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It is well-established that increased exposure to violence often leads to increased levels of 

clinical symptoms involving depression and anxiety among youth. Many times, these 

circumstances result in problem behaviors such as aggression, withdrawal, and defying of 

authority or the law. These types of behaviors, in effect, are frequently what lead such 

youth to their involvement within the justice system as well as continued recidivism, a 

harmful cycle which can persist for years afterward. The current study aims to examine the 

impact of social support (domain, diversity, and depth of social support) on depression and 

anxiety and, in particular, whether they modify the link between exposure to direct or 

indirect violence and mental health symptomology (depression and anxiety). This 

secondary analysis of data was performed using original data from the Pathways to 

Desistance study, where 1,354 juvenile offenders were recruited from Arizona and 

Pennsylvania to complete individual interviews on a longitudinal basis. A Spearman’s rho 

correlation showed that both direct exposure and witnessing of violence were significantly 

correlated to depression and anxiety. Hierarchical linear regression analyses indicated that 

social support did not moderate the relationship between exposure to violence and 

depression or anxiety. Results of the current study imply that universal screenings and 

services must be implemented on both a prevention and intervention basis, and it also 

advocates the need for trauma-informed care within this community.

Abstract

Introduction

Research Design and Data Collection Procedures

• The current study is a secondary analysis of the data from Research on Pathways to 

Desistance, which is a multisite longitudinal study of serious juvenile offenders, 2000

• Interviews included assessment of youths’ social background, school engagement, 

mental health, substance use, among other variables

• Baseline interviews were performed in 2000, and follow-up interviews were 

performed once a year for the next 6 years

Sample and Sampling Method

• Participants included 1,354 serious juvenile offenders from adolescence to young 

adulthood

• Enrolled youth were at least 14 years old and under 18 and were found guilty of a 

serious offense

• The number of males convicted with drug offenses were capped at a 15% inclusion 

rate in the study in order to avoid overrepresentation of drug offenders

• Additionally, all females who met enrollment criteria were included in the original 

study 

Measures

• Exposure to violence is the predictor variable of interest which measures 

participants’ self-reported rates of witnessing violence and directly experiencing 

violence. 13 items examined exposure to violence.

• Mental health outcomes is the outcome variable of interest and specifically focuses 

on the constructs of clinical depression and anxiety. 53 items evaluated the 

participants’ experiences of depression and/or anxiety

• Social support is the moderator variable of the current study. This variable is 

measured in three ways: Domains of social support assesses the number of domains 

(e.g., Adults you admire, adults you could talk to, etc.) in which at least one 

supportive person is mentioned. Diversity of social support measures the number of 

different types of people mentioned. Depth of social support counts how many adults 

are mentioned in more than two domains

Methodology

Spearman’s Rho

• Spearman’s rho coefficients were computed among violent victimization; witnessing 

violence; depression; anxiety; and domains, diversity, and depth of social support

• Direct victimization and witnessing of violence were both positively correlated with 

anxiety and depression, as shown by Table 2

• Depth of social support was negatively correlated with depression as shown in Table 2

Hierarchical Linear Regression

• Four linear regressions were performed among the study variables: IVs- direct 

victimization and witnessing, and DVs- depression and anxiety, in order to test 

mediation properties of depth of social support

• In all four regression models, associations between individual IVs and DVs did not 

differ when depth of social support was introduced into the model

Results

Discussion

Summary of Findings

Spearman’s rho coefficients were performed on all the study 

variables and were able to demonstrate that there were some 

significant relationships between certain variables. For example, a 

relationship was established between direct exposure to violence 

and symptoms of anxiety and depression. A similar relationship 

was found between witnessing violence and symptoms of anxiety 

and depression. Regarding social support, only depth of social 

support was shown to display a negative relationship with any 

mental health symptomology. In particular, more self-reported 

levels of depth of social support were shown to be related to 

decreased levels of clinical depression in incarcerated youth.

Implications for Research and Practice

• By substantiating and providing further evidence of the link 

between exposure to violence and mental health 

symptomology, community mental health advocates will have 

more leverage in engaging policymakers for the needs of youth 

that are both at-risk of and currently involved in the justice 

system

• As for youth already involved in the justice system, research 

findings from this study support the need for universal mental 

health screenings and interventions

• Because social support by itself has a significant relationship 

with depression, the need for trauma-informed clinicians to 

provide services to this population is also arguably necessary

Strengths and Limitations

Strengths

• The distinction between witnessing and being directly exposed 

to violence, which has not been done at length in the existing 

literature

• The study further sought to utilize hierarchical linear 

regression testing in an attempt to clarify inconsistent 

literature with regard to social support as a moderator to levels 

of anxiety and depression

Limitations

• The sample population in question solely consisted of serious 

juvenile offenders that are more deeply involved in the system 

and incriminated by more severe crimes, so the results may not 

be perfectly generalizable to the overall population of 

incarcerated youth

• The study relied on self-reported data of anxiety and 

depression, and because the study disproportionately consisted 

of male participants, it is also possible that the accuracy of the 

data is skewed as males are less likely to openly report 

symptoms of anxiety or depression

• These findings may be more relevant to incarcerated youth 

males rather than their female counterparts
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Significance of the Study

• Reports of data consistently show that over 90% of incarcerated adolescents have 

experienced at least one traumatic victimization 

• Studies often indicate that children with a history of violence exposure are up to 5 

times more likely to develop negative effects compared to other children. Adolescents 

within the general population were more likely to present with high levels of depression 

and anxiety when they reported exposure to violence 

Purpose of Research

• The purpose of the current study is to explore the relationship between exposure to 

violence and negative mental health outcomes among incarcerated youth

Research Questions

1. Does increased exposure to violence, whether directly or indirectly, have an impact on 

symptoms of anxiety in juvenile youth?

2. Does exposure to violence, whether directly or indirectly, have an impact on symptoms 

of clinical depression in juvenile youth? 

3. Do systems of social support moderate the relationship between exposure to violence 

and mental health symptoms? 

Hypotheses

1. Among juvenile youth, there is a positive relationship between all types of exposure to 

violence and symptoms of anxiety. 

2. Among juvenile youth, there is a positive relationship between all types of exposure to 

violence and symptoms of clinical depression. 

3. Domains, diversity, and depth of social support will moderate the relationship between 

exposure to violence and mental health symptoms, such that greater social support systems 

will result in fewer symptoms of anxiety and depression in incarcerated youth, even if 

there is any history of exposure to violence
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Literature Review

Exposure to Violence

• Rates of violence exposure among this population range from 75-90%

• For adolescent males, witnessing violence has been found to be a reliable predictor of 

delinquency and aggressive behavior, and their rates of witnessing violence are 

typically between 50-80% 

• Rosenberg et al. (2014) asserted that higher levels of mental health symptomology and 

delinquency were more likely to be found among adolescents who were more severely 

maltreated, regardless of the type of abuse they experienced

Mental Health Symptomatology

• In one study of 1,000 incarcerated adolescents, 25% were moderately depressed and 

22% were severely depressed 

• Among incarcerated youth, the rate of anxiety is consistently higher than the general 

population’s, at around 26%

Social Support

• Social support was found to mediate the effect of clinical depression and traumatic 

stress among adolescents, but this mediating relationship was not found in all studies

Gaps and Limitations

• Prior studies of childhood trauma primarily rely on samples of adolescents in the 

general population

• Currently, there is not a wealth of empirical research on multiple forms of violence, nor 

is there a lot of studies that look at differential effects of witnessing versus directly 

experiencing violence 

• There is incongruent literature that supports and does not support social systems as a 

moderating factor in decreasing mental health symptomology

Table 1 

Sample Characteristics (N = 1,354)

Table 3

Results of Hierarchical Regression Analyses Predicting Mental 

Health Outcomes among Adolescent Exposure to Violence and 

Depth of Social Support

Table 2

Means, Standard Deviations, and Intercorrelations for Exposure 

to Violence, Social Support, and Mental Health Symptoms


