of extended kin 
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living in close proximity to the adolescents. This concept is particularly important for 

Latino families because studies have found many immigrants to choose living in close 

proximity to relatives or fictive kin (Domínguez & Watkins, 2003; Kamo, 2000). This 

type of arrangement may provide social support to both new and established families and 

further act as agents who reinforce the sociocultural values of their native countries 

(Domínguez & Watkins, 2003; Keefe, 1979). This concept, however, may vary by Latino 

ethnicity. For example, Cubans are more likely to live with additional family members 

within the same household (e.g., grandparents), while for Puerto Ricans, demographic 

familism may be more evident in living in close proximity to other family members, 

rather than within the same dwelling. Although in both cases these may provide 

additional caretakers, the latter would not be captured in a simple demographic familism 

measure that relates to family structure. Further, attitudinal and behavioral measures of 

familism should include an assessment of why adolescents engage or do not engage in 

particular behaviors, as well as the importance they give to family as the center of their 

activities, and directions given by family authority figures. Although new measures have 

been developed in recent years that better capture the attitudinal and behavioral 

dimensions of familism (Lugo-Steidel & Contreras, 2003; Ramírez et al., 2004), their use 

has been limited to small, local samples that do not allow for subgroup analysis among 

Latinos. This elusive concept requires more in-depth, qualitative assessments that both 

examines how it compares across different Latino ethnic subgroups within the United 

States, as well as patterns found in their countries of origin. Until this is done, most 

studies of within-Latino heterogeneity continue to use measures that are proxies of 

culturally-sanctioned attitudes and behaviors within the family. This practice may 



136 
 

continue to obscure the effects of different types or meanings associated with familism 

and how these relate to outcomes. This may account for the non-significant findings 

among Puerto Ricans and Mexicans in this study, or may suggest that other aspects of 

family relationships not included may yield different results. 

Second, the violence measure used as outcome included different types and 

severity of violent acts and did not distinguish the frequency of violence. Thus factors 

associated with different aspects of youth violent behaviors could not be indicated. These 

may vary in their frequency and various factors may affect them differently as well. 

However, this measure is similar to others used in the youth violence literature and 

allowed me to capture the majority of violent acts in the sample (McNulty & Bellair, 

2003). Third, this study is cross-sectional, thus causal arguments about family 

environments and violent behaviors across subgroups cannot be made. Rather, this study 

looks to identify which elements of familism are most important in reducing the risk of 

violent behaviors across racial/ethnic subgroups. Fourth, findings are based on the use of 

self-reported data of violent behaviors and family environments, thus subject to errors. 

Although, as with other sensitive information, self-reported measures of violence yield a 

more accurate representation of the problem among America’s youths (Tourangeau & 

Smith, 1996), there is a potential for social desirability that may lead to under or over 

reporting of behaviors. The same is true for family environment characteristics. However, 

in this study the majority of interviews occurred in the home using computer assisted 

personal interviews (CAPI) and audio-computer assisted self-interviews (A-CASI) to 

protect answers to sensitive topics. The two methods of data recording have been shown 

to maximize resources and easing the process of creating comprehensive databases. More 
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importantly (particularly with the use of A-CASI), they protect the confidentiality of 

answers and decrease the effect of social desirability bias.  

These findings have important implications for public health-violence 

prevention policies. First, it is clear that intervention efforts must take into account the 

differing roles of family across subgroups. For Mexicans, Whites, and Blacks 

interventions that address family dynamics, particularly cohesion, may have important 

effects in violence prevention. However, for Puerto Ricans and Cubans these 

interventions may have little effect and should be evaluated cautiously. By the same 

token, interventions aimed at family environments may have different effects for males 

and females across and within Latino subgroups. Additional research is needed to 

ascertain the potential impact of family interventions across racial/ethnic/gender 

subgroups. 
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CHAPTER 4 

 
UNPACKING NEIGHBORHOOD SOCIOECONOMIC STATUS AND 

RACIAL/ETHNIC COMPOSITION IN THE RISK FOR YOUTH VIOLENCE: 
A MULTILEVEL ANALYSIS OF LATINO, BLACK, AND WHITE YOUTH 

 
The literature on child and adolescent development suggests that neighborhood 

factors play critical roles in the initiation and progression of youth violent behaviors 

(Leventhal & Brooks-Gunn, 2000; Sampson, Morenoff, & Gannon-Rowley, 2002). 

During and following the Civil Rights Movement activists and scholars inspired by the 

anti-colonial struggles in the Third World, began to view the racial and economic 

oppression of Blacks and different Latino populations in the United States as a form of 

colonization that was internal to the country. Blauner (1969) asserts that the processes of 

internal colonialism were most acutely seen in the racial and economic isolation of 

people of color into poor, urban ghettoes. This processes further contributed to the vast 

accumulation of wealth for affluent Whites who owned real estate, businesses, and other 

institutions within these minority neighborhoods.  

In light of Wilson’s (1987) seminal work The Truly Disadvantaged and the 

development of Social Disorganization Theory (SDT) (Sampson & Morenoff, 2003) 

within the Chicago School of Sociology, the last two decades have brought renewed 

interest in exploring neighborhood structural factors’ influence on child and adolescent 

behaviors. Research that builds upon studies of urban crime and violence points to the 

crucial roles of neighborhoods in explaining racial/ethnic group differences in youth 

violent behavior (Sampson, Morenoff, & Raudenbush, 2005; Peterson & Krivo, 2005; 
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Sampson, Morenoff, & Gannon-Rowley, 2002). According to Morenoff, Sampson, and 

Raudenbush (2001: 518) this approach “draws its motivation from an intellectual 

tradition that seeks to explain variation in rates of crime and violence,” rather than 

explaining the development of violent behaviors within individuals. Most of this research 

has focused on difference between Black and White adolescents. More recently, 

differences have been examined with ethnically diverse samples.  

At least two important limitations continue to constrain our understanding of 

youth violence among Latinos. First, the composition of this pan-ethnic category has 

become increasingly heterogeneous in terms of national origins, socioeconomic status, 

each groups’ tenure in the United States, immigration experiences, geographic 

concentration, and political clout (Rumbaut, 2006; Durand, Telles, & Flashman, 2006; 

Fischer & Tienda, 2006; Portes & Grosfoguel, 1994). The changing demographic 

composition and the unique economic and spatial assimilation processes experienced by 

different immigrant groups raise important questions about the role of ethnicity (for the 

purpose of this discussion ethnicity refers to national origin) in shaping Latino 

adolescents’ behaviors. The role of residential context, although vastly used to explore 

White-Black differences in youth violence, has seldom been used to explore within-

Latino rates of violence. Various paths of economic mobility and residential segregation 

may affect Latino ethnic groups differently. Differential processes of assimilation into the 

United States may be key to understanding the experiences of immigrants and children of 

immigrants in the country. However, these issues seldom have been explored in 

conjunction with understanding violence among Latino youth. 
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The second limitation of current social science literature is the use of single 

measures of neighborhood socioeconomic status that include both economic and 

racial/ethnic composition indicators. This practice is fairly common, but it obscures the 

unique paths of economic and spatial assimilation for immigrant communities. Living in 

neighborhoods with different combinations of socioeconomic and racial/ethnic 

composition may afford various levels of exposure to important risk or protective 

influences on adolescents’ behaviors. The lack of information pertaining to within-group 

differences in risk and protective factors among this pan-ethnic population has ultimately 

hindered the development of effective responses to violence. The purpose of this study is 

to understand the role of neighborhood socioeconomic status and racial/ethnic 

composition in explaining the risk for youth violence in a racially/ethnically diverse, 

national sample. In doing so it looks to understand how neighborhood contexts shape 

protective and risk factors for youth violence. Furthermore, it assesses whether these 

factors impact the various racial/ethnic groups in similar ways. 

 

Neighborhood Characteristics and Youth Violence 

The guiding framework for this study is the ecological systems theory, which 

highlights the dynamic social, historical, and cultural milieus where people relate through 

multiple systems (or levels) of interaction (micro-, meso-, exo-, macro-, and 

chronosystems) (Bronfenbrenner, 1988). Of particular importance to this study are 

different elements of the microsystem. This system contains all direct relationships and 

interactions a person has with his or her immediate surroundings (e.g., family, school, 

neighborhood, work) and it has the strongest, bidirectional influence on a person’s 
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development. The mesosystem, which refers to the interactions of factors within and 

across microsystems, is critical in ecological theory. This framework allows for the 

incorporation of different theories to explain links within and across systems. One widely 

used theory in sociology and public health that is especially important for neighborhood 

influences on violent behaviors is Social Disorganization Theory (SDT). 

Classic SDT highlights several neighborhood structural factors as relevant to 

explaining racial differences in crime and violence outcomes: socioeconomic status, 

racial/ethnic composition, family structure and life cycle, and residential stability, 

(Sampson, 2003). In particular, SDT views high rates of poverty, single parent families, 

residential turnover, unemployment, and racial/ethnic heterogeneity as important 

determinants of “concentrated disadvantage”. Sampson, Morenoff, and Gannon-Rowley 

(2002) have noted that these types of measures of disadvantage are related to a range of 

outcomes and tend to cluster spatially. Massey argued that residential segregation and 

economic disadvantage interact to create structural conditions that reinforce deprivation. 

Segregation leads to the spatial concentration of poverty, wealth, and social relationships 

that result in racially patterned and geographically clustered inequality (Massey, 1990; 

1994). Of particular interest to understanding the experiences of Latino immigrant groups 

are socioeconomic status and racial/ethnic heterogeneity within their neighborhoods. The 

spatial concentration of poverty and wealth influences the neighborhood context through 

the availability and quality of institutional resources and the presence of stressors that 

affect social relationships (e.g., drug trafficking, arson, police interactions) (Schulz & 

Northridge, 2004; Wilson, 1987). In turn, communities have significant influence on 

families, adolescents’ relationships with other peers, and may directly impact the 
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opportunity for violent encounters. SDT views neighborhood disadvantage and advantage 

as being on a continuum of socioeconomic status, yet most research has focused on 

understanding the role of economic disadvantage and virtually ignores the influence of 

economic advantage in explaining outcomes. 

A critical point to consider about classic SDT is that it views racial/ethnic 

heterogeneity in a community as a negative factor because it “generates diversity in 

cultural values and norms…. undermines communication between neighbors and the 

level of consensus achieved within the neighborhood about appropriate goals and 

standards of behavior” (Elliot et al., 1996; 393). This then leads to more residential 

turnover and limited social resources and political power that result in fewer institutional 

investments. However, many studies guided by SDT include the proportion of the 

population who is Black, a proxy for the homogeneity created through residential 

segregation, as an indicator of disadvantage. The literature on residential segregation of 

minority groups implicitly and explicitly argues that segregation is a detrimental factor 

for their economic and social assimilation (Massey & Denton, 1985). Classic SDT’s 

viewpoint implies that for Whites, racial/ethnic heterogeneity of neighborhoods is 

detrimental, but for Blacks, it is homogeneity that is detrimental. Sampson and colleagues 

(2002) noted in their review of the neighborhood-effects literature that fewer studies have 

explored racial/ethnic heterogeneity in comparison to other measures of disadvantage 

(e.g., proportion of population/families under poverty line, proportion of population who 

is Black/African American, and single parent families/female headed households). 

Stemming from the urgency to understand the simultaneous concentration of 

poverty and racial residential isolation that was brought to the forefront by Wilson 
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(1987), many contemporary studies of inequalities in violent behaviors based on newer 

conceptualizations of SDT, include a measure of the proportion of the population that is 

Black along with economic indicators in their indices of neighborhood disadvantage or 

deprivation (Bruce, 2003; De Coster, Heimer, & Wittrock, 2006). Even in studies that 

specifically examined the risk of violent behaviors across neighborhoods of different 

socioeconomic statuses, the percent of the population that is Black was included as an 

indicator in a composite measure (Beyers, Loeber, Wilkström, & Stouthamer-Loeber, 

2001).  

This mixing of racial/ethnic and socioeconomic indicators within indices is 

problematic when trying to disentangle the pathways and effects of two different 

fundamental causes of health. Newer conceptualizations of SDT imply that there is some 

agreement about an interactive effect of socioeconomic status and racial/ethnic 

composition of a neighborhood. Yet the methodological approaches that stem from these 

conceptualizations do not treat them independently, thus they continue to ignore the 

potential for differential pathways based on socioeconomic status and racial/ethnic 

composition. This is a serious limitation of the literature, particularly as it relates to 

understanding youth violence among Latino subgroups. As immigrants, they have been 

characterized to have different socioeconomic profiles (some groups living in 

economically vibrant communities, while others live in economically disadvantaged 

communities), and to live in neighborhoods with different racial/ethnic compositions that 

may not easily follow the patterns found in research examining White-Black differences 

in violence (Portes & Zhou, 1993). The following section highlights potential sources of 
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variations of neighborhood risk and protective factors among diverse Latino immigrant 

groups. 

 

Variations of Neighborhood Factors Across Latino Ethnic Subgroups 

Both racial/ethnic composition and socioeconomic status are identified in the SDT 

literature as important neighborhood dimensions that may help explain violence 

disparities between Whites and different minority groups in the United States. 

Considering the connections proposed in the ecological systems theory, research in 

sociology and public health has found broad support that the spatial concentration of 

socioeconomic disadvantage and racial/ethnic composition have important implications 

for adolescents’ development and behavioral outcomes (Leventhal & Brooks-Gunn, 

2000; Sampson, Morenoff, & Gannon-Rowley, 2002). Both socioeconomic status of 

neighborhoods and residential segregation shape the exposure to health demoting and 

promoting factors across populations, and thus, are fundamental causes of health (Link & 

Phelan, 2000; Williams & Collins, 2001). These concepts are critical to understanding 

racial/ethnic disparities because they have been identified as key indicators of structural 

assimilation of immigrant populations into American society (South, Crowder, & 

Chávez, 2005). However, although there is a fairly consistent association between 

socioeconomic disadvantage and crime/violence at the neighborhood level, the effect of 

racial/ethnic composition (i.e., homogeneity vs. heterogeneity) may differ by racial/ethnic 

subgroup because segregation may mean different things for different racial/ethnic 

groups. 
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Sociological theories that examine the new second generation of immigrants shed 

light on sources of differences among Latino ethnic subgroups. In classic assimilation (or 

straight-line assimilation) theory, Gordon (1964) stressed that successful adaptation 

required structural assimilation by the incorporation of immigrant groups into the social 

and economic institutions of the dominant group. Specifically, this type of assimilation 

points to the development of direct contacts and affiliations of members of the minority 

and majority groups. According to Gordon, once this happens, all other forms of 

assimilation follow. Spatial assimilation (i.e., the incorporation of immigrant groups that 

leads to more heterogeneous neighborhoods) enhances other forms of structural 

assimilation, including intermarriage and co-ethnic friendships. Consistent with this view 

of assimilation, Alba and Nee (1997) argued that economic assimilation is an important 

incentive for structural assimilation. Since then, others have argued that spatial and 

economic assimilation are inextricably tied, especially among racial minorities (Massey 

& Denton, 1985; Santiago & Wilder, 1991; Santiago & Galster, 1995; South, Crowder, & 

Chávez, 2005).  In classic assimilation, subsequent generations of immigrants “melt” into 

dominant socioeconomic and cultural standards in a straight-line. 

Segmented assimilation theorists, however, argue that the different Latino groups 

have not uniformly experienced upward mobility. This is in part due to a continuous 

stream of new immigrants moving into communities, more racial diversity among these 

new groups, and the restructuring of the American economy pushing many into low-

wage, service sector jobs with little opportunity for upward mobility (Portes & Zhou, 

1993). As a result some groups have experienced downward mobility with increases in 

poverty, residential segregation, and negative health outcomes in subsequent generations 
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(Portes, Fernández-Kelly, & Haller, 2005). Others have experienced upward economic 

mobility while living in homogeneous or highly segregated neighborhoods (Zhou, 1997). 

Studies show that segregation from Whites has increased for all Latinos since the 1980s 

(Logan, Stults, & Farley, 2004), yet different subgroups have not uniformly experienced 

similar levels of economic marginalization (Reimers, 2006; Fischer & Tienda, 2006). 

A large body of work has examined residential segregation within and across 

Latinos, non-Latino Whites, and non-Latino Blacks in the United States, pointing to three 

general findings. First, as a whole, the levels of segregation from Whites among Latinos 

are lower than the levels of segregation for Blacks, despite increases in segregation 

among the former and decreases among the latter during the last two decades (Logan, 

Stults, & Farley, 2004). Second, the degree of segregation decreases as the 

socioeconomic status of Latinos increases, and is lower among U.S.-born Latinos than 

foreign-born ones (Denton & Massey, 1988; Fischer & Tienda, 2006). Third, levels of 

segregation vary by geographic region of the country, which are characterized by 

different Latino populations and economic structures (Frey & Farley, 1996; Fischer & 

Tienda, 2006). Evidence suggests that the Latino-White segregation is lowest in the 

Southwest portion of the country where Mexicans are the predominant group; while it is 

highest in the Midwest and Northeast where Puerto Ricans are the predominant group. 

Florida, where there is a very large Cuban community, also has a high level of Latino 

segregation from Whites (Alba & Logan, 1993; Gónzalez Wahl, Breckenridge, & 

Gunkel, 2006). 

Consistent findings of higher levels of segregation and economic disadvantage 

among Puerto Ricans suggest that this group has undergone downward assimilation, 
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sharing poor, urban spaces with other Puerto Ricans and/or African Americans (Massey 

& Bitterman, 1985; Massey & Mullan, 1984; Santiago, 1992; Santiago & Galster, 1995). 

Because of the long history of residential segregation of African Americans resulting 

from institutionalized forms of discrimination that limit access to structural opportunities 

and resources, Latinos living in predominantly Black areas may be subject to similar 

levels of economic and institutional marginalization. Cubans have been described as a 

group with moderately high levels of segregation from both Whites and Blacks (Logan, 

Alba, McNulty, & Fisher, 1996; Alba & Logan, 1993), while at the same time having 

higher levels of education and lower family poverty rates than Whites (Reimers, 2006). 

This suggests the presence of an ethnic enclave that allows for upward economic mobility 

without sacrificing the social support and networks that are present in their ethnically 

homogeneous communities (Portes & Zhou, 1993). Mexicans have shown most 

consistency with straight-line assimilation, with subsequent generations generally 

achieving better economic status than previous ones (Alba & Logan, 1993; Massey, 

1981; Massey, 1983; Fischer & Tienda, 2006).  

Building upon SDT and the theory of segmented assimilation, I argue that 

neighborhood socioeconomic status and racial/ethnic composition may have an 

interactive effect, rather than a cumulative one, on the risk for violent behaviors among 

Latino youths. The commonly used measures discussed above mask the possibility that 

among some Latino groups, racial/ethnic homogeneity may reduce violence at different 

levels of socioeconomic status, while for others it may increase it. Such a finding may be 

reflective of ethnic enclave communities that serve as: a) sources of economic capital; b) 

active social networks of people who participate in civic/cultural activities, thus 
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increasing the potential of collective efficacy, and; c) a way to maintain a bicultural 

identity through the constant contact with both adolescents’ native country and American 

influences. Recent studies of the spatial and economic assimilation of Latino immigrants 

highlight important differences in social contexts encountered by different ethnic 

subgroups (Rumbaut, 2006; Landale, Oropesa, & Bradatan, 2006; Reimers, 2006; Fisher 

& Tienda, 2006), suggesting that they are exposed to different levels of risk. This study 

examines the association between both neighborhood socioeconomic status and 

racial/ethic composition (neighborhood heterogeneity vs. homogeneity) on adolescents’ 

violent behaviors and how these interact to increase or decrease risk across a 

racially/ethnically diverse sample. Specifically, the following research questions will be 

addressed: 

 
What influence do neighborhood socioeconomic status and racial/ethnic composition 
have on the risk for violent behaviors among a racially/ethnically diverse sample? 
 

Since the 1980s, work that explores contextual factors on adolescent outcomes 

has focused on the effects of concentrated poverty or disadvantage. More recently, 

Sampson (2001), Massey (2001), and Leventhal and Brooks-Gunn (2001) have called 

for research that explores concentrated affluence as well as poverty in analytic models. 

Because of the socioeconomic diversity among Latino populations, I examine the 

association of youth violence with increases in socioeconomic advantage, and expect a 

negative association between these concepts. 

It is not clear from the literature what type of influence primary racial/ethnic 

composition in a neighborhood should have among Latinos. I expect the effect of 

neighborhood characteristics to vary by racial/ethnic subgroup given theories of 
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segmented assimilation. Classic SDT argues that ethnic heterogeneity is detrimental to 

social relationships and is likely to increase the risk for violence. This study will 

examine whether neighborhood racial/ethnic homogeneity vis-à-vis heterogeneity 

places youths at risk for violent behaviors. Specifically, it will compare the risk among 

youths living in primarily White neighborhoods, to the risk for violent behaviors in 

primarily Black, Latino, and mixed neighborhoods.  

Does racial/ethnic composition of the neighborhood moderate the association between 
neighborhood socioeconomic status and the risk of youth violence among a 
racially/ethnically diverse sample? 
  

I expect that neighborhood racial/ethnic composition will moderate the 

neighborhood socioeconomic status-violence association. According to the theory of 

segmented assimilation, these processes have created different socioeconomic profiles 

across Cuban, Mexican, and Puerto Rican populations. According to SDT, 

neighborhood socioeconomic status and neighborhood racial/ethnic composition both 

are likely to have an important direct effect on the risk for violent behaviors among 

adolescents of different racial/ethnic backgrounds. However, I expect neighborhood 

socioeconomic affluence to have different effects in primarily Latino and Black 

neighborhoods, compared to primarily White neighborhoods on decreasing the risk for 

adolescents’ violent behaviors. This may reflect differential processes of economic and 

spatial assimilation.  

 

 

 

 



157 
 

Method 

Study Design 

The data for this study come from the National Longitudinal Study of 

Adolescents Health (Add Health; Harris et al., 2008), a longitudinal study of health 

related behaviors among adolescents. It utilized a complex sampling design with 

unequal probability of selection. Schools are the primary sampling units, with 132 

middle and high schools selected for the study. The schools were representative in 

terms of region of the country, urbanicity, size of student body, type (e.g., public, 

private, and Catholic), and ethnic distribution of student body. Student selection was 

stratified by grade and sex. Approximately 17 students were chosen at random for each 

grade/sex stratum for an average of 200 adolescents from each school. Post-

stratification weights were used to achieve nationally representative results and to 

adjust for non-response.  

Add Health began with an in-school survey of over 90,000 students in grades 

7 through 12, followed by a series of in-home interviews with 20,745 adolescents and 

their primary caretaker in 1994. The data used in the current study comes from the in-

home interviews at Wave I (1994-95), which had a 78.9% response rate. All students 

registered at the schools were eligible to complete the in-home portion of the study, 

including those who had completed the in-school questionnaire. The Carolina 

Population Center used geocoding to link adolescents’ home address to 1990 Census 

data files. Approximately 75% of in-home respondents had geocodable street addresses. 

In cases where they did not, Geographic Positioning System (GPS) devices were used 

to collect the coordinates, providing contextual information for 98% of respondents. 
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The location information was transformed into a geographic distribution of adolescent 

respondents around a central point in the community.  

A major advantage of this data set is that Puerto Rican, Cuban, and Black 

adolescents with highly educated parents were oversampled so that a more nuanced 

subgroup analysis could be conducted. For this study the full sample includes only 

those who identified as non-Latino Whites, Africans/Caribbean Blacks/African 

Americans, Cubans/Cuban Americans, Mexicans/Chicano/Mexican Americans 

(hereafter referred to as Whites, Blacks, Cubans, and Mexicans), and Puerto Ricans. 

Although the Add Health data set includes Latinos of other national backgrounds (e.g., 

Honduras, Dominican Republic, El Salvador), sample sizes were not large enough to 

conduct subgroup analysis. Therefore, they are not included in this study. Further, the 

2,125 (11.23% of the total sample) respondents who did not identify within the 

previous five racial/ethnic groups that are the focus of this study (e.g., Asians, 

Hawaiian/Pacific Islanders, and Native Americans) are not included, making 16,799 

adolescents in the sample were eligible for analysis.  

Those who had missing violence scores (n = 184) were excluded from 

analysis, for a final sample size of 16,615, weighted to represent 20,201,502 

adolescents in the country. ANOVAs were conducted to test for mean differences 

between those with and without violence scores. Analyses revealed that those not 

included were more likely to be male, F(1, 16,797) = 20.02, p < .001, and have mothers 

with lower levels of education, F(1, 13,317) = 15.02, p < .001). They were also less 

likely to be White, F(1, 16,797) = 21.12, p < .001, and more likely to be Cuban, F(1, 

16,797) = 3.974, p < .05, Mexican, F(1, 16,797) = 11.137, p < .001, or Black F(1, 
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16,797) = 4.34, p < .05. Respondents also differed in neighborhood socioeconomic 

status, with higher levels of families in poverty, F(1, 16,633) = 8.22, p < .01, and 

unemployment rates, F(1, 16,628) = 23.17, p < .001.  Those with missing data were less 

likely to live in primarily White neighborhoods, F(1, 16,797) = 15.01, p < .001, and 

more likely to live in mixed ones, F(1, 16,797) = 6.32, p < .05. Those missing were also 

more likely to live in tracts with fewer owner-occupied homes, F(1, 16,633) = 15.79, p 

< .001, and a higher proportion of immigrants F(1, 16,642) = 6.63,  p < .01. 

 

Sample Description 
 

Table 4.1 shows the average proportion and standard errors of socio-

demographic characteristics for the total sample and by racial/ethnic groups. Results 

indicate that among the full sample, 51% of respondents were male and the average age 

was 15.99. Cubans made up .77% of the sample, Puerto Ricans 1.7%, Mexicans 7.6%, 

non-Latino Blacks 17.3%, and non-Latino Whites 72.6%. Groups differed by age, with 

Blacks being slightly older than the average. The majority of respondents’ mothers (or 

resident maternal figure) had completed at least a high school education, although each 

level of education differed by racial/ethnic subgroup. Fifty one percent of all 

adolescents had mothers’ who had completed some college or beyond, while 15% had 

not completed high school. A larger proportion of White adolescents’ mothers (55%) 

had some college education or more, followed by levels among Blacks (44%), Puerto 

Ricans (33%), Cubans (27%), and Mexicans (25%), χ2(4, 13,176) = 109.24, p < .001. 

At the other extreme, the majority of Mexicans (54%) adolescents’ mothers had not 
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completed high school, followed by Cubans (43%), Puerto Ricans (29%), Blacks 

(21%), and Whites (10%), χ2(4, 13,176) = 225.29, p < .001. 

Table 4.1 also shows that there were also differences in the distribution of 

demographic familism among adolescents by racial/ethnic subgroup. Sixty three percent 

of adolescents lived in two parent households, χ2(4, 16,446) = 348.50, p < .001, 8% 

lived in households with two parents and an additional adult, χ2(4, 16,446) = 111.58, p 

< .001, 17% in single parent households, 8% in one with a single parent and additional 

adult, χ2(4, 16,446) = 177.70, p < .001, and less than 5% lived in households with no 

parental figure present, χ2(4, 16,446) = 98.67, p < .001. Among Latinos, Mexicans had 

the highest proportion of adolescents living in two-parent households, followed by 

Cubans. Mexicans and Cubans had a higher proportion of adolescents living in two-

parent households with an additional adult kin than Puerto Ricans. Puerto Ricans had 

the highest proportion of single parent households among all Latino groups. After 

Blacks in the sample, Cubans had the highest rates of adolescents living in single parent 

households with an additional adult kin of the Latino groups, while Puerto Ricans were 

most likely to live in households with no parent present.  
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Table 4.1. Sample Description, Full Sample and by Racial/Ethnic Group 
 
 

Full Sample Whites Cubans Mexicans Puerto 
Ricans 

Blacks 

Mean (S.E.)       
Age*** 

 
 

15.99 
(.119) 

15.94 (.130) 16.09 
(.793) 

16.00 
(.277) 

15.90 
(.368) 

16.20 
(.214) 

Males N(%) 
 

10,219,385 
(51) 

7,444,116  
(51) 

73,367  
(47) 

782,615 
(51) 

186,792 
(53) 

1,732,495 
(50) 

Mother’s 
Education 

      

N 16,331,713 12,043,882 139,704 1,154,963 286,829 2,594,628 
Less than high 

school*** 
 

.154 
 (.013) 

.099  
(.009) 

.430 
(.001) 

.541  
(.043) 

.290  
(.031) 

.207 
 (.024) 

High school/ 
GED*** 

 

.340 
 (.012) 

.350  
(.013) 

.299 
(.022) 

.209 
 (.027) 

.378 
 (.025) 

.346 
 (.020) 

Some college 
and beyond*** 

.507 
 (.018) 

.551  
(.018) 

.271 
(.050) 

.251 
 (.025) 

.331 
 (.037) 

.446 
 (.035) 

      
Demographic familism  
% (S.E.) 

     

N 
 

19,972,863 14,518,367 154,273 1,508,356 344,784 3,445,012 

Two parents*** 
 
 

.633  
(.013) 

.711 
 (.009) 

.503 
(.051) 

.563  
(.023) 

.507 
 (.037) 

.356  
(.017) 

Two parents & 
adult(s)*** 

 

.075  
(.004) 

.068 
 (.004) 

.187 
(.017) 

.151 
 (.018) 

.070 
 (.014) 

.069 
 (.006) 

Single 
parent*** 

 

.168  
(.007) 

.136  
(.005) 

.144 
(.015) 

.147 
 (.018) 

.266 
 (.035) 

.301 
 (.015) 

Single parent & 
adult(s)*** 

 

.076  
(.005) 

.052  
(.004) 

.138 
(.023) 

.088  
(.011) 

.109 
 (.027) 

.167 
 (.011) 

Other adult(s), 
no parents*** 

.046  
(.004) 

.034  
(.003) 

.028 
(.017) 

.051 
 (.007) 

.048 
 (.010) 

.106 
 (.008) 

*** p < .001, ** p< .01, * p<.05 differences by adolescents’ race/ethnic subgroup. All analyses are weighted to achieve  
nationally representative results. S.E. = Standard Errors 

 

Measures 

Violent behaviors. 

A five-item scale assesses the frequency of violent behaviors during the 

previous 12 months. Specifically, items measured the frequency for each respondent of 

having engaged in physical fights, injured someone in a fight, took part in a group fight, 

pulled a knife or gun on someone, and shot and/or stabbed someone. Items include 
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actions of different severity, thus their response categories differed based on the 

assumption that more severe actions happen less frequently (never, 1 or 2 times, 3 or 4 

times, 5 or more times; never, once, or more than once). Given the different response 

categories, and following Bellair, Roscigno, and McNulty (2003) methodology with the 

Add Health data set, each item’s response was coded as a binary outcome. The final 

scale is the sum of the responses to each item, ending up with a 0 to 5 score. This 

allowed the assessment of different types of violent behaviors, rather than the total 

number of acts committed. The histogram of residuals indicated a positively skewed 

distribution, which suggests that those with highest violence score were not properly 

identified. Therefore, a binary variable indicating no violence versus any violent 

behaviors was used for all analyses in this study for ease of interpretation (Allison, 

1999). 

 

Race and ethnicity. 

Respondents were first asked if they were of Hispanic or Latino origin 

(yes/no). Those who answered yes were then asked to identify their Latino/Hispanic 

background. Those who reported being Mexican, Mexican-American, Chicano/a, 

Puerto Rican, and/or Cuban/Cuban American were classified as such and included in 

the Latino analysis. All respondents were then asked to indicate their racial background 

(White, black/African American, Indian/Native American, Asian/Pacific Islander, 

other), to which they could give more than one answer. Over 90% of the sample chose 

one racial category; however, those that did not were later asked which racial group 

was their primary identification. Following McNulty and Bellair’s (2003) classification, 



163 
 

those who responded ‘no’ to the Hispanic/Latino ethnicity were coded with their racial 

classification response. Those who reported more than one racial category were coded 

based on their answer to their primary identification. The final sample includes those 

who self–reported as Non-Latino White, Non-Latino Black, Mexican/Mexican 

American, Chicano/a, Puerto Rican, and Cuban/Cuban American. Respondents who 

identified as Mexican/Mexican American and Chicano/a were classified under a single 

category. For this study, they were coded as dummy variables as follows: 0 – Non-

Latino Whites, 1 – Cubans/Cuban Americans, 2 – Mexican/Mexican 

Americans/Chicanos, 3 – Puerto Ricans, and 4 – Non-Latino Blacks. Although the 

focus of this study is to understand differences across the different Latino groups, the 

largest group in the study is Whites. For statistical reasons this group is the reference 

group for all analysis.  

 

Individual control variables. 

The literature on youth violence has identified individual factors that have 

been strongly associated with the risk of violent behaviors, including age, sex, family 

socioeconomic status, and demographic familism (Blum et al., 2000). In this study these 

factors were included as control variables in order to more accurately portray the risk of 

violence among racially/ethnically diverse youths. 

Age. Age indicates years at the time of interview, which was calculated by 

subtracting their birth date from the day, month, and year of interview. 
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Sex. The sex of adolescent respondents was assessed by interviewers prior to 

beginning the full interview session. It is a dummy variable coded as 0 for females and 

1 for males.  

Family socioeconomic status. This study uses mothers’ education as a 

measure of the protective effect of social and educational capital provided by parents. 

Mothers were the preferred respondent for the parental questionnaire and are 

overwhelmingly more likely to be the primary caregiver of respondents. In the parental 

questionnaire, respondents were asked how far they had gone in school. If the 

respondent was the biological mother, their level of education was used. If they were 

another maternal figure (i.e., step mother, foster mother, adoptive mother, grandmother, 

aunt, or other female figure), it was restricted to responses for those who had lived with 

the adolescent for five or more years. If the respondent was the father or other paternal 

figure, they were asked about a resident maternal figure. Again, if this figure was not 

the biological mother, analysis was restricted to those whose maternal figure had lived 

with the adolescent for more than five years. Responses ranged from 8th grade or less to 

graduate training beyond a 4-year college and were classified into different dummy 

variables that represent: 0 - less than high school, 1 - high school 

diploma/GED/vocational training, and 2 - completed some college education or 

beyond.  

Demographic familism. A large body of work has established the link between 

household composition and adolescents’ risk for violence (Blum et al., 2000; Leiber, 

Mack, & Feathersome, 2009). Respondents were asked to answer a series of questions 

about each person living in the household. This roster was used to create a measure of 
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household that is consistent with the living arrangements described in the familism 

literature. That is, including the presence of non-parental adults who may serve as 

support in larger family networks. Adolescents were asked to name each person living 

in the household, and to provide his/her sex and relationship to self, including extended 

and fictive kin. Those who were classified as children, siblings, or parents of the 

adolescents were further classified under the specific relationship types with the 

adolescent (i.e., biological, step-, adopted-, foster- parent or child; full-, half-, adoptive-

, foster-, other sibling). In order to better clarify the presence of additional kin in the 

household and to create a working typology, household members were classified as 

primary males and females (i.e., fathers, mothers, parents’ spouse or partner), 

secondary males and females (i.e., grandparents, great-grandparents, aunts/uncles), and 

other adults or children (i.e., adolescent respondents’ child, spouse/partner, sibling, 

siblings spouse/partner, cousins, nieces, nephews, mother- or father in-law, other 

relatives, other non-relatives; those under 21 were classified as children). Households 

with two primary parents were classified as two parent households. Secondary males or 

females were considered other adults. For analysis purposes, household composition is 

a dummy variable coded 0 through 4 with two parent families as the reference category. 

Other categories are: 1 - two parents with adult kin, 2 - single parent, 3 - single parent 

with adult kin, and 4 – adult kin with no parents.  

 

Neighborhood context. 

Add Health provides information regarding the community context for the in-

home sample respondents, most of which have been extensively used in the literature 
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from a deficit perspective. In this dissertation, I have chosen to focus on the structural 

conditions of neighborhoods, through use of census tracts, with particular focus on 

neighborhood racial/ethnic composition and socioeconomic status. 

Neighborhood socioeconomic status. Principal components factor analysis 

was conducted using the proportion of the population 25 years and older with a college 

degree, the proportion of those employed in managerial and/or professional 

occupations, the proportion of persons under the poverty line, and the total 

unemployment rate (the last two reversed) to create an standardized index that included 

factors representing both sides of the socioeconomic status (disadvantage/advantaged) 

continuum (Cronbach’s α = .87). The four items loaded into a single factor, with all 

lambdas over .81. Higher values represent higher level of economic advantage and have 

a minimum and maximum value of -5.17 to 3.48 respectively (range = 8.65). 

Neighborhood racial/ethnic composition. Racial/ethnic composition in a 

neighborhood indicates which of the major racial groups (Whites, Blacks, or Latinos) 

predominates in any given census tract. The Census information linked to Add Health 

provides separate information for the proportion of different races at the tract level. 

Latino identification is treated as an ethnicity allowing them to be distributed across all 

Census racial groups. Thus, the first step was to construct mutually exclusive categories 

that would represent Latinos of all races, non-Latino Whites, non-Latino Blacks, and 

non-Latino others. Using these continuous variables, and following the cut-off points 

used to stratify neighborhoods in the Project of Human Development and Chicago 

Neighborhoods (PHDCN; Earls & Buka, 1997), variables were created for tracts with at 

least 75% White population, 75% Black, and 75% Latino as homogeneous 
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neighborhoods. Tracts with more than 20% of at least two groups and, thus, less than 

75% of any one group, were classified as mixed neighborhoods. Dummy variables are 

coded as primarily: 0 - White, 1 - Black, 2 - Latino, and 3 - mixed neighborhoods. 

 

Neighborhood control variables. 
 

A number of important factors of neighborhoods have been linked to racial 

and ethnic differences in youth violence, among them residential stability and the 

proportion of 1st generation immigrants in a neighborhood. These were included as 

control variables in the multivariate analyses. 

Residential stability. Residential stability has been identified in a large 

segment of the literature as affecting both the structural dimensions of neighborhoods, 

as well as the social interactions between neighbors. A standardized residential stability 

score was created using the proportion of owner-occupied household units and the 

proportion of the population that had lived in the household five or more years 

(Cronbach’s α = .62). Principal components factor analysis confirmed these items to 

load on a single factor with lambdas above .85. I expect that living in neighborhoods 

with higher levels of residential stability will be associated with less youth violence 

among adolescents in the sample. 

Immigrant concentration. Sampson, Morenoff, and Raudenbush (2005) found 

that the proportion of foreign-born persons in a community was associated with lower 

rates of youth violence among Mexicans in Chicago, but it increased the risk among 

Puerto Ricans/Other Latinos in the city. Studies looking at immigrant generation and 

violent behaviors have found later generations (3+) to have higher rates of violence 
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than 1st and 1.5 generation Hispanic immigrants (Bui & Thongniramol, 2005). 

Considering these findings, the presence of first generation immigrants was included as 

a neighborhood level control variable and indicates the proportion of the population 

who is foreign-born in a census tract.  

 

Data Analysis 

The complex sampling design of Add Health created a structure where 

students were clustered within schools, which were the primary sampling units. 

Ignoring the complex clustering would underestimate standard errors, increasing the 

probability of a false-positive test.  Thus, to test the research questions, analyses were 

conducted using hierarchical two-level (HLM2) Bernoulli model for binary outcomes 

in HLM 6 (Raudenbush & Byrk, 2002), one of several software programs with 

multilevel capabilities (e.g., MLWin, MIXOR/MIXREG, STATA, S plus, R). This 

analytical technique has several advantages. First, it allows partitioning the variance 

into within- and between-school components (Raudenbush & Byrk, 2002; Diez-Roux, 

2000). Second, it provides a corrected estimation of standard errors, confidence 

intervals, and significance tests. The HLM2 module in HLM 6 further allowed analyses 

to be weighted in order to achieve nationally representative results. It is important to 

note, however, that currently no weights exist for the neighborhood variables per se, so 

descriptive information on neighborhoods should not be interpreted as being 

representative of all neighborhoods in the country. Due to this, and given the primary 

clustering of respondents through schools, schools were used as the source of level-2 

variance and neighborhood factors were included at level-1.  
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In order to assess the main and interacting effects of neighborhood factors in 

explaining differences in risk among the sample, the analyses were conducted in a 

systematic manner. The first analytic step was to calculate descriptive statistics for the 

dependent and independent variables for the full sample and for each racial/ethnic 

subgroup, and to test for differences in independent variables across subgroup using 

ANOVAs and Chi-squares (χ2). The second step was to compare the risk of engaging in 

violent behaviors across racial/ethnic subgroups using a multilevel model that accounts 

for school clustering. The third step was to conduct a systematic analysis of the effects 

of neighborhood factors on the risk of violent behaviors among the sample, after 

controlling for individual covariates. An unconditional model (i.e., no predictor 

variables) was first used to examine the variance attributed to school clustering. 

Variables were then entered in a stepwise fashion starting with individual controls in 

step one, race/ethnicity indicators in step two, neighborhood controls in step three, 

neighborhood socioeconomic status and racial/ethnic composition indicators in step 

four, and interactions between neighborhood socioeconomic status and each 

racial/ethnic composition indicator in step five. This approach allows for a comparison 

of the impact of each block of covariates. The equations for the unconditional and full 

models are presented below. All slopes are fixed for the sake of parsimony in the 

analyses. 

 

Null Model 
 

ηij = log(p/1-p) = β0j 
β0j =  γ00 + u0j, u0j ~ N(0, τ00) 
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Where γ00 is the average log-odds of violent behaviors across schools, and τ00 is the 

variance between schools in violent behaviors.   

 
Full Model 
 

ηij = β0j + γ10Agei+ γ20Malei + γ30MomEd1i + γ40MomEd2i + γ50Dfam1i + 
γ60Dfam2i + γ70Dfam3i + γ80Dfam4i + γ90Cubani + γ100Mexicani + 

γ110Puerto Ricani + γ120Blacksi + γ130Residential stabilityi + 
γ140Immigrantsi + γ150SESi + γ160>75%Blacki + γ170>75%Latinoi + 
γ180Mixedi + γ190SES*>75%Blacki + γ200SES*>75%Latinoi + 

γ210SES*Mixedi 
  

β0j = γ00 + u0j 
 

 
Where, ηij is the log odds of violent behaviors for individual i in school j, β0j is the school 

random intercept, and γp are coefficients for individual, family, and neighborhood 

predictors. All continuous variables are grand mean centered for ease of interpretation. 

Deviance statistics (-2 log likelihood function value [-2LL]) are included 

across each step in order to compare the fit indices across models, which illustrate the 

variance explained by each. In order to also account for potential clustering across 

neighborhood, I also fit a cross-classified model for binary outcomes (with schools and 

neighborhoods as non-nested clusters). Analyses were also conducted accounting only 

for neighborhood clustering at level-2. Point estimates did not differ for most variables, 

and the majority of the main conclusions of the study were robust to different random 

effects specifications. I report final results for the 2-level models with nesting within 

schools, because schools are the most important source of clustering and because this 

formulation allowed incorporation of the weights.   

Furthermore, in order to maximize the sample, missing data points across all 

independent variables were calculated using an Estimation-Maximization (EM) 
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algorithm. This procedure is used to calculate the maximum likelihood estimates for 

parameters in probabilistic models and is considered the gold standard in missing data 

analysis (Raghunathan, 2004). It calculates the missing observations by using the 

observed data to estimate the values based on the parameter, and re-estimates the 

distribution of the parameters with the expected estimates of the unknown data until its 

results converge.  

 

Results 
 

Descriptive statistics. 
 

Results in Table 4.2 show that racial/ethnic minorities in the sample differed 

from Whites in their risk for engaging in violent behaviors. Thirty eight percent of 

Whites, 49% of Cubans, 50% of Mexicans, 58% of Puerto Ricans, and 54% of Blacks 

reported any violent behaviors. As seen in the Table 4.2, Mexicans, Puerto Ricans, and 

Blacks had significantly greater risk of engaging in violent behaviors than Whites. 

Cubans did not differ from any of the other racial/ethnic subgroups in their risk of 

violence.  

Table 4.3 presents the neighborhood characteristics by the race/ethnicity of 

study participants. The average population size in the tracts where participants live was 

5,615.67 (M range 4,895 to 7,753), with higher population density among Cubans, F(4, 

128) = 8.97, p < .001. Overall, the neighborhood socioeconomic status factor (where 

higher values indicate increases in socioeconomic advantage) was highest among 

Whites and lowest for Blacks. Contrary to evidence from the U.S. Census, among 

Latinos in the Add Health sample, it was lowest among Cubans and highest among 
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Puerto Ricans, F(4, 128) = 20.59, p < .001. Cubans and Blacks were more likely to live 

in neighborhoods that had the lowest proportion of adults with a college degree, while 

Whites and Puerto Ricans had the highest, F(4, 128) = 4.11, p < .001. A similar pattern 

was found for the proportion of the population representing professional/managerial 

occupations within neighborhoods, although Puerto Ricans had the highest proportion, 

F(4, 128) = 7.79, p < .001. The proportion of persons who lived below the poverty line 

varied by racial/ethnic group, F(4, 128) = 22.81, p < .001. Among Latinos, Cubans had 

the highest poverty rates, followed by Puerto Ricans, and Mexicans. Unemployment 

rates, F(4, 128) = 21.66, p < .001, were highest rates among Blacks, followed by Puerto 

Ricans, Cubans, and Whites.  
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Table 4.2. Distribution and Risks for Violence Behaviors, Full Sample, by Racial/Ethnic Groupa 

 Full 
Sample 

Whites Cubans Mexicans Puerto Ricans Blacks 

N, % 20,201,502 14,663,897 154,989 1,534,618 349,574 3,498,424 
No Violence 58 62 51 50 42 46 

Any Violence 42 38 49 50 58 54 
OR (95% CI)b       

Whites  -- .713 
(.472 – 1.08) 

.595*** 
(.483 - .732) 

.561*** 
(.420 - .749) 

.545*** 
(.475 - .625) 

       
Cubans 

 
 

-- 1.40 
(.929 – 2.12)

  

-- .809 
(.515 – 1.27) 

.788 
(.498 – 1.24) 

 

.765 
(.505 – 1.16) 

 
Mexicans 

 
 

        -- 1.68*** 
(1.37 – 2.07) 

1.20 
(.767 – 1.87) 

-- .943 
(.657 – 1.35) 

.916 
(.734 – 1.14) 

 
Puerto Ricans 
 
 

 -- 1.78*** 
(1.33 – 2.38) 

1.27 
(.804 – 2.01) 

1.06 
(.738 – 1.52) 

-- .971 
(.725 – 1.30) 

Blacks 
 

-- 1.84*** 
(1.60 – 2.11) 

1.31 
(.864 – 1.98) 

1.09 
(.875 – 1.36) 

1.03 
(.769 – 1.38) 

-- 

a All analysis are weighted to achieve nationally representative estimates 
b Odds ratios (OR) and confidence intervals (CI) were calculated within a multilevel model with a school random intercept.  
Columns are reference groups. 
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Table 4.3. Descriptive Statistics of Adolescent Respondents’ Neighborhoods of Residence, 
Full Sample and by Racial/Ethnic Group  

 Full 
Sample 

Whites Cubans Mexicans Puerto 
Ricans 

Blacks 

Mean (S.E.)       
Total Population (n)*** 5,616.72 5,735.59 7,752.80 5,866.01 5,810.93 4,894.73 
 (344.13) (408.06) (479.11) (426.60) (999.50) (169.62) 
Socioeconomic status 
factor*** 

.001 
(.078) 

.197 
(.087) 

-.531 
(.165) 

-.286 
 (.132) 

-.207 
(.092) 

-.645 
(.087) 

       
Population >25 years old 
with college degree** 
 

.224 
(.011) 

.235 
(.013) 

.179 
(.020) 

.202  
(.017) 

.211 
(.010) 

.191 
(.010) 

Population in professional/ 
managerial 
occupations*** 
 

.227 
(.009) 

.237 
(.010) 

.171 
(.019) 

.192  
(.013) 

.266 
(.009) 

.199 
(.009) 

Persons under the poverty 
line*** 
 

.121 
(.008) 

.114 
(.007) 

.228 
(.018) 

.184 
(.016) 

.180 
(.021) 

.257 
(.016) 

Unemployment Rate*** 
 

.076 
(.004) 

.065 
(.004) 

.088 
(.004) 

.084 
(.005) 

.093 
(.005) 

.115 
(.004) 

Primary racial groupa       
>75% White 
neighborhood*** 
 

.683 
(.032) 

.857 
(.019) 

.138 
(.069) 

.275  
(.055) 

.369 
(.001) 

.190 
(.028) 

>75% Black 
neighborhood***  
 

.055 
(.014) 

.001 
(.001) 

.009 
(.008) 

.010  
(.005) 

.023 
(.000) 

.306 
(.051) 

>75% Latino 
neighborhood*** 
 

.014 
(.007) 

.001 
(.000) 

.731 
(.104) 

.090  
(.052) 

.076 
(.000) 

.001 
(.001) 

>20%/>20% Mixed 
neighborhood *** 
 

.247 
(.025) 

.141 
(.019) 

.122 
(.043) 

.625  
(.051) 

.533 
(.001) 

.503 
(.049) 

Controls       
Residential stability 
factor*** 
 

.081 
(.059) 

.251 
(.056) 

-.953 
(.043) 

-.663  
(.106) 

-.524 
(.131) 

-.199 
(.112) 

Population living >5 years 
in households*** 
 

.356 
(.556) 

.563 
(.008) 

.485 
(.016) 

.473  
(.011) 

.562 
(.015) 

.563 
(.014) 

Owner occupied 
households*** 
 

.687 
(.012) 

.734 
(.009) 

.449 
(.037) 

.569 
 (.022) 

.467 
(.049) 

.578 
(.021) 

Immigrant 
concentration*** 

.054 
(.007) 

.036 
(.003) 

.609 
(.077) 

.176  
(.022) 

.170 
(.033) 

.042 
(.007) 

*** p < .001, ** p< .01, * p<.05 differences by adolescents’ race/ethnic subgroup. ANOVAs were conducted for continuous variables, 
while Pearson’s Chi-square was conducted for categorical ones. a = The proportion of adolescents in the sample who live in 
neighborhoods characterized by specific racial compositions.  



   

175 
 

Sixty eight percent of participants lived in primarily White neighborhoods, 

while 6% lived in Black, 1% in Latino, and 25% in mixed neighborhoods. Results of 

the distribution by race/ethnicity indicate that among Latinos, Puerto Ricans were more 

likely to live in primarily White neighborhoods, compared to Mexicans or Cubans; 

although Blacks were also more likely to live in primarily White neighborhoods than 

Cubans, χ2(4, 16,611) = 323.15, p < .001. Compared to Blacks, none of the racial/ethnic 

subgroups was likely to live in primarily Black neighborhoods, χ2(4, 16,611) = 275.81, 

p < .001. Seventy three percent of Cubans lived in primarily Latino neighborhoods, in 

sharp contrast to 9% of Mexicans and 8% of Puerto Ricans, χ2(4, 16,611) = 512.81, p < 

.001. Most Mexicans (62%), Puerto Ricans (53%), and Blacks (50%) lived in mixed 

neighborhoods, χ2(4, 16,611) = 163.81, p < .001. In this sample, Cubans and Whites 

were most likely to live in segregated neighborhoods, as defined by the 75% cut-off 

points. 

The residential stability factor differed by race/ethnicity, F(4, 128) = 27.34, p < 

.001, and was lowest for Cubans and highest for Whites. All groups, except Whites, had 

negative means, suggesting high mobility in the neighborhoods of minority adolescents. 

As expected, immigrant concentration differed by racial/ethnic group, F(4, 128) = 

24.14, p < .001, and was highest among Latinos, particularly Cubans. The lowest levels 

were among Whites and Blacks. Mexicans and Puerto Ricans lived in neighborhoods 

where less than 20% of the population was first generation immigrants. 

Table 4.4 shows the descriptive statistics for key neighborhood factors by the 

primary racial/ethnic composition of the census tract. Tukey-Kramer adjusted 

ANOVAs were used to test for significant neighborhood compositional differences. 
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Primarily Latino neighborhoods had significantly more people than White, Black, or 

mixed ones, F(3, 2,172) = 18.95, p < .001. Figure 4.1 presents boxplots that highlight 

the distribution of neighborhood socioeconomic status by racial/ethnic composition. As 

can be seen in the figure and Table 4.4, neighborhood socioeconomic status was highest 

in White neighborhoods, and lowest in Black ones, closely followed by Latino 

neighborhoods, F(3, 2,160) = 305.76, p < .001. When it comes to the adult population 

with a college degree, White neighborhoods had the highest rates, compared to Latino 

and Black neighborhoods. Mixed neighborhoods had higher rates, but did not reach that 

of White neighborhoods, F(3, 2,170) = 112.00, p < .001. A similar pattern was found 

for the proportion of the population in professional or managerial occupations within 

neighborhoods, F(3, 2,165) = 124.54, p < .001. The rates of family poverty varied 

dramatically by racial/ethnic composition of the neighborhoods, F(3, 2,163) = 305.58, p 

< .001. It is highest in Black neighborhoods, followed by Latino, mixed, and White 

ones. A similar pattern was found for the unemployment rate, F(3, 2,160) = 453.11, p < 

.001. 
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Table 4.4. Descriptive Statistics of Respondents’ Neighborhoods, by Primary  
Racial/Ethnic Composition 
 
Mean (S.D.) 

All 
tracts 

>75% 
White 

>75% 
Black 

>75% 
Latino 

>20%/>20% 
Mixed 

N 2,332 1,036 303 81 757 
Total Population 
(N)*** 
 

4,863.78 
(3,284) 

4,862  
(3,247) 

4,161 
(2,250) 

7,194 
(5,500) 

4,921  
(3,200) 

Neighborhood racial/ethnic composition      
Non-Latino 
whites*** 
 

.596 (.351)  .913 (.070) .041 (.049) .100 (.050) .453 (.207) 

Non-Latino 
blacks*** 
 

.230 (.323)  .035 (.048) .921 (.071) .023 (.038) .256 (.224) 

Latino, all races*** 
 

.134 (212)  .033 (.042) .031 (.049) .868 (.058) .221 (.200) 

Non-Latino 
others*** 

.040 (.078)  .019 (.023) .007 (.015) .011 (.016) .070 (.100) 

      
Neighborhood economic status      
Socioeconomic 
status factor*** 
 

‐.054 (1.16)  .522 (.949) -1.27 (.990) -1.06 (.693) -.235 (1.02) 

Population aged 25+ 
with college 
degree*** 

 

.235 (.145) .282 (.154) .142 (.081) .122 (.069) .220 (.128) 

Population in 
professional/ 
managerial 

occupations*** 
 

.235 (.117) .276 (.122) .170 (.068) .118 (.056) .216 (.105) 

Persons living under 
the poverty line*** 

 

.169 (.138) .075 (.071) .269 (.154) .240 (.109) .168 (.128) 

Unemployment 
Rate*** 

.085 (.059) .055 (.032) .164 (.070) .107 (.039) .091 (.050) 

      
Controls      
Residential stability 
factor*** 
 

-.308 (1.10) .069 (1.01) -.259 (1.04) -1.03 (.896) -.724 (1.06) 

Population living >5 
years in the same 

household*** 
 

.541 (.133) .548 (.130) .623 (.105) .494 (.117) .500 (.132) 

Owner occupied 
households*** 

 

.578 (.238) .696 (.186) .458 (.243) .409 (.195) .502 (.224) 

Immigrant 
concentration*** 

.117 (.157) .046 (.060) .051 (.112) .562 (.223) .168 (.139) 

*** p <.001. Differences of neighborhood characteristics by primary racial composition were tested with Tukey-Kramer.    
Analyses are not weighted and should not be understood to be representative of neighborhoods in the country.   
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The neighborhood control variables also differed by neighborhood 

racial/ethnic composition. White and mixed neighborhoods had the highest level in the 

residential stability factor, F(3, 2,165) = 100.61, p < .001, with a higher proportion of 

the population having lived in their household for more than five years, F(3, 2,170) = 

73.24, p < .001, and/or having lived in an owner-occupied home, F(3, 2,165) = 193.08, 

p < .001. As expected, the highest concentration of first generation immigrants was 

found in primarily Latino neighborhoods, F(3, 2,170) = 676.40, p < .001. 

 
Figure 4.1. Distribution of Neighborhood Economic Status by Racial/Ethnic 
Composition 

 
 

In order to achieve a better understanding of the neighborhood socioeconomic 

profile in which adolescents reside, the neighborhood socioeconomic variable was 
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divided into quartiles (n  = 582/583), and additional descriptive analyses were 

conducted. Table 4.5 shows the mean and standard deviations for all key variables by 

neighborhood socioeconomic quartiles, where higher groups represent more advantage. 

Results indicate that as neighborhood advantage increases, there is a decrease in the 

proportion of the population that is Black or Latino. As is expected, more advantaged 

neighborhoods have higher proportions of people with college degrees and in 

professional/managerial occupations, and lower proportions of persons living in 

poverty and lower unemployment rates. Crosstabs were used in order to assess the 

extent to which different levels of neighborhood socioeconomic status overlap with 

neighborhood racial/ethnic composition and with adolescents’ racial/ethnic 

backgrounds.  

Table 4.6 highlights that White neighborhoods were significantly more likely 

to be in the higher socioeconomic status categories than Black, Latino, or mixed ones. 

In fact, the overwhelming majority of Black and Latino neighborhoods are in the lowest 

quartile of the neighborhood socioeconomic status distribution, F(12, 16,630) = 16.20, 

p < .001. Table 4.7 presents the distribution for the full sample, and vis-à-vis 

adolescents’ racial/ethnic background. Results indicate that significant differences 

exist, χ2(9, 2,330) = 686.43, p < .001. Over half of White adolescents live in the 

neighborhoods above the median level of socioeconomic status, compared to 24% of 

Cubans, 40% of Mexicans, 46% of Puerto Ricans, and 28% of Blacks. 
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Table 4.5. Descriptive Statistics of Adolescent Respondents’ Neighborhoods, by 
Neighborhood Socioeconomic Status Quartile 
 
Mean (S.D.) 

All 
tracts 

SES 1 SES 2 SES 3 SES 4 

N 2,332 583 583 583 583 
Total Population (n) 
 

4,864 
(3,284) 

4,066 
(2,089) 

4,919 
(3,308) 

5,364 
(3,475) 

5,185  
(3,830) 

Neighborhood racial/ethnic composition      
Non-Latino Whites 
 

.596 (.351)  .271 (.313) .574 (.348) .728 (.268) .813 (.185) 

Non-Latino Blacks 
 

.230 (.323)  .494 (.379) .225 (.319) .118 (.219) .080 (.138) 

Latino, all races 
 

.134 (212)  .213 (.294) .164 (.229) .103 (.142) .056 (.076) 

Non-Latino others .040 (.078)  .022 (.057) .037 (.073) .051 (.093) .051 (.080) 
      
Neighborhood economic status      
Socioeconomic status 
factor 
 

‐.054 (1.16)  -1.55 (.629) -.402 (.216) .338 (.228) 1.40 (.550) 

Population aged 25+ 
with college degree 

 

.235 (.145) .098 (.043) .162 (.055) .250 (.060) .433 (.113) 

Population in 
professional/ 
managerial 
occupations 

 

.235 (.117) .129 (.051) .174 (.044) .243 (.049) .393 (.089) 

Persons living under 
the poverty line 

 

.169 (.138) .351 (.121) .166 (.072) .096 (.058) .062 (.051) 

Unemployment rate .085 (.059) .158 (.064) .086 (.029) .057 (.022) .039 (.018) 
      
Controls      
Residential stability 
factor 
 

-.308 (1.10) -.062 (1.05) -.202 (1.06) -.163 (1.05) -.234 (1.15) 

Population living >5 
years in the same 

household 
 

.541 (.133) .548 (.130) .559 (.125) .532 (.134) .510 (.143) 

Owner occupied 
households 

 

.578 (.238) .696 (.186) .584 (.221) .641 (.205) .655 (.221) 

Immigrant 
concentration 

.117 (.157) .046 (.060) .143 (.189) .106 (.132) .088 (.093) 
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Table 4.6. Percent Distribution of Neighborhood Socioeconomic 
Status Groups, by Racial/Ethnic Composition  

Racial/Ethnic 
Composition 

SES 1 
(n = 582) 

SES 2 
(n = 583) 

SES 3 
(n = 582) 

SES 4 
(n = 583) 

     
White (n = 1,087) 

 
6.6 22.6 31.2 39.6 

Black (n = 318) 
 

66.0 24.2 8.2 1.6 

Latino (n = 88) 
 

62.5 28.4 9.1 0.0 

Mixed (n = 837) 29.3  28.1 25.0 17.7 
  
  
 

Table 4.7. Percent Distribution of Adolescents by Racial/Ethnic Group, by 
Neighborhood Socioeconomic Status Quartiles 
Neighborhood 
SES Quartile 

Full 
Sample 

Whites Cubans Mexicans Puerto 
Ricans 

Blacks 

       
SES 1 

 
22.5 14.0 40.4 36.3 29.0 50.1 

SES 2 
 

24.3 24.8 36.7 23.8 25.2 21.6 

SES 3 
 

31.4 35.6 13.6 27.0 26.3 17.6 

SES 4 21.8 25.6 10.3 12.9 19.5 10.7 
 
 
 
Multivariate Analyses 

This study had two primary questions: 1) What influence do neighborhood 

socioeconomic status and neighborhood racial/ethnic composition have on the risk of 

youth violence among a racially/ethnically diverse sample? 2) Does primary 

racial/ethnic composition of the neighborhood moderate the influence of neighborhood 

socioeconomic status on violence among ethnically diverse youth? Model 1 in Table 

4.8 includes individual and family control variables, all of which are significant and in 

the expected direction. Increases in age were associated with a decrease in the odds of 

violent behaviors and males have more than twice the odds than females. Adolescents’ 

with mothers who had completed a high school education were 23.1% less likely to 
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report violence than those with mothers with less than a high school degree; while those 

with some college education or beyond were 40% less likely to report violent 

behaviors. With regards to demographic familism, only adolescents who lived in 

households with two parents and an additional adult kin were similar in risk to two 

parent households. Adolescents who lived in single parent households were at 41% 

higher odds, and those living with a single parent and an additional adult kin were at 

34% higher odds; those who lived without a parent were at 81% higher odds of 

engaging in violent behaviors than those in two parent households. Model 2 included 

respondents’ race/ethnicity. Cubans did not differ from Whites in violent behaviors 

after adjusting for controls, but all other minority groups did. Compared to Whites, 

Blacks were at the highest odds, OR = 1.77 (95% CI = 1.54, 2.04), followed by Puerto 

Ricans, OR = 1.66 (95% CI = 1.21, 2.26), and Mexicans, OR = 1.50 (95% CI = 1.21, 

1.86). Model 3 included neighborhood control variables. Residential stability 

significantly decreased the odds of violent behaviors. Although immigrant 

concentration was not significant, the odds ratio suggests a trend toward lower risk 

within neighborhoods with a higher presence of foreign-born persons. 
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Table 4.8. Population Average Odds Ratios for Risk for Violent Behaviors 
 Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5 

OR (95% CI)      

Individual/Family      

Age 
 
 

.918*** 
(.892 - .944) 

.913*** 
(.886 - .939) 

.913*** 
(.887 - .940) 

.912*** 
(.886 - .938) 

.912*** 
(.886 - .938) 

Malesa 
 
 

2.38*** 
(2.20 - 2.58) 

2.40*** 
(2.22 - 2.61) 

2.41*** 
(2.22 - 2.61) 

2.42*** 
(2.23 – 2.62) 

2.42*** 
(2.23 - 2.63) 

Mother’s level of educationb      
High School/GED 

 
 

.769*** 
(.666 - .889) 

.799** 
(.688 - .929) 

.804** 
(.693 - .933) 

.823** 
(.708 - .956) 

.822** 
(.707 - .956) 

Some college or 
beyond 

 

.599*** 
(.519 - .690) 

.630*** 
(.542 - .733) 

.635*** 
(.547 - .737) 

.664*** 
(.570 - .773) 

.668*** 
(.574 - .778) 

Demographic familismc      
Two parents & 

adult 
 

1.10 
(.945 - 1.28) 

1.07 
(.913 - 1.25) 

1.08 
(.918 - 1.26) 

1.08 
(.918 – 1.26) 

1.07 
(.917 - 1.26) 

Single parent 
 
 

1.41*** 
(1.26 - 1.58) 

1.31*** 
(1.17 - 1.47) 

1.29*** 
(1.15 - 1.44) 

1.28*** 
(1.14 – 1.43) 

1.28*** 
(1.14 - 1.44) 

Single parent & 
adult 

 

1.34*** 
(1.14 - 1.57) 

1.23* 
(1.04 - 1.45) 

1.21* 
(1.03 - 1.43) 

1.21* 
(1.03 – 1.43) 

1.21* 
(1.03 - 1.42) 

Adult, no parents 
 
 

1.81*** 
(1.48 - 2.21) 

1.64*** 
(1.33 – 2.03) 

1.63*** 
(1.32 -2.02) 

1.62*** 
(1.31 – 2.00) 

1.62*** 
(1.31 – 2.00) 

Race/ethnicityd      
Cuban 

 
 

 1.39 
(.973 - 1.98) 

1.59* 
(1.02 - 2.47) 

1.53 
(.994 – 2.36) 

1.47 
(.953 - 2.27) 

Mexican 
 
 

 1.50*** 
(1.21 - 1.86) 

1.48*** 
(1.18 - 1.85) 

1.46*** 
(1.16 – 1.82) 

1.47*** 
(1.17 - 1.84) 

Puerto Rican 
 
 

 1.66** 
(1.22 - 2.26) 

1.64** 
(1.20 - 2.25) 

1.59** 
(1.16 – 2.18) 

1.61** 
(1.17 - 2.21) 

Black 
 
 

 1.77*** 
(1.53 - 2.04) 

1.71*** 
(1.48 - 1.96) 

1.67*** 
(1.41 – 1.97) 

1.69*** 
(1.43 - 2.00) 

Neighborhood      

Residential stability 
 
 

  .885*** 
(.833 - .941) 

.895*** 
(.839 - .953) 

.888*** 
(.834 - .946) 

Immigrant concentration 
 
 

  .548 
(.241 - 1.24) 

.364 
(.125 - 1.06) 

.359 
(.117 - 1.10) 
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Socioeconomic status 
 

   .879*** 
(.825 - .936) 

.815*** 
(.754 - .881) 

Racial/ethnic compositione      
Black neighborhood 

 
 

   .799 
(.606 – 1.05) 

1.12 
(.691 - 1.81) 

Latino neighborhood 
 
 

   1.37 
(.752 – 2.50) 

1.42 
(.468 - 4.29) 

Mixed neighborhood 
 
 

   .987 
(.822 – 1.18) 

.993 
(.828 - 1.19) 

Interactionsf      
Socioeconomic status*Black 

Neighborhood 
 

    1.42** 
(1.10 – 1.82) 

Socioeconomic status*Latino 
neighborhood 

 

    1.14 
(.641 – 2.03) 

Socioeconomic status*Mixed 
neighborhood 

    1.16* 
(1.01 - 1.34) 

      
Model Fit  
(-2LL) 

-2.552044 
E+004 

-2.557534 
E+004 

-2.559223 
E+004 

-2.562705 
E+004 

-2.564271 
E+004 

      
*** p < .001, ** p< .01, * p<.05, OR= Odds ratios, CI = Confidence Intervals 
a Females are reference group; b Less than high school is reference group; c Two parent households are reference group 
d White adolescents are reference group; e White neighborhoods are reference group 
f Interaction between neighborhood socioeconomic status and White neighborhoods is reference group. 

 

Model 4 introduced neighborhood socioeconomic status and neighborhood 

racial/ethnic composition indicators. Socioeconomic status was a significant predictor, 

with each unit increase in advantage associated with a 12% decrease in the odds of 

violence. None of the minority or mixed neighborhoods differed from White 

neighborhoods in their risk of violence above and beyond the effects of neighborhood 

residential stability and socioeconomic status. This suggests that once the 

socioeconomic profile and stability of a neighborhood are accounted for, the 

racial/ethnic composition does not alter the odds of violence. However, the odds ratios 

suggest a trend where adolescents who lived in Black neighborhoods were at a lower 
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risk, while those in Latino neighborhoods were at an increased risk for violent 

behaviors after accounting for socioeconomic factors and stability. 

Model 5 introduced the interactions between neighborhood economic status 

and each racial composition indicator (White neighborhoods were used as reference). 

The interactions with Black and mixed neighborhoods were significant.  Figure 4.2 

depicts the average probability of violent behaviors at the average level of 

neighborhood socioeconomic status, as well as one standard deviation below 

(disadvantaged), and one above (advantaged), by neighborhood racial/ethnic 

composition. Several findings are noteworthy. First, the association between violent 

behaviors and neighborhood socioeconomic advantage was negative in primarily 

White, Latino, and mixed neighborhoods. However, the association was positive in 

primarily Black neighborhoods. Under conditions of socioeconomic advantage, White 

neighborhoods had the lowest risk for violent behaviors, but under conditions of 

disadvantage, mixed and Black neighborhoods had the lowest risk. Those adolescents 

who lived in White neighborhoods had a sharp decrease in risk as affluence increased. 

The opposite seems to be true for those living in affluent, Black neighborhoods, where 

there were sharp increases in risk. Although they did not significantly differ from White 

neighborhoods, the trend showed the risk for violent behaviors was highest in Latino 

neighborhoods, regardless of the neighborhood socioeconomic status.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



   

186 
 

Figure 4.2. Mean Probability of Violent Behaviors by Neighborhood Socioeconomic  
Status and Racial/Ethnic Composition 

 

Additional analyses were conducted to test for pair-wise differences in the 

probability of violent behaviors by racial composition of the neighborhoods. Models 4 

and 5 were re-run with Black, Latino, and mixed neighborhoods as the reference 

category. Results indicate that compared to adolescents who live in primarily Black 

neighborhoods, those in mixed neighborhoods had a higher risk for violence, OR = 1.24 

(95% CI = 1.01, 1.52). Further, analyses were consistent in their finding of the 

differences in risk across different levels of neighborhood socioeconomic status for 

mixed and Black neighborhoods compared to White ones, OR = .706 (95% CI = .549, 

.908).  

In order to better understand the risk for violence among adolescents of 

different racial/ethnic backgrounds, I decomposed the findings in Figure 4.2 by 



   

187 
 

conducting additional analyses to assess the main effects of neighborhood 

socioeconomic status stratified by racial/ethnic composition of the neighborhood and 

by adolescents’ racial/ethnic subgroup. As seen in Table 4.9, increases in age were 

protective for adolescents living in White, Black, and mixed neighborhoods but not in 

Latino neighborhoods. Males were at increased risk for violence compared to females 

in all types of neighborhoods. Increases in mother’s education were protective in White 

and Latino neighborhoods, while demographic familism was significant in White and 

Latino neighborhoods and marginally significant in mixed ones. The pattern in 

primarily Latino neighborhoods was contrary to expectations, with those in single 

parent households having lower odds of violent behaviors than those in two parent 

households; while those in single parent households with an additional adult had higher 

odds.  

The results for ethnic differences among youth within specific neighborhood 

types shows that in primarily White neighborhoods, Mexican and Black adolescents 

had higher odds of violence compared to White adolescents. This was not so for 

Cubans and Puerto Ricans, who did not differ in risk from White youth. Cuban, 

Mexican, and Black adolescents were also at increased risk for violent behaviors 

compared to White adolescents in Black neighborhoods. In Latino neighborhoods, 

Cuban and Puerto Rican adolescents were at higher risk than Whites, while Black 

adolescents were at significantly lower risk than Whites in Latino neighborhoods. In 

mixed neighborhoods, Mexican, Puerto Rican, and Black adolescents were at increased 

risk compared with Whites. At the neighborhood level, residential stability was 

protective in primarily White and Latino neighborhoods, while immigrant 
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concentration was protective in Black and Latino neighborhoods. Socioeconomic status 

was protective only in White neighborhoods, but was a risk factor in primarily Latino 

neighborhoods.  

Analysis stratified by individual adolescents’ race/ethnic background, as seen 

in Table 4.10, indicates that age was only significant among Whites and Blacks, both 

for which it decreased the risk for violent behaviors. Among Mexican, White, and 

Black adolescents, males had an increased risk compared to females. Interestingly, 

there were not significant differences between males and females in risk of violent 

behaviors for either Cuban or Puerto Rican adolescents. Increases in mother’s 

education were associated with decreases in risk among Whites and Blacks only. Cuban 

adolescents whose mothers had completed a high school education were at an increased 

risk for violence compared to those whose mothers had not completed high school or an 

equivalent degree. Demographic familism was only significant among White and Cuban 

adolescents. Among Whites, those who lived with a single parent, with a single parent 

with an additional adult, or with an adult who is not their parent were at an increased 

risk compared to those who lived in two parent households. Among Cubans, only those 

who lived in households without a parent were at an increased risk compared to those in 

two parent households.  
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Table 4.9. Population Average Odds Ratios of the Risk for Violent Behaviors by 
Racial/Ethnic Composition of the Neighborhoods 

OR  (95% CI) White 
neighborhoods 

Black 
neighborhoods 

Latino 
neighborhoods 

Mixed 
neighborhoods 

Individual     
Age 

 
 

.919***  
(.890 - .949) 

.802*** 
(.728 - .885) 

1.02 
(.993 – 1.04) 

.922*** 
(.881 - .964) 

Malesa 2.69*** 
(2.46 – 2.95) 

2.12** 
(1.34 – 3.36) 

1.77*** 
(1.66 – 1.89) 

1.96*** 
(1.66 – 2.32) 

Mother’s level of education     
High School/GED 

 
 

.748** 
(.618 - .906) 

.880 
(.430 – 1.80) 

.768***  
(.704 - .838) 

.903 
(.699 – 1.17) 

Some college or 
beyond 

 

.592*** 
(.481 - .727) 

.591 
(.308 – 1.14) 

.993 
(.910 – 1.08) 

.803 
(.638 – 1.01) 

Demographic familismb     
Two parents & adult 

 
 

1.12 
(.905 – 1.39) 

.631 
(.283 – 1.41) 

.786*** 
(.720 - .858) 

.954 
(.773 – 1.18) 

Single parent 
 
 

1.34*** 
(1.15 – 1.56) 

.871 
(.605 – 1.25) 

.507*** 
(.460 - .559) 

1.23* 
(1.05 – 1.44) 

Single parent & adult 
 
 

1.44** 
(1.13 – 1.86) 

.808 
(.575 – 1.13) 

1.32*** 
(1.20 – 1.45) 

.963 
(.782 – 1.19) 

Adults, no parents 2.09*** 
(1.54 – 2.85) 

.633 
(.388 – 1.03) 

.822** 
(.694 - .973) 

1.25 
(.913 – 1.72) 

Race/Ethnicityc     
Cuban 

 
 

.797 
(.272 – 2.33) 

37.10* 
(1.90 – 725.8) 

1.13** 
(1.04 – 1.22) 

1.90 
(.691 – 5.22) 

Mexican 
 
 

1.38*  
(1.01 – 1.89) 

11.22* 
(1.28 – 98.4) 

.948 
(.828 – 1.09) 

1.46** 
(1.13 – 1.89) 

Puerto Rican 
 
 

1.42 
(.818 – 2.45) 

2.96 
(.523 – 16.8) 

2.06*** 
(1.75 – 2.42) 

2.03*** 
(1.35 – 3.07) 

Black 1.69*** 
(1.37 – 2.08) 

3.63* 
(1.26 – 10.4) 

.367*** 
(.243 - .556) 

1.93*** 
(1.56 – 2.37) 

Neighborhood     
Residential stability 
 
 

.873*** 
(.812 - .940) 

.857 
(.657 – 1.12) 

.843*** 
(.795 - .894) 

1.00 
(.900 – 1.12) 

Immigrant 
concentration 
 
 

.965 
(.065 – 14.34) 

.002* 
(.000 - .230) 

.238*** 
(.138 - .412) 

.747 
(.229 – 2.43) 

Socioeconomic status .828*** 
(.757 - .905) 

1.28 
(.955 – 1.71) 

1.14** 
(1.04 – 1.25) 

.973 
(.879 – 1.08) 

OR = Odds Ratios, CI = Confidence Intervals; a = Less than high school education is reference group; b = two parent households are reference groups; 
c = White adolescents are reference group 
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Table 4.10. Population Average Odds Ratios for Risk for Violent Behaviors, By 
Racial/Ethnic Group 

OR (95% CI) Whites Cubans Mexicans Puerto 
Ricans 

Blacks 

Individual/Family      
Age 
 
 

.920*** 
(.889 - .952) 

.959 
(.830 – 1.11) 

.931 
(.842 – 1.03) 

.957 
(.804 – 1.14) 

.891*** 
(.840 - .945) 

Malesa 
 
 

2.70*** 
(2.45 – 2.97) 

1.48 
(.652 – 3.36) 

2.16*** 
(1.52 – 3.08) 

1.23 
(.827 – 1.83) 

1.89*** 
(1.57 – 2.28) 

Mother’s level of educationb      
High School/ 

GED 
 

.792** 
(.596 - .893) 

1.52* 
(1.07 – 2.17) 

1.41 
(.811 – 2.44) 

.865 
(.591 – 1.27) 

.703* 
(.516 - .958) 

Some college or 
beyond 

 

.606*** 
(.494 - .745) 

1.67 
(.800 – 3.47) 

.954 
(.656 – 1.39) 

.849 
(.464 – 1.55) 

.560*** 
(.406 - .772) 

Demographic familismc      
Two parents & 

adult 
 

1.17 
(.955 – 1.43) 

.812 
(.460 – 1.43) 

.747 
(.482 – 1.16) 

1.26 
(.524 – 3.02) 

.950 
(.641 – 1.41) 

Single parent 
 
 

1.34*** 
(1.15 – 1.57) 

1.61 
(.927 – 2.80) 

1.01 
(.667 – 1.52) 

1.56 
(.945 – 2.57) 

1.11 
(.905 – 1.37) 

Single parent & 
adult 

 

1.36* 
(1.07 – 1.72) 

2.43 
(.317 – 18.7) 

.846 
(.511 – 1.40) 

.983 
(.424 – 2.28) 

.995 
(.754 – 1.31) 

Adult, no parents 
 
 

1.89*** 
(1.42 – 2.51) 

4.89*** 
(3.53 – 6.77) 

1.50 
(.795 – 2.82) 

.939 
(.363 – 2.43) 

1.14 
(.900 – 1.43) 

Neighborhood      
Residential 
stability 
 

.899** 
(.836 - .966) 

.846 
(.305 – 2.35) 

.819* 
(.680 - .987) 

.862 
(.681 – 1.09) 

.911 
(.808 – 1.03) 

Immigrant 
concentration 
 

.383 
(.056 – 2.63) 

1.66 
(.040 – 68.0) 

.447 
(.023 – 8.86) 

1.53 
(.031 – 74.3) 

.212 
(.024 – 1.91) 

Socioeconomic 
status 
 

.838*** 
(.767 - .915) 

1.39 
(.526 – 3.67) 

.827 
(.584 – 1.17) 

.994 
(.773 – 1.28) 

1.02 
(.891 – 1.16) 

Racial/ethnic compositiond      
Black 

neighborhood 
 

.368 
(.040 – 3.41) 

1.14 
(.171 – 7.56) 

14.34 
(.947 – 217.4) 

.819 
(.334 – 2.01) 

1.24 
(.790 – 1.95) 

Latino 
neighborhood 

 

7.00* 
(1.44 – 34.0) 

.404 
(.065 – 2.51) 

1.38 
(.442 – 4.29) 

.850 
(.278 – 2.60) 

1.67 
(.245 – 11.32) 

Mixed 
neighborhood 

.920 
(.737 – 1.15) 

.653 
(.120 – 3.55) 

1.56 
(.848 – 2.87) 

.562* 
(.319 - .988) 

1.27 
(.875 – 1.84) 

*** p < .001, ** p< .01, * p<.05, OR= Odds ratios, CI = Confidence Intervals 
a Females are reference group; b Less than high school is reference group; c Two parent households are reference group 
d White neighborhoods are reference group 
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Neighborhood residential stability was associated with a decrease in risk for 

violence among Whites and Mexicans. Immigrant concentration was not significant for 

any of the groups. Contrary to expectations, neighborhood socioeconomic status was 

only significant among White adolescents, with increases in affluence associated with 

decreases in the risk for violence. White adolescents living in primarily Latino 

neighborhoods had a sevenfold increased risk for violence compared to those in 

primarily White neighborhoods. Puerto Rican adolescents in mixed neighborhoods 

were at a 43.8% decreased odds for violence compared to those living in White 

neighborhoods. Neighborhood racial/ethnic composition was not significant for any 

other racial/ethnic subgroup in the study.  

 
 
 

Discussion 

Neighborhood factors have long been identified to have important effects on 

rates of crime and delinquency (Sampson, Morenoff, & Gannon-Rowley, 2002), 

particularly when it comes to explaining racial/ethnic disparities (Morenoff, Sampson, 

& Raudenbush, 2001). Linking the neighborhood characteristics to individual rates of 

violent behaviors, this study explored how neighborhood socioeconomic status and 

neighborhood racial/ethnic composition affect the risk for violent behaviors among a 

racially/ethnically diverse sample. I was particularly interested in comparing 

adolescents of different Latino ethnic subgroups to their White peers. As an important 

reference point in the literature in racial disparities and segmented assimilation, Blacks 

are also included in the analysis.  
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Results show partial support for the hypothesized associations. Overall, 

racial/ethnic minority groups differed in their risk of violent behaviors from Whites. 

Consistent with previous literature, Blacks have higher rates of violence than Whites, 

and have the highest relative risk (although not the highest prevalence) of all the groups 

compared (Franke, 2000; Kaufman, 2005; Sampson, Morenoff, & Raudenbush, 2005; 

De Coster, Heimer, & Wittrock, 2006). In other words, although the burden of violent 

behaviors is greatest among Puerto Ricans; relative to White adolescents, Blacks have 

the highest risk of engaging in violence. However, the distribution is more complicated 

among the different Latinos. Puerto Ricans have the highest risk for violence, while 

Cubans do not significantly differ from Whites in three of the four models in Table 4.8. 

These findings are fairly consistent across models, despite Puerto Ricans living in more 

affluent neighborhoods than Cubans.  

Although at face value these findings are consistent with segmented 

assimilation theories (which suggest an increased risk among Puerto Ricans, but similar 

risks between Cubans and Whites), it seems that neither groups’ economic profile is in 

the direction that was originally hypothesized, nor was it a significant predictor among 

the different Latino subgroups. In fact, compared to the national averages reported in 

the 1990 Census, the mothers of Cuban respondents in this sample have lower levels of 

education than Cuban females over 25 years old (35.5% had some college or beyond). 

The mothers’ of Puerto Rican adolescents have higher levels than Puerto Rican females 

over 25 years old (29% had some college or beyond), and are more likely to live in 

neighborhoods that are in the lowest quartile of the neighborhood socioeconomic status 

distribution (US Bureau of the Census, 1990). Even though the high presence of first 
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generation immigrants in neighborhoods where Cubans are more likely to live may 

explain the low socioeconomic profile of Latino neighborhoods and suggest the 

presence of an ethnic enclave (Logan, Zhang, & Alba, 2002), the concentration of first 

generation immigrants in a neighborhood is not a significant predictor for violent 

behaviors in the overall or the Cuban-only results in Table 4.10. 

Consistent with the present findings, Davis (2004) found that Cubans in Miami 

had lower personal incomes than Cubans in other areas of the country with smaller 

Cuban populations. She further argues that, given the higher socioeconomic status of 

Cubans outside of the enclave should make us reconsider the class origins in the 

development of enclaves themselves and revisit the assumptions of higher social 

position among this population’s relative to other Latino ethnic subgroups. It is 

important to consider that immigrant concentration has been found to have a protective 

effect on rates of homicides (Martínez, 2003; 2002) and youth violence (Sampson, 

Morenoff, & Raudenbush, 2005; Frank, Cerdá, & Rendón, 2007) in city-wide studies. 

An important question then is who is at highest risk within the context of Latino 

neighborhoods. Why do these neighborhoods exhibit a trend towards higher risk for 

youth violence? Results by racial/ethnic subgroup suggest that Whites and Blacks in 

Latino neighborhoods may be at increased risk, not Mexicans, Puerto Ricans, or 

Cubans. 

I have argued that using a single measure that combines both socioeconomic 

and racial/ethnic indicators is a mistake because it obscures the unique paths for risk for 

violence across different minority groups. Results from this study indicate that, 

although most socioeconomically advantaged neighborhoods have a lower risk for 
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violence as was expected, none of the different neighborhood racial/ethnic composition 

indicators differed in their risk compared to White neighborhoods, suggesting that once 

the former are considered, the latter does not influence risk. The second important aim 

of this study was to examine whether primary racial/ethnic composition of a 

neighborhood moderates the association between neighborhood socioeconomic status 

and individuals’ risk for violent behaviors. Results show partial support for 

hypothesized associations. Adolescents living in predominantly White, affluent 

neighborhoods are less likely to engage in violence than those living in other affluent 

neighborhoods; however, those living in disadvantaged, White neighborhoods are at 

increased risk compared to those living in disadvantaged, Black or mixed 

neighborhoods. Adolescents living in a primarily Latino neighborhoods did not 

significantly differ in their risk for violence from those living in a White neighborhood, 

regardless of socioeconomic status.  

Several findings from the moderation analyses are noteworthy. First, although 

neighborhoods’ increases in socioeconomic status are associated with decreases in the 

risk for all but Black neighborhoods, the slope is steepest in White neighborhoods and 

least in mixed ones. This suggests that the protective effect of socioeconomic advantage 

is greatest in White neighborhoods. This may be due to several factors. First, 

neighborhood socioeconomic advantage is not qualitatively equivalent across 

racial/ethnic groups. That is, in Black and Latino neighborhoods compared to White 

neighborhoods, as seen in the differential distribution in Figure 4.1, the average level of 

neighborhood socioeconomic status in Black and Latino neighborhoods are below the 

mean levels in White neighborhoods. Second, the smaller effects on risk with increases 
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of socioeconomic status in minority neighborhoods may be a containment effect that is 

partially due to lower levels of socioeconomic status in the first place among these. 

This finding is consistent with city-wide studies of neighborhood socioeconomic 

disadvantage and White-Black differences in homicides and violent crimes (Krivo & 

Peterson, 2000; McNulty, 2001; Kaufman, 2005), where at extreme levels of 

disadvantage there is a decrease in risk. McNulty argues that a restricted distribution of 

Whites vis-à-vis Blacks in highly disadvantaged areas creates a ceiling effect where 

unit changes in disadvantage in White neighborhoods would produce a larger impact on 

violence than the corresponding unit change in Black neighborhoods. To my 

knowledge, prior studies have not examined this type of interaction in Latino or mixed 

neighborhoods.  

Second, several findings in the study are not consistent with the tenants of 

classic SDT. Racial/ethnic composition of neighborhood was not influential in the odds 

for violence after considering neighborhood socioeconomic status in the pooled 

analyses. Overall, adolescents living in mixed (i.e., heterogeneous) neighborhoods have 

the lowest average risk for violence compared to those living in primarily White 

neighborhoods. This does not support the components of classic SDT, which argues 

that racial/ethnic heterogeneity is more likely to increase risk because it undermines 

good relationships between neighbors (Elliot et al., 1996). A closer examination of 

different types of mixed neighborhoods (e.g., White/Black, White/Latino, and 

Black/Latino) may shed some insights into how ethnic heterogeneity in a neighborhood 

shapes risks for violent behaviors. While racial/ethnic composition of the 

neighborhoods does not seem to be significant for adolescents of different racial/ethnic 
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backgrounds in the sample, results in Table 4.9 suggests that there are substantial 

racial/ethnic differences in the odds of violent behaviors across neighborhoods of 

different racial/ethnic composition, with White youths at lower risk. Black adolescents 

living in predominantly Latino neighborhoods were at lower risk for violent behaviors 

than White adolescents, while Puerto Rican adolescents in Black neighborhoods do not 

differ in risk from White adolescents. Both Cuban and Puerto Rican adolescents in 

White neighborhoods have similar risks for violent behaviors than White adolescents. 

All other findings suggest that racial/ethnic minority youth are at higher risk for 

violence than White youth, regardless of neighborhood racial/ethnic composition, 

including those who live in mixed neighborhoods. Future studies should examine the 

social dynamics, availability and extent of neighborhood institutional resources, and 

interactions between neighbors in conjunction with these structural factors to determine 

their contributions to the risk for violence.  

Furthermore, it is clear that although neighborhood socioeconomic status has 

an important influence on differential rates of violence, it does not fully explain the 

race/ethnicity-violence relationship. The stratified analysis showed that neighborhood 

socioeconomic status was only protective in White neighborhoods, particularly for 

White adolescents. It did not have a protective effect among racial/ethnic minority 

youths, and higher socioeconomic status was associated with increased odds of 

violence in Latino neighborhoods. Interestingly, the Latino subgroup with the lowest 

risk for violence (i.e., Cubans) is most likely to live in primarily Latino neighborhoods, 

which in turn have lower levels of socioeconomic status than White neighborhoods. 
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Results in Table 4.10 indicate that White adolescents in this sample who live in 

primarily Latino neighborhoods have the greatest risk for violent behaviors compared 

to other White adolescents in other types of neighborhoods. The experiences with 

violent behavior of youths of different Latino backgrounds does not vary based on 

living in Latino neighborhoods vis-à-vis those living in neighborhoods of other 

racial/ethnic composition. These findings are consistent with a study among adolescents 

in Los Angeles, for whom living in a neighborhood with above-county averages of 

Latino concentration increased the odds of violent behaviors for Whites (Frank, Cerdá, 

& Rendón, 2007).  

Third, there was a positive association between the odds for violence and 

neighborhood socioeconomic status for adolescents living in Black neighborhoods – 

where those in Black, advantaged neighborhoods have significantly higher risk for 

violence than those in Black, disadvantaged ones. This finding is surprising and 

opposite of the general findings in the youth violence literature (Sampson, Morenoff, & 

Gannon-Rowley, 2002). Results suggest that most adolescents in Black neighborhoods 

are not engaging in violent behaviors, despite the fact that the majority of Black 

neighborhoods are at the lower end of the socioeconomic continuum. One potential 

explanation may be that social interactions (e.g., collective efficacy, networks of 

support) may play a strong protective role through institutions such as churches and 

civic organizations (e.g., Boys and Girls Club). Other studies on adolescent health 

behaviors have found a similar effect, where living in primarily Black neighborhoods 

reduced the risk of cigarette smoking for Black and White youths (Xue, Zimmerman, & 

Caldwell, 2007). It is important to note that the authors found this regardless of 
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neighborhood socioeconomic status, whereas in the present study low levels of 

neighborhood socioeconomic status are associated with decreased risk for those living 

in Black neighborhoods only. At low levels of neighborhood socioeconomic status, 

living in a primarily White neighborhood seems to pose a significant risk for violence 

among adolescents, which may indicate that the resilience mechanisms present in 

disadvantaged, Black neighborhoods may operate differently in disadvantaged, White 

neighborhoods, which are proportionately fewer. 

Fourth, in support of classic SDT, residential stability reduced the odds of 

violence in the pooled analysis. However, once stratified it was only protective for 

White and Mexican adolescents in White and Latino neighborhoods. The proportion of 

first generation immigrants was protective in Black and Latino neighborhoods. Odds 

ratios in the stratified analyses suggest that this factor may be protective among Whites, 

Mexicans, and Blacks, but a risk factor among Cubans and Puerto Ricans.  

Most of the literature in this area has focused on understanding the effects of 

concentrated neighborhood disadvantage on violence rates, and in many cases either it 

exclusively looks at disadvantaged neighborhoods, or fails to distinguish the 

racial/ethnic composition vis-à-vis the socioeconomic status. The present findings 

highlight the importance for additional studies to focus on the impact of affluence, in 

particular in middle-class to affluent Black neighborhoods. Future studies comparing 

advantaged and disadvantaged Black neighborhoods could shed some light into this 

surprising finding. It may be that most adolescents in poor, Black neighborhoods do not 

engage in violence, in part due to parenting practices that compensate for greater levels 

of neighborhood risks. This may also reflect that among adolescents in Black 
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neighborhoods, affluence does not really protect against the risk for violence. Without 

large enough samples to conduct three-way interactions between neighborhood 

racial/ethnic composition, neighborhood socioeconomic status, and adolescents’ 

racial/ethnic background, it is difficult to assess who is at greater risk in primarily 

Black neighborhoods.  

A number of study limitations merit mentioning. First, neighborhoods were 

defined as census tracks, and thus are limited in conceptual depth. Residents’ views of the 

boundaries of their neighborhoods are likely to differ from administrative definitions. 

Unfortunately large, national data sets do not allow for a more nuanced exploration of 

locally defined neighborhoods. Although Add Health provides data at the level of the 

census block linked to individual respondents, use of such a small unit was not possible 

since most neighborhoods in the sample would have a single respondent. Census tracks 

provided enough of a distribution to conduct multilevel analysis (Hull, Kilbourne, Reece, 

& Husaini, 2008). Second, Add Health did not gather independent measures of the social 

dynamics within the neighborhoods of residence of the adolescents in the samples. 

Additional information about the types, frequency, and other characteristics of the 

interactions between neighbors would greatly expand our understanding on the role of 

neighborhoods in shaping risk for violent behaviors. Third, although the US Census does 

gather information about the national ethnic origin of residents in tracks, this information 

is not readily available in the 1990 US Census Summary Tape File 3A, and thus not 

linked to respondents in the Add Health data set. This information is available only 

through the confidential census files (CENSAS data set), which are only available under 
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secure conditions at the Census Bureau’s Data Research Centers (Logan, Zhang, & Alba, 

2002).  

Fourth, as previously mentioned, Add Health is a school-based sample with 

linked information about respondents’ neighborhoods. As such, neighborhoods are not 

meant to be representative of all neighborhoods in the country (only schools are) and 

appropriate weights have not been developed to account for this discrepancy. In order to 

account for school clustering and be able to use weights that make results at the 

representative to adolescents in the country, models with school random effects were 

used. Differences in results from additional analysis using cross-classified models, and 

models with neighborhood effects at level-2 are primarily attributed to the use of weights. 

Future research may consider using neighborhoods as level-2 in order to test cross-level 

interactions between individual and family characteristics with neighborhood factors.  

Fifth, the violence measure used as outcome included indicators that differed in 

type and severity. These may vary in their frequency and various factors may affect them 

differently as well. However, this measure is similar to others used in the youth violence 

literature and allowed me to capture the majority of violent behaviors among this sample 

(McNulty & Bellair, 2003). Sixth, this study is cross-sectional, thus causal arguments 

about neighborhood characteristics and violent behaviors across subgroups cannot be 

made. Rather, this study looks to identify how neighborhood factors are associated with 

the risk of youth violence across racial/ethnic subgroups. Finally, findings are based on 

the use of self-reported data of violent behaviors and family environments, thus subject to 

errors. Although, as with other sensitive information, self-reported measures of violence 

yield a more accurate representation of the problem among America’s youths 
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(Tourangeau & Smith, 1996), there is a potential for social desirability and inaccurate 

recalls that may lead to under or over reporting of behaviors. However, in this study the 

majority of interviews occurred in the home using computer assisted personal interviews 

(CAPI) and audio-computer assisted self-interviews (A-CASI) to protect answers to 

sensitive topics. The two methods of data recording have been shown to maximize 

resources and easing the process of creating comprehensive databases. More importantly 

(particularly with the use of A-CASI), they protect the confidentiality of answers and 

decrease the effect of social desirability bias.  

Findings from this study suggest that within-Latino ethnic variations in violent 

behavior follow a pattern consistent with the description of segmented assimilation, 

where Cubans have similar outcomes to Whites and Puerto Ricans have similar 

outcomes to Blacks (Portes & Zhou, 1997). However, the reasons for this are unclear, 

since Cubans who have the lowest rates of violent behaviors among Latinos, live in 

economically disadvantaged neighborhoods with higher risks of violent behaviors. The 

opposite seems to be true for Puerto Ricans. Future work should explore the relative 

risk of violence for each Latino ethnic group within Latino neighborhoods. Although 

public health interventions that seek to ameliorate the effects of neighborhood 

economic disadvantage may be beneficial for the risk of violence overall, their effect on 

reducing the racial/ethnic inequalities in violence may be modest given the findings that 

it was not significantly associated with the risk for violence among any of the minority 

groups. Additional studies are needed that explore the interactive effect between factors 

at more proximate levels (i.e., family and peer environments) and the neighborhood 

context in order to develop appropriate interventions that will have a significant effect 
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in reducing violence inequalities. Previous qualitative, ethnographic studies have 

examined the role of parenting and extended kin in reducing risk among minority 

adolescents living in poor neighborhoods (Harrison et al., 1990; Jarrett, 1997a, 1997b). 

Additional studies are needed to explore how these may serve as protective factors in 

better off neighborhoods. Such research would lay down the groundwork to create valid 

measures for large-scale quantitative studies, as well as provide important information 

that contextualizes findings from national studies.  
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CHAPTER 5 

CONCLUSION 

 Studies have consistently found racial/ethnic disparities in the risk of violent 

behaviors among youth in the United States. The extent of racial residential segregation 

of Black and Latino populations in the United States has led many to argue that 

differences in risk for violence stem from vastly unequal distributions of socioeconomic 

resources in neighborhoods, that ultimately affect how households are structured and 

family members interact to reduce or increase risk (Jarrett, 1997a, 1997b; Sampson, 

Morenoff, & Gannon-Rowley, 2002). During the Civil Rights Movement, the economic 

and spatial isolation of racial/ethnic minorities in the national landscape was labeled as 

colonial (Blauner, 1969). This underscored the historical dimension of the relationship 

between members of these groups and the White majority through centuries of slavery, 

colonization, and the economic neo-colonization of Latin American countries. The very 

existence of isolated and marginalized communities provided substantial economic and 

psychological benefits to the majority population. Within this context, I began to further 

explore racial and ethnic inequalities in youth violence in the United States in this 

dissertation.  

 The majority of research on youth violence has focused on understanding White-

Black differences in rates and risk and protective factors (Bruce, 2000). More recently 

some studies have included Latinos as a pan-ethnic category in local and national 

studies, with results suggesting an increased risk compared to Whites (Smith & Krohn, 
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1995; Frank, Cerdá, & Rendón, 2007; Franke, 2000; Kaufman, 2005). Very little is 

known, however, about the risk for violent behaviors among specific Latino ethnic 

subgroups. The purpose of this dissertation was to examine the distribution of violent 

behaviors across adolescents from different Latino ethnic groups in the United States, in 

particular Mexicans, Puerto Ricans, and Cubans. Findings from the two empirical 

studies in this dissertation expands our current understanding of youth violence among 

Latinos by unpacking processes that have so far been largely overlooked in the 

literature.  

 Building on Social Disorganization Theory (SDT) and segmented assimilation 

theories, I offered a conceptual model that considered the protective effects of both 

neighborhood socioeconomic status and residential segregation against youth violence, 

while considering the powerful influences of individual factors in differences in youth 

violence across diverse Latino adolescents. Multiple dimensions of familism were also 

included as culture-based protective influences, while factors typically found to be 

associated with increased risk for youth violence were included as risk factors. This 

approach – the emphasis on structural determinants rather than a strictly individual focus 

– highlights how differences in patterns of assimilation across different Latino 

subgroups may be at odds with a strict interpretation of classic SDT and its positioning 

of neighborhood racial/ethnic heterogeneity as a risk factor for violent behaviors. The 

two empirical studies in this dissertation were designed to test specific aspects of the 

proposed conceptual model.   

 Both empirical studies presented in Chapter Three and Chapter Four found 

substantial differences in the risk of violent behaviors between Whites and other 
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racial/ethnic subgroups in the country. Using logistic regression models, in Chapter 

Three all racial/ethnic minority groups had higher risks for violence than their White 

peers, but did not differ significantly from each other. Puerto Ricans had the highest risk 

for violent behaviors in the sample followed by Blacks, Mexicans, and Cubans. This 

finding is fairly consistent with previous studies that have categorized all Latino groups 

under the pan-ethnic label, finding an increased risk among the overall population 

(Kaufman, 2005). Using multilevel models, in Chapter Four however, Cubans did not 

differ from Whites, or from any other racial/ethnic subgroup in their risk for violent 

behaviors. It is important to note that Cubans’ significance levels in both studies are 

consistently borderline. Further, in Chapter Four Blacks had the highest risk for 

violence, followed by Puerto Ricans. Multilevel models are considered more accurate 

because they produce unbiased estimates of standard errors, which affect the p-values of 

covariates (Raudenbush & Byrk, 2002). Given both sets of results and the impact of the 

analytical technique, this suggests that Cubans hold an intermediate place in the risk of 

violent behaviors. This is consistent with segmented assimilation theory, which proposes 

that Cubans – who have gone through upward mobility despite of (or perhaps due to) 

high levels of segregation - have similar outcomes to Whites. Also consistent with this 

theory, at the other end the rates among Puerto Ricans closely resemble that of Blacks. 

This finding however is in light of a higher socioeconomic profile among Puerto Ricans 

in this sample compared to their counterparts nationally, and a lower one among Cubans 

compared to Cubans overall (US Bureau of the Census, 1990). This may suggest that 

other factors not captured in these measures may better explain the findings, such as 

more nuanced labor market indicators or the density of adolescents in a given 
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geographic area (Peterson & Krivo, 2005). 

 According to the 1990 US Census, Cubans have higher levels of socioeconomic 

status on most economic indicators compared to other Latino ethnic groups. For 

example, as a whole, they have higher median family income ($32,417), are more likely 

to be employed in professional or managerial positions (23%), have lower 

unemployment rates (6.9%), have lower proportion of families (11.4%) and individuals 

(14.6%) living in poverty, and have higher educational attainment (16.5% of adults have 

completed college or beyond) than Puerto Ricans or Mexicans in the United States. On 

the other hand, the 1990 Census reported that Puerto Ricans have the lowest median 

family income ($21,941), are less likely to be in professional or managerial professions 

(4.7%), have higher proportion of families (29.6%) and individuals (31.7%) living in 

poverty, and have lower educational attainment (9.5%) (US Bureau of the Census, 

1990). However, the Add Health data set, which was collected during the 1994-1995 

school year and was linked to the 1990 US Census, has quite a different socioeconomic 

profile for these two groups. In Add Health, Cubans were more likely to live in 

neighborhoods with a higher proportion of persons living in poverty (22.8%), and lower 

occupational (17%) and professional attainment (17.9%) than Puerto Ricans (18%, 

26.6%, and 21%, respectively).  

 Despite the efforts of the Add Health research team to develop the appropriate 

weights that would account for the oversampling of Cuban and Puerto Rican adolescents 

in the studies, results for levels of mother’s education and family and neighborhood 

socioeconomic profiles of these youths show that they are not representative of their 

respective ethnic groups’ socioeconomic profiles at the national level. However, the 
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distribution of social characteristics for these groups in Add Health is similar to that 

found by other studies using the same data set, such as Sarmiento et al. (2004), and 

Guilamo-Ramos, Jaccard, Peña, and Goldberg (2005). These findings may indicate that 

the samples are locally representative of the Cuban population in Miami and Puerto 

Ricans in more affluent White/Latino mixed neighborhoods, but not nationally 

representative. During the last twenty years however, the socioeconomic profiles of both 

populations has changed dramatically. For example, since the 1990s, the new 

immigration of Cubans during what as labeled in the popular media as the “balsero 

crisis” (where thousands of Cubans crossed a dangerous stretch of the Atlantic ocean in 

small boats in order to land on American soil and be afforded political asylum), brought 

people with lower socioeconomic resources and levels of education that lowered the 

average profile among this group. This coincided with a large influx of highly educated 

Puerto Ricans from the island, who in light of the social and economic crisis in their 

homeland, have opted to move to the United States mainland in search of better 

economic opportunities, and who differ considerably from more established Puerto 

Rican populations in the northeastern states (Ramos-Zayas, 2003). New research among 

these populations should recruit participants from non-traditional ports-of-entry in order 

to better capture the changing socioeconomic dynamics among them.   

 Findings in Chapter Three suggest that although family environments are critical 

to understanding the rates of violence among adolescents overall, they are not uniformly 

relevant across racial/ethnic groups. Family cohesion was protective among Cubans, 

Mexicans, Whites, and Blacks; whereas demographic familism was only relevant among 

Cubans and Whites. Contrary to expectations parental engagement was not a protective 
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factor among any of the racial/ethnic groups. In fact, it was found to be associated with 

an increase risk among White and Black adolescents. Although this is contrary to the 

expected association, other studies have found similar results among African Americans. 

Walter, Maxon, and Newcomb (2007) found in a study of African American and Latino 

males in Los Angeles, that among the former, medium to high levels of parental 

attachment were associated with increased risk for violence, especially among youth 

who had been raised by both parents. These findings highlight that although findings 

reported here suggest the risk for violent behaviors does not differ across Latinos at the 

national level, the assumption that the risk is impacted by similar factors may be 

inaccurate, and thus the intervention programs and policies that are based on these 

assumptions may not yield the desired results across all groups.  

 Future data collection efforts are needed that have larger sample sizes of different 

Latino national groups and include more accurate measures of attitudinal, behavioral, 

and demographic familism to further our understanding of the role of culture, as 

reproduced in the family environment, across groups. Furthermore, future efforts should 

ensure the participation of adolescents from Latino groups not included in this 

dissertation (e.g., Dominicans, Salvadorans, Hondurans, Panamanians, etc.), whose 

populations have grown exponentially during the last 15 years (Rumbaut, 2006). 

Interestingly, results from both studies indicate that Cuban and Puerto Rican males were 

not at greater risk for violence than females in their respective groups. Future studies 

should consider the combined racial (i.e., skin color), ethnic, and gender distribution of 

violence as we move forward to theories of youth violence that consider the 

intersectionality of social groups in the distribution of risks.  
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 In Chapter Four, I used multilevel models to examine the role of neighborhood 

socioeconomic status and racial/ethnic composition on the risk for violent behaviors, and 

how these interacted to increase or decrease the risk for violence among adolescents. 

Further, I assessed whether the impact of neighborhood factors on the risk for violence 

differs across neighborhoods of different racial/ethnic compositions. The first important 

finding is that, once neighborhood socioeconomic status is accounted for, the risk for 

violence among adolescents who live in Black, Latino, or mixed neighborhoods do not 

differ from those who live in a primarily White neighborhoods, according to the results 

in the pooled multivariate analyses. Second, although neighborhood socioeconomic 

status seems to be a strongly protective factor in White neighborhoods, the moderation 

analysis suggests it is a risk factor in primarily Black neighborhoods. Additional 

research that examines violent outcomes among youth who live in middle-class Black 

neighborhoods in needed to better understand the positive association found in this 

study. It is quite possible that among this group, the impact of socioeconomic inequality 

may be a stronger predictor than the role of affluence or poverty per se. The Index of 

Concentrated Extremes (ICE) suggested by Massey (2001) may be a useful tool in 

understanding how the socioeconomic contexts affect outcomes among those in more 

affluent Black neighborhoods.  

 There is a strong trend for adolescents in Latino neighborhoods to have the 

highest risk for violence, while those in mixed neighborhoods have the lowest. In a 

study of the risk for delinquency among adolescents in Los Angeles, Frank, Cerdá, and 

Rendón (2007) found that adolescents living in Latino neighborhoods (those whose 

population was above the county levels) were at significantly higher risk than those 
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living in White neighborhoods. More research examining the different types of Latino 

neighborhoods around the country may shed additional light onto the role that processes 

indicative of assimilation may play in the risk for youth violence.  

 Furthermore, the rates found among adolescents in mixed neighborhoods suggest 

that, contrary to classic SDT, racial/ethnic heterogeneity in a neighborhood may not be 

detrimental for the risk for violence. Analyses that stratified by the racial/ethnic 

background of respondents suggests that among Puerto Ricans, living in a mixed 

neighborhood greatly reduced the risk for violence compared to those living in White 

neighborhoods. Puerto Ricans living in Black neighborhoods did not differ in risk. 

However, this last finding may be due to a small number of Puerto Ricans in this sample 

living in primarily Black neighborhoods. Analyses stratified by the racial/ethnic 

composition of the neighborhood suggests that no racial/ethnic minority youth have 

higher odds of violent behaviors across all different types of neighborhoods when 

compared to White adolescents, including in mixed ones. Additional analyses looking at 

the different types of racial/ethnic mixed neighborhoods (e.g., White/Latino, 

White/Black, and Black/Latino) could shed some additional light onto these processes. 

Stratified results suggest that White adolescents in Latino neighborhoods are at higher 

risk than those in other types of neighborhoods, while Puerto Ricans’ risk of violence is 

lowest in mixed neighborhoods compared to White neighborhoods. A strong trend 

suggests that Mexican adolescents in Black neighborhoods are at higher risk than those 

in White neighborhoods. Although the Add Health data set has been remarkably useful 

in allowing the stratified analyses presented in this chapter, future data collection efforts 

should include large enough samples of the different Latino ethnic groups at different 
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neighborhoods to conduct tests for 3-way interactions when theory and evidence suggest 

they may be at play. A neighborhood-based sample would allow an estimation of 

neighborhood-effects as a higher level of analysis in multilevel models, allowing the 

literature to better understand how these three Latino groups differ in their exposure to 

risk and protective factors in their neighborhoods.  

 Findings from the final empirical chapter suggest that the influences of 

neighborhood structural factors on the risk for violent behaviors are not as straight-

forward as SDT would argue. Previous national studies that report pooled analyses are 

primarily exploring the experiences of White adolescents. Socioeconomic status and 

residential stability are protective among this group, particularly in primarily White 

neighborhoods. However, socioeconomic status is neither protective among any of the 

racial/ethnic minority youths, nor protective in minority or mixed neighborhoods. In 

fact, in the pooled analysis it was not significant at all, while in the analysis stratified by 

racial/ethnic background of the adolescent, findings were contrary to SDT’s premise on 

racial/ethnic heterogeneity. Furthermore, the inclusion of these variables in the analyses 

did not account for the racial/ethnic differences found in this study and other reports. 

Newer conceptualization of SDT that include the dynamic interactions between 

neighbors and social institutions, and among themselves, may be critical in 

understanding the level of risk of minority youths.  

 There are several limitations of the studies included in this dissertation that merit 

mentioning. First, both Chapters Three and Four use a binary violence measure that does 

not disentangle violent acts of differing severity or frequency. It is possible that a more 

nuanced analysis on this front would yield different results that those presented in this 
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dissertation. Second, both empirical studies are based on cross-sectional data, thus 

causal conclusions cannot be made at this time. Rather, the studies included in this 

dissertation focused on examining the roles of different family and neighborhood factors 

that are related to the risk for violent behaviors in a racially/ethnically diverse sample of 

adolescents in the United States. Third, findings are based on self-reported data of 

violent behaviors and family environments. Consistent with previous research on other 

sensitive information, studies of self-reported violence often show more accurate 

representation of the problem than other measures of violence (Tourangeau & Smith, 

1996). However, there is a potential for social desirability and inaccurate recall that may 

lead to over- or under- reporting of some behaviors. To minimize this bias, the Add 

Health study used computer assisted personal interviews (CAPI) and audio-computer 

assisted self-interview (A-CASI) to protect answers to sensitive topics. These two 

methods of data collection have been shown to protect the confidentiality of 

participants’ responses and decrease the effect of social desirability bias across 

numerous studies with ethnically diverse adolescents.  

 Fourth, several of the variables included in these studies are limited in their 

conceptual depth. The Add Health study did not include items that were specifically 

designed to measure familism and may not be good indicators of these dimensions. It is 

possible that measures that are culture-specific, and even ethnic-specific, should be used 

to better capture the effects of familism. Using a simple measure of each dimension may 

obscure the possibility that they may look differently across groups. This elusive 

concept requires more in-depth, qualitative assessments that examine how it compares 

across different Latino groups in the United States, as well as how these differ from 
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patterns found in their countries of origin. Future data collection efforts should include 

more nuanced measures of attitudinal, behavioral, and demographic familism to better 

assess the role of this important cultural value in shaping risk and protective factors 

across different Latino groups.  

 Fifth, neighborhoods were defined as census tracts, which may not be consistent 

with residents’ views on their neighborhood geographic boundaries. Unfortunately, 

large, national data sets do not allow for a more nuanced exploration of how 

neighborhoods are defined locally. More recent, city-wide efforts have begun to explore 

the social dynamics of neighborhoods as defined by community residents (e.g., Project 

on Human Development in Chicago Neighborhoods, Boston Data Project), but cannot 

make inferences about Latino groups at the national level. Furthermore, Add Health is a 

school-based study where census information is then linked to respondents through use 

of their home street address. As such, neighborhoods are not meant to be representative 

of all neighborhoods in the country (only schools are) and appropriate weights have not 

been developed to account for this discrepancy. In order to account for the significant 

school clustering and to be able to use weights that make results representative of 

adolescents in school at the time of the study, models in Chapter Four included a school 

random effect.  

 Despite these limitations, results from this dissertation have important 

implications for public health policies and interventions. First, the prevalence and risk 

for violent behaviors among different Latino ethnic subgroups can be described, 

highlighting the fact that all Latinos do not conform to the same patterns of risk. Second, 

this dissertation examined the role of different elements of the family environment, 
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strongly suggesting that youth violence intervention programs aimed at addressing these 

environments must consider the specific national/ethnic background of youth since this 

may be relevant to which aspects of the family to target. Further, it examined the role of 

neighborhood factors in explaining risk and protective factors among youth. Results 

suggest that although policies aimed at addressing the structural, socioeconomic aspects 

of neighborhoods may yield significant results among primarily White and Latino 

neighborhoods, this may not be the case in Black or mixed neighborhoods. In fact, the 

positive association between neighborhood socioeconomic status and the risk for 

violence in Black neighborhoods merits additional inquiry. Specifically, whether the 

trends reported here are replicated in other data sets, and if so, the factors that protect 

against violence in less advantaged Black neighborhoods and the processes that 

contribute to increased risk as socioeconomic indicators improve, are critical questions 

that remain unanswered. The chapters included in this dissertation are a first step in the 

development of a conceptual model that explores within-Latino variations in youth 

violence. Future studies will examine the role of racial categorization within Latino 

ethnic groups, as well as the distribution of risk within ethnic/gender groups. 

Additionally, future studies will examine the interaction of family and neighborhood 

factors in simultaneously increase or decrease the risk of violent behaviors among 

Latinos across the country.  
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