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The Context of Violence for Children of
Color: Violence in the Community and
in the Media

Marie-Claude Jipguep and Kathy Sanders-Phillips

Exposure to community violence may be associated with psychological distress, greater risk
taking and aggression, and learning problems in children of color, while exposure to media violence
may be related to increased aggression, psychological trauma, and other psychological and behavioral
sequelae. Unfortunately, relationships between children’s exposure to community and media vio-
lence have not been fully examined. Based on existing findings, this article presents a conceptual
model of the potential effects of exposure to community and media violence on child functioning
which suggests that the impact may be cumulative and should be examined in future studies of
development in children of color.

Low-income children of color in America are exposed to many types of violence. They
may experience violence in the home and they experience or observe violence in schools,
playgrounds, parks, and the communities in which they play and grow (Veenema, 2001).
In addition, children are growing up in a media-saturated environment. Portrayals of
violence in the media—through television, video games, and the Internet—touch virtually
every child (Gentile & Walsh, 2002; Osofsky, 1999; Singer et al., 1999). While community
and media violence affect all racial and ethnic groups, ethnic minority youth, particularly
African Americans and Hispanic Americans, may be disproportionately affected by expo-
sure to both community violence and exposure to media violence (Attar, Guerra, & Tolan,
1994; Bureau of Justice Statistics, 1991; Cooley-Quille, Boyd, Frantz, & Walsh, 2001).

Violence refers to immediate or chronic situations that result in injury to the psychologi-
cal, social, or physical well-being of individuals or groups (American Psychological Associ-
ation, 1993). Violence, however, is not evenly distributed across all neighborhoods and
demographic groups. Evidence suggests that it occurs at a higher rate in low-income/no
income neighborhoods, especially among the young, and in public places (Bell & Jenkins,
1993). Research shows that children’s exposure to community violence is related to a wide
array of behavioral and psychological difficulties (Ceballo, Dahl, Aretakis, & Ramirez,
2001). Similarly, children’s exposure to media violence is related to increased aggression,
the prevalence of symptoms of psychological trauma, and other psychological and behav-
ioral sequelae (American Academy of Pediatrics, 1995; Gentile & Walsh, 2002; McCann,
Sakheim, & Abrahamson, 1988; Rosenthal, 2000; Sanders-Phillips, 1997; Strasburger &
Donnerstein, 1999). As this selective review of the literature suggests, the level of children’s
exposure to community violence or media violence may vary; however, the psychological
and behavioral risks that are associated with children’s exposure to these types of violence
are remarkably similar.
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This article reviews existing findings on exposure to community violence and exposure
to media violence and on the associated adverse psychosocial and behavioral outcomes
in children and adolescents. The lack of scientific inquiry linking the potential cumulative
effects of the co-occurrence of exposure to community and exposure to media violence
to adverse psychosocial and behavioral outcomes in children, particularly children of
color, is noted. Based on the literature review, a conceptual model of the relationship
between exposure to community violence and psychosocial adjustment and risk behaviors
in children of color, moderated by exposure to media violence, is presented.

Low-INcoME CHILDREN’S ExPOSURE TO COMMUNITY & MEDIA VIOLENCE:
EFrFeECcTS AND RESPONSES

Exposure to Community Violence

While the nation publicly mourns shootings at schools such as Columbine High School
in Littleton, Colorado, life-threatening community violence is a daily obstacle for many
low-income, inner-city children (Ceballo et al., 2001). Groves (1997) defines community
violence as the chronic and pervasive presence of violence and violence-related events
within an individual’s proximal environment. In the case of children, exposure to commu-
nity violence specifically refers to their exposure, as witnesses or through actual experience,
to acts of interpersonal violence perpetrated by individuals to whom they are not intimately
related (Linares, 2001). The violence occurs within the confines of their neighborhood and
includes a wide range of events such as gang wars, drive-by shootings, sniper attacks,
and widespread sexual, physical, and emotional abuse (Hamblen & Goguen, 2003). Like
the home, the neighborhood should provide a primary safe haven for children. However,
in the aftermath of violence, the neighborhood loses its protective and comforting quality,
thereby giving rise to problems that affect children’s physical health, safety, and psycholog-
ical adjustment (Margolin, 1998; Margolin & Gordis, 2000). The Surgeon General’s Report
on Youth Violence (2001) asserts that exposure to or involvement in community violence
can disrupt normal development for children and adolescents, with profound effects
on their mental, physical, and emotional health. Community violence produces “social
disaster,” a situation associated with a dramatic and overwhelming destruction of the
infrastructure of daily life. This ravage occurs at precisely the time when children need
reliable social infrastructure to ensure their normal development (Garbarino, 1993; Garbar-
ino, Dubrow, Kosteleny, & Pardo, 1992).

In the United States, the ethnic group most affected by violence is also the one most
affected by poverty. African American youth are the ethnic group most exposed to vio-
lence, followed by Hispanic Americans, and Whites (Crouch, Hanson, Saunders, Kil-
patrick, & Resnick, 2000). Research shows that 80% of all African American children live
in “distressed”” communities, which are characterized by both high levels of poverty and
crime (Kuther & Wallace, 2003; Logan, Cole, & Leukefeld, 2002; McLoyd, 1998; Staveteig
& Wigton, 2000). For example, Shakoor and Chalmers’ (1991) survey of 1,035 African
American elementary and high school students in Chicago’s South Side showed that
approximately 70% of all respondents had witnessed at least one robbery, stabbing, or
shooting, and 46% had been a victim of one of eight violent crimes (i.e., threatened with
a weapon, robbed, raped, shot, or stabbed). Low-income urban neighborhoods are beset
by a high turnover of residents that threatens their stability and there are higher levels
of community disorganization, which may explain why residents tend to feel less attach-
ment to their community (Fraser, 2002). Over the last decade, data has consistently shown
that in inner-city neighborhoods, one third or more of all preteen and teenage children
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have been directly victimized, and almost all the children have been exposed to community
violence. In a survey of 6%, 8", and 10" graders in New Haven, Connecticut, Marans and
Cohen (1993) found that very few children were able to avoid being exposed to violence.
Forty percent reported witnessing at least one violent crime in the past year and almost
all eighth graders knew someone who had been killed in a violent incident.

For some children of color, exposure to community violence is combined with exposure
to family violence. According to Straus (1974) and Perry (2002), the home is the most
violent place in America. Perry (2002) reports that, in 1995, the Federal Bureau of Investiga-
tion (FBI) reported that 27% of all violent crime involved family-on-family violence and
48% involved violence in the home that was perpetrated by acquaintances. Children are
often the witnesses to, or victims of, these violent acts. Intrafamilial abuse, neglect, and
domestic battery account for most of the exposure to violence suffered by children in
America (see Horowitz, Weine, & Jekel, 1995; Koop & Lundberg, 1992; Perry, 2002).
Moreover, because of the stresses of urban life, which include societal oppression related
to being a member of a secondary social group, high rates of crime and unemployment,
substandard housing, inadequate schools, and limited medical and mental health
resources, low-income children of color may be particularly vulnerable to the impacts of
exposure to community violence (Bell, 1982; Jackson & Neighbors, 1982; Warner & Weist,
1996). In a recent survey of 2,248 inner-city elementary school children, Schwab-Stone
and colleagues (1995) found that 74% of the children reported feeling ‘“unsafe” in their
neighborhood, riding the school bus, and walking to school.

There is growing literature on the effects of exposure to community violence on
children, as evidenced by comprehensive review articles and numerous empirical investi-
gations. Research results show that exposure to community violence has direct and indirect
relationships to numerous mental health problems such as aggressive and/or antisocial
behaviors, posttraumatic stress disorder, depression, suicidal behavior, anxiety, and aca-
demic difficulties (Mazza & Overstreet, 2000). According to Margolin and Gordis (2000),
community violence statistics, generally collected through interview or survey methods,
reflect the number of children who are personally victimized, or directly observed family
members, schoolmates, neighbors, and peers being the target of violence. Whereas child
abuse and interparental aggression often are kept private, community violence is discussed
widely, often resulting in rapidly spreading ripple effects. More important, the impact of
exposure to community violence goes beyond emotional and behavioral disorders, affect-
ing children’s views of the world and of themselves, their ideas about the meaning and
purpose of life, their expectations for future happiness, and their moral development
(Garbarino, Kosteleny, & Dubrow, 1991; Margolin & Gordis, 2000; Ney, Fung, & Wickett,
1994). Thus, even children who do not directly witness community violence often hear
repeated accounts of a specific incident, and may form their own mental imagery of
the event.

For example, previous studies document a link between exposure to community vio-
lence and aggressive behavior (Margolin & Gordis, 2000). In a study of children’s social
behavior as a function of the neighborhood and family context, researchers found that
neighborhood context and socioeconomic status were associated with childhood aggres-
sion and peer relations beyond the variance accounted for by family characteristics (Fraser
& Garcia 2003; Kupersmidt, Griesler, DeRosier, Patterson, & Davis, 1995). Gorman-Smith
and Tolan (1998) found that exposure to community violence was associated with increased
aggression in inner-city African American and Hispanic American boys. Adolescents
exposed to community violence tend to show high levels of aggression and acting out,
accompanied by revenge seeking, school problems, truancy, anxiety, and behavioral prob-
lems (Fonagy, Target, Steele, & Steele, 1997; Loeber et al., 1993). In low-income, urban
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African American adolescents, direct exposure to community violence (e.g., witnessing
violence) is related to reports of intrusive thoughts and feelings, difficulties with concentra-
tion, and vigilant or avoidant behavior (Jenkins & Bell, 1997; Loeber & Dishion, 1983).
O’Keefe (1997) found that exposure to community and school violence significantly pre-
dicted aggressive acting-out behaviors, internalization (i.e., depression, withdrawal)
among adolescent boys and girls, even when controlling for effects of family violence
and other sociodemographic variables.

Researchers have also noted to a link between anxiety and exposure to community
violence. Of the anxiety disorders, posttraumatic stress disorder (PTSD) is most widely
recognized as having physiological concomitants, although all anxiety disorders affect
physiological, behavioral, and cognitive systems. This may be because the onset of PTSD
is necessarily preceded by an external stressor (Kendall & Hammen, 1995). Fitzpatrick
and Boldizar (1993) established that exposure to community violence, especially witnessing
and victimization, was positively correlated with and predicted PTSD symptomatology in
low-income African American youth, particularly girls. Symptoms included distractibility,
intrusive and unwanted fears and thoughts, and feelings of not belonging (Parsons, 1994).
In extreme cases of exposure to violence, children and adolescents may exhibit symptoms
akin to PTSD (Osofsky, 1999), including re-experiencing traumatic events in dreams and
play, constricted affect, diminished interest in once pleasurable activities, startled reactions,
sleep problems, and avoidance behaviors (Berman, Silverman, & Kurtines, 2000; Ceballo
et al., 2001).

Current findings also indicate that exposure to violence is associated with self-reported
alcohol use, aggression, and participation in antisocial activities among urban schoolchild-
ren (Schwab-Stone et al., 1995). Sanders-Phillips (2003) found that victimization, witnessing
community violence, and frequency and/or severity of exposure to community violence
are associated with increased cigarette smoking, illegal drug use, and alcohol consumption
among low-income urban African American and Hispanic American girls. In addition,
psychological symptoms (e.g., external locus of control, hopelessness, and depression)
moderate the effect of exposure to community violence on cigarette smoking, illegal drug
use, and alcohol consumption. Findings also showed that high severity of exposure to
community violence is related to increased sexual risk in African American and Hispanic
American girls. Being a victim of violence is correlated with feelings of despondency
about having either a happy or long life, as well as feelings of being unloved, uncared
for, and afraid (Howard, Feigelman, Li, Cross, & Rachuba, 2000).

Exposure to community violence may also influence basic psychobiological processes
(Cooley-Quille et al., 2001; Cooley-Quille & Lorion, 1999). According to Perry (2003),
children at highest risk for poor outcomes are those exposed to violence in their homes,
community, and schools. These children must grow and learn in an atmosphere of threat
and must adapt to this atmosphere of fear. Persistent fear and the neurophysiological
adaptations to this fear can alter the development of the child’s brain, resulting in changes
in physiological, emotional, behavioral, cognitive, and social functioning (Perry, 2003).
Children in a state of fear retrieve information from the world differently from children
that feel calm. An important reflection of this is how the sense of time is altered in alarm
states. Sense of future is foreshortened and the critical time for the individual shrinks.
The threatened child is not thinking (nor should she think) about months from now.
Immediate reward (e.g., drug use, aggression, sexual behavior) is most reinforcing and
consequences of behavior become almost inconceivable to the threatened child (Perry,
2003).

Overall, there is ample evidence that exposure to community violence has negative
effects on development and adaptive functioning in low-income minority children (e.g.,
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Attar et al., 1994; Cooley-Quille et al., 2001; Fitzpatrick & Boldizar, 1993; Jenkins & Bell,
1994). Research shows that exposure to community violence is associated with diminished
perceptions of risk (Schwab-Stone et al., 1995), and among urban African American chil-
dren, self-reported use of violence is significantly correlated with previous exposure to
violence such as self-reported exposure to violence and victimization in the community
(DuRant, Cadenhead, Pendergrast, Slavens, & Linder, 1994). There is also increasing
concern that children who live in areas where violence occurs and who watch violence
on television and in the movies, are at much greater risk for behaving violently and
engaging in other risky behaviors (DeWitt, 2003).

Exposure to Media Violence

The phenomenon of media violence is one of the most extensively studied issues in
the social and behavioral sciences, spanning more than 1,000 publications in recent years
(cf. Geen, 1994; Hogben, 1998; Kiewitz & Weaver, 2001; Zillman & Weaver, 1999). Both
professionals and parents have worried about the harmful effects of mass media on
children and adolescents. In the 1920s, parents were concerned about how Hollywood
movies viewed in theaters allowed young people to be together unchapperoned in the
darkness watching bigger-than-life scenes of kissing and romance (Brown & Whither-
spoon, 2002). Of late, the introduction of new media and the widespread distribution and
consumption of mass media have given way to intense debate about the extent to which
products like films, television, music videos, video games, and now the Internet, affect
youth behavior and social development (Brown & Whiterspoon, 2002; Watkins, 2000).
The most pressing public concern seems to be about the contribution of television, movie,
and video game violence to the perpetration of actual violence in society (Cantor, 2000).

Media violence is often defined as:

... any overt depiction of a credible threat of physical force or the actual use of such force intended to

physically harm an animate being or group of beings. Violence also includes certain depictions of physically

harmful consequences against an animate being or group that occurs as a result of unseen violent means.

Thus, there are primary types of violent depictions: credible threats, behavioral acts, and harmful conse-
quences. (National Television Study, 1998, p. 41)

This definition insures that depictions classified as violent represent actual physical aggression directed
against living beings. Such physical action lies at the heart of any conception of violence, and limiting [the]
definition to this type of portrayal (as opposed to including, for example, verbal aggression that might
intimidate) renders it a conservative measure of [media] violence. (National Television Study, 1996, p. I-36)

Although other definitions of media violence differ slightly, Bartholow, Dill, Anderson,
and Lindsay (2003) report that most scholars agree with the definition provided by the
National Television Study. In the Global Study on Children’s Media Behavior, Joel Groebel
(2001) remarked that, over a broad range of research methodologies (e.g., content analyses,
behavioral research, cultural studies), the terms “aggression’”” and ““violence”” in the media
are defined generally as “behavior that leads to harm to another person’ (Bartholow et
al., 2003).

The National Television Study estimates that nearly two out of three television pro-
grams, including children’s programming, contain some violence, averaging about six
violent acts per hour. Fewer than 5% of these programs feature an antiviolence theme or
prosocial message that emphasizes alternatives to or consequences of violence (Center for
Communications and Social Policy, 1998). Of all video games available (e.g., educational,
nonviolent strategy, sports, etc.), the most heavily marketed and consumed by children
are violent (Anderson & Bushman, 2001). Whereas most 4™ graders, boys and girls alike,
favor violent video games (Buchman & Funk, 1996), most 8" to 12* graders report that

The Journal of Negro Education 383

This content downloaded from 76.77.171.131 on Thu, 23 Feb 2017 15:45:30 UTC
All use subject to http://about.jstor.org/terms



their parents never check the ratings of video games before allowing their purchase and
never limit the time they spend playing video games (Walsh, 2000).

There is consensus among much of the research community that violence on television
leads to aggressive behavior by children and teenagers who watch the programs. This
conclusion is based on laboratory experiments and on field studies. Although not all
children become aggressive, the correlations between violence and aggression are positive
(Strasburger & Donnerstein, 1999). The majority of empirical inquiries into the effects of
media violence depart from the premise that media images instruct and motivate behavior
because children acquire new skills or behavioral scripts primarily through observation
of models (Gidwani, Sobol, DeJong, Perrin, & Gortmaker, 2002). To the contrary, a primary
aim of the “effects paradigm” has been to explore how media socializes youths in ways
that impair their ability to mature into socially responsible citizens (Chandler, 1992;
Watkins, 2000).

Findings from recent studies support the conclusion that there is a strong association
between violence on television and aggressive behavior. A 10-year review of the media
literature by Villani (2001) found that the primary effects of media exposure (e.g., television
and movies, rock music and music videos, advertising, video games, computers, and the
Internet) included increased violent and aggressive behavior, increased high-risk behav-
iors such as alcohol and tobacco use, and accelerated onset of sexual activity in children
and adolescents. Huesmann’s and colleagues (2003) assessment of longitudinal relations
between children’s exposure to television violence, aggression, and violent behavior in
young adulthood showed that childhood exposure to media violence predicts young adult
aggressive behavior in both males and females. Initiated in 1977, the study found that
children who identify with aggressive television characters and perceive violence to be
more realistic are most at risk for later aggression. Specifically, men who were high
television violence watchers as children were convicted of crimes at over three times the
rate of other men. Similarly, women who were high television watchers as children were
more likely to have thrown something at their spouses, to have responded to someone
who made them mad by shoving, punching, beating, or choking the person, to have
committed some type of criminal act, and to have committed a moving traffic violation.
These women reported having punched, beaten, or choked another adult at over four
times the rate of other women.

In addition, identification with aggressive television characters and perceived realism
of television violence also predict later aggression. Research suggests that children who
witness either fictional or real violence on TV sometimes may develop symptoms of PTSD.
Joshi and Kaschak (1998) found that 10% of 702 high school students sought counseling
for negative reactions to TV violence, citing such problems as nightmares, anxiety, fear
of being alone, and school absences. Fraser (2002) argues that exposure to violence on
television can influence a child’s character and personality, including the willingness to
commit violence. He has written that a steady diet of television violence can also lead to
indifference toward violence committed toward others. Furthermore, exposure to televi-
sion violence contributes to a “mean world” syndrome of heightened mistrust and an
exaggerated view of the prevalence of violence in the real world. Researchers have also
examined the general increase in risk-taking behavior that follows television viewing.
Klein and colleagues (1993) examined incidences of sexual intercourse, drinking, smoking
cigarettes and marijuana, cheating, stealing, cutting class, and driving a car without
permission among 2,760 randomly selected 14- to 16-year-olds from 10 urban areas. For
all the young people surveyed, these behaviors correlated with frequency of television
viewing, even when variables such as race, gender, and parental education were
accounted for.
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Television viewership among African American children and adolescents is higher
than their White counterparts (Pointdexter & Stroman, 1981). Low-income children of
color in urban neighborhoods, where access to safe play areas is relatively limited, are
more likely to spend extended periods in self-care (Dennison, Erb, & Jenkins, 2002; Miller,
1995). Research shows that, outside of school, television viewing, video game playing,
and listening to music are the activities in which children spend the most time (Dennison
et al., 2002). Social and economic factors may explain this trend (Greenberg & Dominick,
1969). Watkins (2000) argues that high levels of television viewership tend to correspond
with low economic status. Because poor and working class children are less likely to have
access to nonschool related extracurricular activities, they may spend more time at home,
thus increasing their viewership of television. In addition, because African American
children are more likely to be reared in single parent households, they may not receive
the same degree of parental supervision as White children, and children who are poorly
supervised are exposed to violence across the range of popular entertainment mediums,
such as television (Fraser, 2002). Furthermore, low-income children of color in single
parent homes watch more television, more movies, and listen to more radio each day
than children in two-parent homes. Similar patterns are found for parental education
level in that lower education levels are associated with higher electronic media use (Rob-
erts, Foehr, Rideout, & Brodie, 1999). Consequently, African American youth and other
low-income children of color may be more likely to use television for companionship
(Surlin & Dominick, 1970-71).

Some researchers (e.g., Donnerstein, Slaby, & Eron, 1994) argue that media diets high
in violence increase aggression, fear, desentization, and appetites for more media violence.
Despite conclusions to the contrary (e.g., Friedlander’s (1993), contention that prosocial
messages on television can have greater effects on behavior than antisocial messages),
there are research results suggesting that children’s media exposure to violence and risk
behaviors, in particular, may cause them to model that behavior (Bushman & Anderson,
2001; Gruber & Grube, 2000). Researchers have documented numerous effects related to
both the level of media exposure and the content of media consumed. Many negative
outcomes are correlated with increased levels of viewing television (Gentile & Walsh,
2002). Specifically, adolescents turn to the media for information on developmental issues,
such as sex, gender roles, relationships, which they, in turn, interpret and integrate into
their self-representation (Chapin, 2000; Clark & Richman, 2002). In general, the media
depicts a world in which unhealthy behaviors such as physical aggression, unprotected
sex, smoking, and drinking are glamorous and risk free. It would be hard for young
people today not to be seduced by this media view since they are growing up in a
media-saturated environment (Brown & Whiterspoon, 2002). Research suggests that what
children and adolescents see and hear in the media helps shape their thoughts and
behavior. In particular, increasingly graphic content in the media may be desensitizing
young people to violence, aggression, and explicit sexual content (Clark & Richman, 2002).

Effects related to media violence are also present for media other than television. For
example, Provenzo’s (1991) study of popular video games noted that the majority (40:47)
of the games were violent in nature. Berkowitz (1993) has suggested that one way that
exposure to violent video games may lead to greater aggression is through the construction,
elaboration, and priming of aggressive thought networks. When a person is exposed to
a violent video game, aggressive cognitions and affects are activated. Repeated exposure
to aggressive video games could make aggressive cognitions and affects available, thus
increasing the likelihood of aggressive responses. In the long term, this would mean that
chronic exposure to violent video games would lead to increases in the tendency of an
individual to act aggressively and this effect would be pervasive (Berkowitz, 1993). Some
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studies indicate that violent video game play increases children’s overt aggressive behavior
(Chambers & Ascione, 1987; Irwin & Gross, 1995; Silvern & Williamson, 1987). Silvern
and Williamson (1987) found both increases in aggressive behavior and decreases in
preteen-agers prosocial behavior following violent game play. Anderson and Dill (2000)
found that young people (e.g., college students) who played a violent video game act
more aggressively toward an opponent than those who play a nonviolent game. Anderson
& Bushman (2001) have argued that exposure to violent video games may pose a public
health threat to children and youth, including college-age individuals. Exposure may be
negatively associated with prosocial behavior and positively associated with heightened
levels of aggression and mistrust in young people and children. According to these
researchers, exposure to video games may be positively related to the main mechanism
underlying long-term effects on the development of aggressive personality—aggressive
cognition. Increased levels of video game play are also correlated with poorer grades
(Gentile, Lynch, Linder, & Walsh, in press). Finally, exposure is positively related to
aggressive affect and physiological arousal (Anderson & Bushman, 2001).

Children may also be exposed to violence through other forms of the media. Research-
ers have found that children and adolescents can spend nearly equal amounts of time
listening to the radio, although music is used frequently as an accompaniment to other
activities (Christenson & Roberts, 1998; Klein et al., 1993). One study found that more
than half of all 15- to 16-year-olds had seen the majority of the most popular, recent R-
rated movies (Greenberg et al., 1993). Another study found that 92% of males and 84%
of females had seen or read Playboy or Playgirl by age 15 (Brown & Bryant, 1989). As
evidenced by the creation of the Parents” Music Resource Center and the policy of labeling
music products containing violent lyrics, public concern with potential deleterious effects
of listening to songs with violent lyrics has grown (Anderson, Carnagey, & Eubanks,
2003; Gore, 1987; Klein et al., 1993, Wass, Miller, & Redditt, 1991). Recent research has
documented the high levels of exposure to popular music in the lives of children, especially
as children become older and enter adolescence. It has been estimated that, by the 12*
grade, children and teenagers will have spent as much time listening to music and watching
music videos as they have in school (Fried, 2003; Zillman & Gan, 1997). As a result, researchers
have objectively studied the relationship between popular music genres such as rap or
heavy metal and negative behaviors among teens. A comprehensive analysis of rock music
videos of all genres demonstrated that 22.4% of all music videos portrayed overt violence,
20% of all rap videos contained violence, and weapon carrying was depicted in 25% of
all music videos (DuRant et al., 1997).

Anderson, Carnagey, and Eubanks (2003) examined the effects of songs with violent
lyrics on aggressive thoughts and hostile feelings among undergraduate male and female
students. Findings showed that violent songs increased feelings of hostility in the absence
of provocation or threat. Anderson et al. (2003) concluded that listening to violent angry
lyrics may contribute to the development of an aggressive personality, as is true for long-
term television violence effects. In addition, repeated exposure to media violence (i.e.,
lyrics, television, video games) can indirectly create a more hostile social environment,
which further promotes the development of hostility biases in a person’s internal makeup.
High levels of Internet use have been associated with less time spent with people, less
communication, and increased depression and loneliness (Gentile & Walsh, 2002; Singer,
Slovak, Frierson, & York, 1998). '

Research findings also show that rap music can be related to a greater acceptance of
violence among low-income minority youth, as well as predictions that they themselves
would engage in violence (Johnson, Jackson, & Gatto, 1995). Certain types of rap music
elicit negative attitudes towards women (Gan, Zillman, & Mitrock, 1997; St. Lawrence &
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Joyner, 1991), a greater acceptance of violence against women (Barongan & Hall, 1995),
and an increased acceptance of antisocial behavior (Hansen & Hansen, 1990). ‘Gangsta
rap,’ in particular, might contribute to adverse psychosocial and behavioral in low-income
minority children. This musical style often involves references to street gangs, gunplay,
drug use, and violence, and has been cited in extolling violent and misogynic behavior
(Youth and Violent Music, 2000). Recently, Wingood and colleagues (2003) studied a
sample of African American adolescent females living in lower income neighborhoods
over a 12-month period to determine whether exposure to rap music videos at baseline
could predict the occurrence of health risk behaviors and sexually transmitted diseases
at follow-up. Researchers found that adolescents who had greater exposure to rap music
videos were 3 times more likely to have hit a teacher; more than 2.5 times as likely to
have been arrested; 2 times as likely to have had multiple sexual partners; and more than
1.5 times as likely to have acquired a new sexually transmitted disease, used drugs, and
used alcohol over the 12-month follow-up period.

A CoNCEPTUAL MODEL EXPLORING THE MODERATING EFFECT OF MEDIA VIOLENCE IN
CHILDREN ExPOSED TO COMMUNITY VIOLENCE

This literature review suggests that exposure to community or media violence may
negatively impact the behavioral and psychosocial development of children and adoles-
cents. These effects include increased aggression/development of favorable attitudes about
using violence to resolve conflicts, desensitization to violence and the victimization of
others, and beliefs that the world is unsafe and dangerous (Robinson, Wilde, Navracruz,
Haydel, & Varady, 2001). While existing literature documents the high levels of community
violence to which children of color may be exposed, results suggest that low-income
minority children may also be exposed to high levels of media violence. Therefore, expo-
sure to media violence may exacerbate the negative effects of exposure to community
violence on the development and adaptive functioning of low-income children of color.

Although a sizeable literature has been accumulated on the psychosocial and adaptive
functioning of children exposed to either community or media violence, there is a critical
gap in our knowledge regarding the effects of contemporaneous exposure to community
and media violence. The exception is a recent study conducted by Singer and colleagues
(1999). They examined the relative contributions of exposure to violence, parental monitor-
ing, and television-viewing habits to children’s self-reported violent behaviors. A total of
2,245 elementary and middle school students were asked how often they had witnessed
or engaged in a violent act. Self-reported violent behavior was linked to exposure to
violence, watching a lot of television, and a lack of parental monitoring. Findings revealed
that the combination of demographic variables, parental monitoring, television-viewing
habits, and exposure to violence explained 45% of students’ self-reported violent behaviors.
Violence exposure and parental monitoring were the most influential contributors in
explaining children’s violent behaviors, accounting for 24% and 5% of the variance in
violent behaviors, respectively.

This study is an important first step in expanding our understanding of the potential
cumulative effects of exposure to both community and media violence in children of
color. The findings of Singer et al. (1999) suggest that exposure to community violence
is an important predictor of poor outcomes; however, exposure to media violence may
moderate the relationship. This finding, while requiring further investigation and replica-
tion, is consistent with the current state of the literature and with the definition of a
moderating variable. Numerous theoretical and empirical reviews of experimental, cross-
sectional, longitudinal, and meta-analyses on the effects of exposure to community violence
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(e.g., Acosta, Albus, Reynolds, Spriggs, & Weist, 2001; Margolin & Gordis, 2000; Osofsky,
1999; Veenema, 2001) or media violence (e.g., Anderson & Bushman, 2001; Cantor, 2002;
Gruber & Grube, 2000; Paik & Comstock, 1994; Pennell & Browne, 1999) in children and
adolescents have been published. It is clear that exposure to community violence accounts
for a large proportion of the variance explained in adverse psychosocial and behavioral
outcomes; however, it does not account for potential sources of unexplained variance in
these outcomes. According to Hunter, Schmidt, and Jackson (1982), moderating variables
may account for residual or unexplained variance. In low-income children of color, media
violence may serve as a critical moderating variable in the relationship between exposure
to community violence and poor outcomes.

Based on the existing literature, a conceptual model of the potential moderating effect
of media violence in the relationship between exposure to community violence and adverse
psychosocial and behavioral outcomes in low-income children of color is proposed (see
Figure 1).

This model posits that exposure to community violence is a significant correlate of
poor development and psychosocial outcomes as well as maladaptive functioning in
children. However, the degree of the impact of exposure to community violence on
children’s outcomes may depend, in part, on the level of exposure to media violence.
Based on this model, we would predict that children who are exposed to high levels of
both community and media violence will have significantly poorer outcomes than children
exposed to community violence alone. That is, we predict that exposure to high levels of
media violence will exacerbate the relationship between exposure to community violence
and poor outcomes.

These relationships may be particularly important to the development of low-income
children of color. Children of color living in low-income urban neighborhoods may be
bombarded by violence in the home, in the neighborhood, and in the media. In addition,
their position in marginal and secondary social groups may significantly increase the
level of other stressors in their lives (Dubrow & Garbarino, 1989; Kuther & Wallace, 2003;
Sanders-Phillips, 2002). For example, they may be routinely forced to walk extra street
blocks on their way to and from school to avoid unsafe areas and violent locations. In
addition, they are often instructed by their parents to adhere to several distinct survival-
like rules. These may include not walking alone in the neighborhood, running and getting

FIGURE 1
A model for assessing the moderating effect of media violence in children exposed to
community violence
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out of the way if and when gunshots are fired, staying inside and not lingering in hallways,
staying away from windows, hitting the floor as soon as they hear gunshots, going in
and out of buildings quickly, and avoiding contact with other people (Dubrow & Garbar-
ino, 1989; Kuther & Wallace, 2003). Also, because many of these children may spend
extended periods of time in self-care, they may have higher exposure to the media. As a
result, they may be more exposed to violence in television, video games, and/or in musical
lyrics. Consequently, they may experience negative outcomes such as increased aggressive
behavior, desensitization, interpersonal hostility, antisocial behavior, and risky conduct
(Miller, 1995).

At the recently held Workshop on Children Exposed to Violence: Current Status, Gaps, and
Research Priorities (2002), it was argued that we cannot understand the development of
behaviors or responses to community violence in children of color without reference to
the effects of mass media and other stressors (Sanders-Phillips, 2002). Low-income children
of color must too often endure the cumulative effects of exposure to community violence,
media violence, poverty, racism, oppression, and other forms of abuse. These experiences
reinforce feelings of alienation from the larger society as well as feelings of helplessness
and powerlessness that may be extended to life, in general, and to health, in particular
(Sanders-Phillips, 1997, 2002). Consequently, it is important to examine how exposure to
different types of violence may influence the developmental trajectories of children of
color and how other stressors such as exposure to racism, oppression, or acculturative
stress may interact with exposure to community and/or media violence to precipitate
psychological distress and poor outcomes. It is also important to identify the mechanisms
by which exposure to community and media violence impact psychological function in
children of color. Current findings suggest that exposure to violence may directly impact
psychological, physical, and social well-being in children as well as indirectly impacting
parental behaviors, social norms, and cultural norms. As an example, for children exposed
to violence at home and in the community, media images of violence may be the major
sources of values, reinforcing what they have seen modeled in their daily lives (Perry, 2002).

The findings presented in this article reinforce the importance of future research on
the impact of exposure to multiple forms of violence on children of color. This research
should attempt to disentangle the respective influence of exposure to community violence
and exposure to media while examining the nature and mechanisms by which these
experiences combine to hasten the development of dysfunction in low-income children
of color. Given the links between early exposure to community and media violence, and
aggression and behavioral problems later in life, it is important to develop and test models
of prevention and intervention that protect children of color from the deleterious effects
of growing up in the context of violence.
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