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get better training, skilled people to, like they can handle a gun and everything much 

better, and then if you get one of those here in this community everyone will be scared 

to do that violence (Group 5, p.9). 

 
Facilitator: Is there anything that you guys are thinking about that we are not asking 

with regard to community violence? 

 
Female Respondent: Sometimes the government is also involved in this, because it is 

mos now a new world order, and the government is involved in everything around us 

because for them they are the big people and we are the lower people. We are like 

the slaves and the workers. That is why they don’t actually do nothing in the 

community. 

 
Facilitator: What’s your biggest frustration with regard to violence? 

Male Respondent: Jacob Zuma. 

Facilitator: What needs to change or what frustrates you in your community? 
 
 

Male Respondent: I think that we should actually like get this apartheid stuff out 

because as you can see, the apartheid is starting, they are forcing down the black, 

the coloureds in the middle, and the whites. Then because we got the black 

government, black people always get more privilege. 

 
Male Respondent: The racism is always gonna happen. There is nothing, there is 

nothing we can do about it. We are never gonna get rid of racism completely, it 

is always gonna be there (Group 5 p.9). 

 
Participants expressed a lack of trust in the Government, as they are not accountable to the 

demands of their community. Jili (2012) also provides evidence for this, maintaining, for 

instance, that contemporary difficulties confronting South African society should not only 

be ascribed to historical factors, but also to poor service delivery. Jili maintains that poor 

service delivery occurs as a result of poor management, fraud, discrimination, low budget 

and because of the pro-market policies implemented by the new Government. Thus 

councillors often put their own needs first and lack accountability (Jili, 2012). As a result of 

poor service delivery, people tend to use violence (protesting) to reflect their frustration and 

anger. These findings were similar to findings of this study. Participants in the study stated 

that public officials, as well as the Government, were not held responsible to their 
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instructions (Jili, 2012). Seedat et al. (2009) postulate that there is no evident corresponding 

and comprehensive intersectoral Government management team, to cultivate policy and 

encourage responses. In other words, accountability for violence and injury prevention are 

often given a very low level in the hierarchy. The result of such delegation is lack of 

leadership, lack of engagement with service and research-based agencies, and little or no 

empirically-based planning, implementation, or assessment frameworks. This often leads to 

the incorrect use of scarce resources (Seedat et al., 2009). A lack of service delivery thus 

poses an important risk factor for community violence exposure. Anger is initiated by 

frustration, which results from unsatisfied opportunities. This frustration then leads to 

aggression when something activates it (Jili, 2012). 

 
 
4.4. Thematic Category 2: Perceptions and understandings of the protective 

factors related to exposure to community violence  

This thematic category deals with findings associated with participants’ perceptions 

and understandings of protective factors related to community violence exposure. The 

emerging themes in this category are both person-related protective factors and context-

related protective factors. 

 
 

4.4.1 Person-related characteristics 
 
This theme addresses those factors related to a  person’s characteristics which can protect 

adolescents from community violence exposure. 

 
a. Decision-making skills. Participants felt that effective decision-making skills 

protected them from participating in violent activities. The following extracts are evidence 

hereof: 

 

Facilitator: So what are some of the factors that protect you from not becoming violent? 

 
Female Respondent: Being aware of the consequences. 

 
 

Female Respondent: Knowing how to control yourself from not doing those things 
 

(Group 4, p.7). 
 
 

Male Respondent: I’m a person that always think: what’s gonna happen if I do this, 

what’s gonna be the outcome of it? Like if I’m already in violence I rather walk 

away than to continue ’cause I will know if I finish this and then something bad is 

gonna happen (Group 2, p.5). 
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Facilitator: So you think about the consequences. 

 
 

Male Respondent: Yes, the consequences (Group 2, p. 5). 
 
 
These results are in accordance with those of Guerra and Bradshaw (2008), who found that 

effective decision-making is related to several individual qualities, including accountability 

(independence and self-sufficiency), viewpoint (being alarmed about possible consequences 

and their impact on others) and temperance (self-discipline). In addition, adolescents who 

have a resilient sense of their own identity and the capacity to perform independently and 

exercise some control over their own situations, have been shown to be less involved in 

violent events (Benard, 1993). These adolescents often have the ability to separate 

themselves from a dysfunctional family environment. One participant felt that her morals 

and values prevented her from participating in violent activities. 

 
Female Respondent: Your morals and values (Group 3, p.8). 

 
 
Likewise, Guerra and Bradshaw (2008) argue that the child creates morality over time 

through social experiences, shaped by cognitive-developmental abilities that increase with 

age. A crucial element comprises internalised beliefs, that is, the manner in which people in 

a society should behave in relation to others (Guerra & Bradshaw, 2008). Moral cognition 

contains decisions about moral issues such as maltreatment, justice, honesty and 

accountability. It further involves psychological practices such as perspective-taking and 

empathy. Moral identity is perceived as the linkage that connects moral thinking to moral 

action. Thus, if adolescents validate a moral course of action and consider that it is essential 

to their identity, they will act in the light of that belief (Guerra & Bradshaw, 2008). 

 

b. A sense of purpose and future. Participants felt that having a sense of purpose and future 

protects them from participating in violence. As the following excerpts illustrate: 

 
Female Respondent: Our future (Group 2, p.5). 

Facilitator: You had something to say. 

Female Respondent: It’s just uhm… I have grown up with violence since I was small 

already, so to see those things in front of me is not the person I want to become 

because with my uncle growing up as a drug addict, and he is so into it that if I watch 

him it makes me think of the person that he is and what I wanna stop becoming 
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Female Respondent: Like participating in violence gives you a bad name and a bad 

reputation as well so people will always see you as something bad and they won’t 

really feel like they want to talk to you or anything, because it will always feel you are 

going to harm then, so you like lose friends that way as well. 

 
Facilitator: So there is a certain stigma attached to violence that you don’t want to 

be associated with? 

 
Female Respondent: Yes (Group 2, p.5). 

 
 
Having a sense of purpose requires aims, educational ambitions, perseverance, positivity, and 

a sense of a bright future (Benard, 1993). Despite living in an environment characterised by 

high levels of community violence, many of these adolescents did not engage in violent 

behaviours. The participants, as a way of protecting themselves from taking part in violent 

activities, have identified a sense of purpose and future. This is similar to the findings of 

Stoddard, Zimmerman and Bauermeister (2011) who found an association between higher 

levels of future orientation and less violent behaviours during adolescence. In the same study, 

higher levels of future orientation were linked with greater decreases in violent behaviour 

over time. Moreover, findings suggest that during adolescence a hopeful sense of the future 

can assist positive development and a successful adaptation to adulthood (Stoddard et al., 

2011). Furthermore, hope also plays an important role as a protective factor against the 

adverse effects of community violence. For instance Savahl et al. (2013) found that hope 

arose as a stronger predictor of wellbeing than violence, and it therefore has the potential to 

moderate the well-established inverse relationship between exposure to violence and 

wellbeing. DuRant et al. (1994) found that adolescents who described lower levels of 

hopelessness had a higher sense of purpose in life and were less expected to report 

participating in violent activities. Similarly, in a study conducted by Sun and Shek (2010), 

adolescents were found less likely to be involved in problem behaviour when they had a 

sense of purpose and meaning in life. 

 
 

4.4.2 Context-related characteristics 
 

This theme will address protective factors related to context characteristics which 

protect adolescents from community violence exposure. 

 
 

4.4.2.1 Microsystem 
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a. Parental monitoring. Participants emphasised parental monitoring as a protective 

factor against exposure to community violence. The following extracts demonstrate this 

point: 

 
Female Respondent: Have you ever experienced violence in your community? 

Male Respondent: No my parents don’t let me out a lot (Group 1, p.4). 

Facilitator: Why do you not participate in violence (Group 2, p.6)? 

Male Respondent: My parents. 
 
 

Male Respondent: Actually, they are very strict when you gets older, they don’t want 

their children to become bad, or become gangsters, so they become strict. So then 

you feel scared, they gonna become angry with you, then you apologise what you 

been doing (Group 2, p.10). 

 
These findings are congruent with those of Singer et al. (1998) who found that children 

who were highly monitored tended to be exposed less to violence and commit fewer acts of 

violence. Likewise, in a study by Fosco et al. (2012), an association was found between 

parental monitoring and youth problem behaviour over time. The findings of the study 

support the understanding that effective monitoring is a foundation parenting practice 

during adolescence, from families who are cohesive and caring and where parents know 

what is going on in their adolescents’ lives. These adolescents have also been shown to be 

less likely to have witnessed severe violence, ever used alcohol, tobacco, or drugs, or to 

have had problems with drugs and alcohol (Kliewer et al., 2006). Furthermore, Kliewer et 

al. (2006) maintain that families that are consistent are also likely to monitor their children 

closely. In other words, parents who monitor their children are more successful in 

preventing opportunities for exposure to violence than parents who do not know what is 

going on in the lives of their sons or daughters. 

 
b. Expression of norms, values and expectations were also believed to protect 

participants from exposure to community violence: 

 
Facilitator: What about your parents? 

 
 

Male Respondent: They teach me the right thing. 
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Female Respondent: My dad, he was a gangster when I was younger and then he 

obvious told us about his past and how it was, and he told us being a gangster isn’t 

really nice, because once you get into trouble you think they are with you because 

they are in your group, but once you come into trouble they will run away and leave 

you alone (Group 2, p.6). 

 
Female Respondent: Your parents always remind you what’s right and wrong (Group 

3, p.7). 

 
Female Respondent: Yes, and they will always tell you to look up to your older 

siblings because sometimes our siblings have lived in a better environment than 

today’s and they will always tell us to look up to them and see them as an example. 

 
Female Respondent: And they know what’s best for you (Group 3, p.8). 

 
 

Male Respondent: … so mostly it’s my daddy that keeps me away from 

gangsterism and drugs because he does inspirational talks and so does my mommy 

– but I don’t usually listen to her (Group 5, p.6). 

 
Male Respondent: Parents, it’s the example that they give, I know that if I follow 

their way I would end up like that, knowing there is still that hope there that if you 

work hard then you will eventually. 

 
Facilitator: So they are your role models? 

Male Respondent: Yes (group 5, p.7). 

When there is attachment in the family, effective teaching of moral values and norms, and 

effective monitoring of a child’s behaviour, adolescents are less likely to be exposed to 

community violence (Elliot, 1994). Similarly, Reilly (2012) found that family-domain 

protective factors include parents that provide structure, rules and supervision for their 

children. In the same study, respondents’ experience was that the risk for delinquency 

decreased where parental structure, rules and supervision were present. In other words, 

parents who provide supervision for their children are more aware of their peers than 

parents who are unaware of their children’s situation (Reilly, 2012). Parents remain 

important elements in their child’s potential involvement with antisocial behaviours 

(Smith et al., 2001). While peer influence in adolescence is strong, Smith et al. (2001) 

maintain that parents should provide a foundation, and should continue to exert their 

 

 

 

 



62  

influence throughout adolescence, by providing guidance as to appropriate standards of 

behaviour and appropriateness of friend selection (Smith et al., 2001). Similarly Aspy et 

al. (2004) maintain that parents who attempt to recognise their children’s viewpoint, who 

express love towards their children, who want good things for their children, and who talk 

with them about their difficulties, decrease the risk of their children becoming involved in 

violent activities. 

 
c. Peer relations. A female participant expressed the belief that good peer relations, 

including peer support, protect her from participating in violent activities. The following 

extract demonstrates this point: 

 
Facilitator: What is it about peers that protects you? 

 
 

Female Respondent: They are always there for you. I will be there for them, like my 

friend got sick now. She is always there for me, I will always talk to her, but 

sometimes other children they just have… They let you do something you will regret 

(Group 5, p.7). 

 
A female participant emphasised that social support from her friends protects her from 

engaging with deviant peers and participating in violent activities. This lends support to the 

earlier findings of Bollmer et al. (2005) that adolescents’ friends are a vital part of their 

development. They contend that friendship offers various functions. These functions include, 

for instance, friendliness, warmth, nurturance and understanding. The presence of a 

friendship that is of a high quality, may serve as a protective factor against delinquency, as it 

offers an outline for healthy peer relationships. Bollmer et al. (2005) argue that children in 

peer relationships characterised by intimacy, safety and helping become more aware of the 

feelings of others and may therefore cultivate a better sense of compassion than youngsters 

who are not in caring friendships. High quality friendships are most important in providing 

adolescents with an opportunity of acquiring and practising certain social skills that they may 

not have been taught elsewhere (Bollmer et al., 2005). In other words, as aggressive peers 

often increase positive attitudes toward aggression and tendencies to use aggression to solve 

conflict, so also a high quality friendship may support a child in having a negative attitude 

towards aggression, and in approaching conflict from a more matter-of-fact point of view 

(Bollmer et al., 2005). This protects adolescents from participating in violent activities. 

 

 

 

 

 



63  

d. Safe school environment. Participants felt that their school environment was a 

place where they could feel safe, and as a result protected them from community violence 

exposure. This is illustrated in the following excerpts: 

 
Female Respondent: Schools also part of it, ’cause like when I get to school, it does 

feel like protection and it feels like it seals you out from the bad things because you 

know you are here to learn and here to do better things, so you know you won’t 

become one of them (Group 2, p.11). 

 
Female Respondent: Your teachers. 

Male Respondent: School.  

Facilitator: What about school? 

Male Respondent: Coming every day, a place where you gonna know you are safe. 

Facilitator: So you feel safe in school? 

Male Respondent: Yes (group 5, p.12). 
 
 

Facilitator: What is protecting you from not participating in a gang? 

Male Respondent: Education. 

Female Respondent: What about education? 

Male Respondent: You always get homework. 

Facilitator: So you don’t have time? 

Male Respondent: Yes (group 4, p.7). 

 

Participants believed that attending school provided them with a place where they could feel 

safe and protected. Participants’ beliefs are in line with the results of Brookmeyer, Fanti and 

Henrich (2006) who found that school climate serves as a protective factor for student violent 

behaviour. In other words, when students felt a sense of connection with their school 

community, they started participating in fewer types of violent behaviour over time. 

Additionally, a high connectedness to parents and to the school community appears to work 

together to buffer adolescents from the effects of violence exposure or later violent behaviour 

(Brookmeyer et al., 2006). Similarly, Sheidow et al. (2001) found that schools that are 
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regarded as “safe havens” may function as a protective factor for exposure to community 

violence. 

 
 

4.4.2.2 Exosystem 
 
This theme will address the protective factors related to community characteristics, which 

protect adolescents from community violence exposure. 

 
a. Education about violence. Participants believed that the education they received 

regarding the consequences of violence and gangsterism served as a protective factor, as 

suggested below: 

 
Female Respondent: Because we have education. 

 
 

Facilitator: What about education? 
 
 

Female Respondent: Education teaches us that what gangs can do… 
 
 

Female Respondent: We get constant reminders every day about what the life outside 

is all about. 

 
Male Respondent: Because you know what the result is of not going to school, you 

see it every day in like thousands… 

 
Female Respondent: You don’t want your children to grow up like that, you 

don’t wanna show them such environment, you wanna be successful (Group 6, 

p.8). 

 
Female Respondent: And programmes that they have in the community sometimes, 

and in the school, they teach you about some drugs and how they might end up 

(Group 5, p.7). 

 

Education about the consequences of violence was regarded as preventing adolescents from 

engaging in violent activities. Participants reported that they get “constant reminders of what 

life outside is all about, as programmes within the community and schools teach about some 

drugs and how they might end up”. Another female participant stated that “you do not want 

your children to grow up like that, you do not want to show them such environment, and you 

want to be successful”. The findings of participants agreed with earlier research showing that 

communities employing multiple strategies and services, including teaching students that 

gangs can be dangerous, and providing training for school resource officers in mediating 
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conflicts, can protect adolescents from participating in violent activities or from joining a gang 

(Howell, 2011). For instance, campaigns that are educational in nature, and encourage the idea 

that killings and violence are not acceptable, and which aim to facilitate change in community 

norms concerning violence, have been shown to be effective in reducing violent behaviours 

(Howell, 2011). In this way, adolescents are provided with options other than violence, in 

incidents where gangs and individuals on the street decide to engage in violent activities 

(Howell, 2011). 

 
b. Counselling. Participants expressed the opinion that counselling provides them 

with adequate support in dealing with situations and prevents them from joining gangs and 

participating in violent activities. The following extracts capture this point: 

 
Female Respondent: They give you choices and advice on how to go about with 

situations. 

 
Female Respondent: Just someone to talk to. 

 
 

Male Respondent: Maybe there is no one else to talk to, then there is a person that 

can help you in certain ways that no one can (Group 3, p.12). 

 
These excerpts clearly indicate that counselling provides the participants with choices, advice 

on how to deal with situations and social support. Providing adolescents with effective 

support, such as counselling, can reconnect them with the rewards and values within the 

school (Schwartz, 1996). Counsellors and staff should take a personal interest in the 

individual members involved in violence, or who are at risk of participating in violence, to 

help release the hold of the gang. Thus through informal meetings with gang members, and 

by arranging positive experiences that are lacking in their lives, staff and counsellors can 

offer youth the same affirmation that gangs offer (Schwartz, 1996). This might prevent 

adolescents at risk from joining gangs or participating in violent activities. 

 
c. Extracurricular activities. Participants mentioned that the support they receive 

through workshops, as well as through positive role models within their community, 

protects from exposure to violence: 

 
Male Respondent: Sports mainly, sports clubs, workshops and stuff like that in our 

community. We get exposed to that stuff to keep us off gansterism, violence and drug 

use. 
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Male Respondent: The counsellor in our community (Group 2, p.6). 

 
Male Respondent: Some people in the community work hard and they achieve their 

goals and it makes you feel: why can’t you? (Group 2, p.6). 

 
Participants reported that the presence of sport clubs, workshops and counselling in their 

community keeps them from participating in violent activities. Furthermore, positive role 

models were reported by a male respondent as protecting him from participating in violent 

activities. Prior research (Hansen, Larson & Dworkin, 2003) showed that youth in 

community and occupational activities indicated increased rates of positive experiences 

associated with identity reflection, cognitive skills, leadership, prosocial norms and linkages 

to community. This was a specifically essential setting for experiences that encouraged 

adolescents to “think about the future”, learn about the “challenges of being a leader”, and 

about “helping others”. This in turn might decrease adolescents’ risk of community violence 

exposure. 

 
Many of the participants expressed the idea that participating in sports activities decreased their 

risk of being exposed to community violence. Participants felt that after-school activities such 

as sport create an environment where they feel safe, and that being kept busy motivated them 

to stay away from violence: 

 
Facilitator: So what stops you from participating in violence? 

Male Respondent: Sports (Group 2, p.5). 

Male Respondent: They keep us off the streets (Group 3, p.11). 

 

Male Respondent: Mostly because you are not always within the environment, you are 

always busy and you are also always fit. You don’t always see it and at the sporting 

clubs they also speak to you and motivate you to become a better person and to not 

become like all the people you see today (Group 2, p.10). 

 
Participants felt that extracurricular activities, such as sports, provided them with an 

environment where they could feel safe and keep themselves busy. These findings are similar 

to those of Zaff et al. (2003) who found that extracurricular activities provide adolescents 

with a safe place to be during the high risk after-school hours. The study indicated that 

extracurricular activities provide adolescents with an opportunity to engage in positive 

activities, such as academic clubs, arts clubs, or sports teams. This protects adolescents from 

 

 

 

 



67  

becoming involved with deviant peers. Pate et al. (2000) found that sports programmes 

promote positive health behaviours and deter negative health behaviours amongst 

adolescents. They maintain that participation in organised sports promotes health by placing 

youth in prosocial environments during times that are otherwise available for participating in 

problem behaviours. Mahoney, Eccles and Larson (2004) maintain that constant involvement 

in after-school programmes, which take place in a safe environment where a number of 

competent staff are present, and offer a collective environment, are linked with positive 

development for the participants. 

 
Other participants reported developing attachments to prosocial role models as protecting 

them from participating in violent activities: 

 
Male Respondent: I think sports really stops us from drugs because uhm, there is like 

people that look up to soccer players like Christiano Renaldo, and they support 

teams and they wanna become like one of them, and be in a team that shows on TV. 

Manchester and Madrid, they wanna play for the team, they wanna become big and 

big so that they have the talent to play sport. 

 
Female Respondent: I don’t play sports, but I think sports also teaches people 

discipline, and it shows you where your boundaries are and what you can do and, like 

you said, looking up to others and seeing that without violence you can get far, 

because with violence you can get killed any time, but if you like participate in a sport 

you are always busy and they teach you discipline so you know the rules and you 

won’t go out doing things you shouldn’t (Group 2, p.10). 

 

Facilitator: Is there anything else? Why do you think sport is so important to keep you 

away from violence? 

 
Female Respondent: There is like trophies also and you want to aim for that goal, 

and it keeps you busy. Also because you get different dates to play for this teams and 

you get so excited (Group 2, p.11). 

 
Female Respondent: Sometimes you have like for example, rugby players, they have 

their fiftieth test try. You get like young boys of our age is gonna look up at him and 

gonna be like that one day, and have dreams to wanna be like him, so that will just 

push them further to get to his dreams (Group 3, p.11). 
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It is evident that extramural events minimise the time and energy an adolescent has for 

taking part in antisocial activities, as these activities take up a lot of their time. Through 

participation in extramural activities, adolescents are provided with opportunities to be 

rewarded for activities; they develop attachments to prosocial role models, and internalise 

prosocial values (Ward, 2006). 

 
In addition, social support was believed to decrease adolescents’ risk of participating in 

violent activities: 

 
Male Respondent: I play soccer, when I go to the field there is often people who are 

smoking drugs on the field and sometimes they even want to take our ball over and 

kick it away, but then there is like older people that protects us there. 

 
Facilitator: So you feel protected when you are in a soccer team? 

 
 

Female Respondent: Sometimes the people you participate within the sport they come 

out of the same backgrounds and families as you, so you can communicate with them 

about your problems because they know about your parents. 

 
Facilitator: So it is also a form of social support? 

Female Respondent: Yes. 

Female Respondent: And most of the games start early on a Saturday morning and 

ends late on a Saturday afternoon, so for that period you will be on the field or will 

be engaging with your friends – you will have fun and stuff, and then for the period 

you will get on the field and will also get other adolescents your age (Group 3, p.11). 

 

Taliaferro et al. (2008) maintain that through the capacity of sport to create feelings of social 

support and integration, protection against risk factors can be fostered.  

 

In addition, participation in such activities may create a different form of safety against risk 

factors related to a range of adolescent behaviours. Similarly, according to Fredrick and 

Eccles (2008), belonging to a positive peer group protects adolescents from violent and 

deviant behaviour, as positive behaviour patterns development through modelling, 

strengthening of conservative norms and values, and through a decrease in social alienation. 

In other words, belonging to such a group provides adolescents with the chance to try on new 

identities and acquire social skills, such as how to collaborate, and to take on different 
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perspectives (Fredricks & Eccles, 2008). Thus, positive peer relations are an important 

protective factor in dealing with community violence exposure amongst adolescents. 

 
Other participants reported a sense of achievement and feelings of belongingness that they 

receive from participating in sports: 

 
Female Respondent: And doing sports uhm… it actually gives you a sense of 

achievement to know that one day you will get as soccer player you will make your 

own mark. 

 
Facilitator: Do you think it boosts your self-esteem a bit?  

Female Respondent: Yes, to know that you are part of something. 

Female Respondent: Especially when you achieve a goal and you feel like you… 
 
 

Female Respondent: Sometimes even if someone smiles at you, you always feel that a 

sense of there is someone who cares about you, even if someone just talks to you 

’cause sometimes you come out of a background that all you ever hear is bad 

comments and bad things about you, so someone smiling at you, it can boost your own 

self (Group 3, p.11). 

 
Male Respondent: On the field when you play rugby you will fight on the field but after 

the game we are all one team. What happened on the field stays on the field, we don’t 

bring it off (Group 5, p.8). 

 
Participants in the study felt that participating in sports, especially the feelings of 

belongingness and achievement that they get from sports, protects them from 

community violence exposure. This is similar to findings from other studies. For 

instance Fredricks & Eccles (2008) maintain that the sense of belongingness that 

adolescents receive from being part of a sports team leads to the development of 

high self-esteem. In addition, sports also provide adolescents with multiple 

opportunities to achieve success and receive public recognition, which may be 

particularly important during the early adolescent years (Fredricks & Eccles, 

2008). Zaff et al. (2003) maintain that, by working with others toward a common 

goal and by having confidence in one’s abilities to reach that goal, adolescents 

may develop better community engagement. In addition, adolescents who are 

involved in extracurricular activities at school may also be more likely to become 
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involved in other aspects of school life (Zaff et al., 2003). This plays a protective 

role in community violence exposure. 

 
Besides a sense of achievement and feelings of belongingness, adolescents felt that 

participating in sport was a helpful means of coping with stress effectively: 

 
Female Respondent: Keeps your mind off things (Group 4, p.8). 

Facilitator: Of what? 

Male Respondent: Drugs. 
 
 

Female Respondent: Like I don’t know, like what’s happening around the 

community or like maybe of all the stress of all the homework at school or 

something. 

 
Facilitator: So it helps to release a bit of stress? 

 
 

Female Respondent: Yes, like take the anger out on the ball that’s in your hand or 

you are handling with your feet or something (Group 4, p.8). 

 
Male Respondent: If you have a game, the adrenalin rush that takes over you, it’s 

better like to take your anger out on sport or something like than rather than hurting 

someone else, like full contact rugby for example you tackle, you only hurt that 

person, even though it’s wrong they do whatever. 

 
Facilitator: So it’s a coping mechanism also to you. 

Male Respondent: Yes (Group 4, p.9). 

Female Respondent: Also involve in good things like sports also keep you away so 

that you can occupy your mind (Group 5, p.7). 

 

The findings from the participants correspond with those in a study by Hansen, Larson 

and Dworkin (2003). For instance the study found that youth activities such as sport may 

promote emotional learning experiences of adolescents, and indicated that youth activities 

might help adolescents to manage anger, anxiety and stress. Furthermore, partaking in 

events with peers may result in enhanced social skills, such as learning to work with 

others, and conflict resolution (Zaff et al., 2003). Pinhey, Perez and Workman (2002) 

contend that adolescents who participate in extracurricular activities are more likely to be 
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in direct contact with positive adult role models (teachers, coaches, and club sponsors). 

Non-parent adults may aid the internalisation of positive school values and attitudes, 

which may comprise re-directing violent desires (Pinhey, Perez & Workman, 2002). 

 
One male participant felt that one could obtain even more status and support within a sports 

team than within a gang: 

 
Male Respondent: You communicate with more people, okay mostly the girls, 

because the girls like the rugby players because they have big muscles and so on. 

 
Male Respondent: But actually you don’t need stuff from gangs ’cause you actually 

get even more support, I mean like the pretty girls (Group 5, p.8). 

 
 

4.4.3.3 Macrosystem 
 

a. Religious values and institutions. The belief systems and ideology of the 

individual’s culture are located in the macrosystem and influence the adolescent in a direct 

manner. Conversely, the individual probably does not have much autonomy in defining his 

or her surroundings (Bronfenbrenner, 2005). Some of the participants reported that 

religious values protected them from participating in violent activities. The following 

extracts demonstrate this: 

 
Female Respondent: And also your religion, some religions are very strict and they 

don’t take any nonsense (Group 2, p.6). 

 
Facilitator: You also mentioned religion… 

 
 

Female Respondent: You turn to your God, man. Most people will always say your 

god is always there for you. It’s like a fact, so you will turn to your god and just pray 

and you will feel a certain relief, man. 

 

Facilitator: Religion is a relief of what?  

 

Female Respondent: It clears your mind. 

 

Female Respondent: And they know whatever they speak with God will be confidential 
 

(Group 3, p. 13). 
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Male Respondent: Okay, as a Muslim, if you do drugs you might as well, like, no 

offense to the Christians, you might as well eat pork, so pork is un-halaal to us, so if 

we do drugs we might as well eat it. 

 
Male Respondent: There are certain things you are not allowed to do in all 

religions and beliefs, like keep you away from certain things. 

 
Facilitator: What is it about religion that keeps you away? 

 
 

Male Respondent: Knowing that you will be punished for that and the good things that 

you know you are going to get rewarded for (Group 5, p.7). 

 
Attending religious services during adolescence has been shown to lower the probability of 

later participation in violence (Herenkohl et al., 2003). Herenkohl et al. (2003) maintain that, 

through the involvement with others, adolescents encounter messages of acceptance and 

peaceful resolutions to problems. This may ultimately lead to accepting values and beliefs 

that work against violence. Furthermore, religious institutions might raise opportunities for 

youths to work together with peers and adults who act as good role models (Herenkohl et al., 

2003). Likewise, Pearce et al. (2003) found that commitment to private religious practices 

such as prayer, observing or attending to religious programmes on the TV or radio, and 

reading religious literature were related to a decline in behaviour problems over time. The 

findings of the study suggest that the internal mechanisms of religion (i.e. indicators of 

private practices) could have more important effects on problematic behaviour than external 

mechanisms (e.g., church attendance). 

 
 
4.5 Conclusion 

 
The current study used the PPCT model as it allowed the researcher to explore the 

way in which risk and protective factors function within different systems. The findings 

presented above were categorised into two thematic categories, based on the objectives of 

the study. The following chapter conclusions regarding the research study, as well as a 

discussion of the limitations, and recommendations. This study allowed the researcher to 

explore adolescents’ perceptions and understandings of risk and protective factors related to 

community violence exposure. The findings revealed that, more often than not, contextual 

factors within the community, such as peers, family and gangs, place adolescents at 

increased risk of being exposed to community violence. In addition, social support (from 

peers and within sport teams) was found to be a significant protective factor related to 
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community violence exposure. This study was important as it explored these meanings and 

allowed participants to share their experiences in a way that was reflective and meaningful. 
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Chapter Five: Conclusion 
 
 

5.1 Summary of the study 
 

The study endeavoured to explore the risk and protective factors related to community 

violence exposure, from the viewpoint of adolescents in a low-income community in the 

Western Cape. Considering that risk and protective factors are often context-specific, and a 

number of factors may influence the extent to which exposure to violence may or may not 

affect a child’s development, it has become increasingly necessary to explore adolescents’ 

perceptions and understandings of the risk and protective factors related to community 

violence exposure. 

 
A review of literature regarding the risk and protective factors related to community 

violence exposure clarified a concern of the author’s for the lack of qualitative research on 

this topic, especially within low-income communities in the Western Cape, South Africa. 

Studies conducted in this area of community violence within the South African context tend 

to be quantitative in design. Few studies have focused on adolescents’ perceptions and 

understandings of the risk and protective factors related to community violence exposure. It is 

important to pursue studies focusing on the meanings that adolescents assign to risk and 

protective factors, as they are the ones who are exposed to community violence, who must 

manage the situation, and process their own emotional struggles. Research of this nature is 

vital as it may inform policy and interventions, which will assist adolescents in dealing with 

exposure to community violence. This study aimed to explore adolescents’ perceptions and 

understandings by allowing them to share their experiences. Additionally, the study aimed to 

explore the perceptions and understandings which the adolescents had of the risk and 

protective factors related to community violence exposure. The researcher aimed to engage 

with understanding the meaning which adolescents ascribe to risk and protective factors. 

 
The current study was utilised using Bronfenbrenner’s PPCT model, as it allowed the 

researcher to explore the ways in which risk and protective factors function within different 

systems. The main premise of this framework is that four interconnected components 

(Process, Person, Context, and Time) construct our world. In addition, it emphasises the 

interaction between an individual’s disposition and the environment, and the bi-directional 

nature of influences. This framework was well suited to the current study as the participants 

showed that risk and protective factors occur within and across various settings/systems 

(microsystem, mesosystem, exosystem and macrosystem). Important to keep in mind is that 

risk factors and protective factors do not sit in opposition to each other, but rather on a 
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continuum (Stacy, Newcomb & Bentler, 1992). Risk and protective factors have the main 

effects, but at the same time interact with other factors to influence community violence 

exposure. 

 
 
5.2 Summary of the findings 

 
Bronfenbrenner’s PPCT model was utilised to obtain a comprehensive understanding 

of the risk and protective factors related to community violence exposure. The PPCT model 

recognises that various systems interact with one another and structure our world. It 

emphasises the interaction between an individual’s biological disposition and the 

environment, and the bi-directional nature of influences. This provided a means to situate 

risk and protective factors – from those that pertained to the person, to the more distal, 

context-related factors. 

 
The first thematic category used was adolescents’ perceptions and understandings of 

the risk factors related to community violence exposure. Within this thematic category, 

adolescents identified person-related risk factors as well as context-related risk factors (which 

include risk factors within Bronfenbrenner’s “Microsystem, Exosystem and Macrosystem”). 

 
The second thematic category is adolescents’ perceptions and understandings of the 

protective factors related to community violence exposure. Similarly, in this thematic 

category adolescents identified person-related protective factors as well as context-related 

protective factors (which include protective factors within Bronfenbrenner’s Microsystem, 

Exosystem and Macrosystem) (See Table 1). 

 
 

5.2.1. Person-related risk and protective factors 
 

Within this domain, findings indicated that exposure to community violence is 

associated with low self-image/self-esteem, personal identity and status within the 

community and bad coping mechanisms/lack of problem solving skills. Conversely, not all 

adolescents exposed to such risk factors are necessarily exposed to community violence. For 

example, adolescents with low self-esteem are less likely to commit violent acts, especially 

if they possess decision-making skills, morals and values and a sense of purpose and future. 

In addition, participants also identified protective factors related to community violence 

exposure: sense of purpose and future, decision-making skills and so forth. However, 

focusing only on person-related factors might be insufficient in explaining why some 

participants are exposed to community violence and others not, as community violence 
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exposure is a complex event embedded in the interaction of many features ranging from the 

biological to the political (Bronfenbrenner, 1979). Aisenberg and Ell (2005) emphasise the 

necessity of considering vital contextual factors that shape the different levels of a child’s 

ecology. Therefore, in exploring and describing community violence exposure, attention 

needs to be paid to parent, family and community-level factors and processes. 

 
 

5.2.2 Context-related risk and protective factors 
 

5.2.2.1 Microsystem 
 

The participants in the study stressed three critical risk factors that contribute to 

community violence exposure, namely family characteristics, social support and peer 

pressure/acceptance. For adolescents, parental conflict and experiences of violence and 

neglect in childhood play a major role in predicting whether individuals will participate in 

violent activities, as the behaviour of such parents implies that acting in a violent way is 

acceptable. Family conflict is found to be further exacerbated by financial problems in the 

home. As a result, parents are often overcome by these environmental stresses, and are 

exhausted merely from trying to make ends meet by having multiple jobs. This places 

adolescents at risk of committing violent acts or being exposed to community violence as 

such parents tend to be neglectful, fail to set clear rules and expectations in their home, and 

tend to be overprotective. Participants further expressed the opinion that these personal 

problems may lead to substance abuse. They maintained that alcohol and drug use would 

aid as an escape from problems that occur in the home, such as family conflict, child abuse 

or financial issues within the families. 

 
In addition, the importance of social support was emphasised. When adolescents do 

not receive sufficient support from their families, they are inclined to find alternative support, 

especially from peers who might later encourage them to become part of a gang. The gang 

may then introduce and encourage them to partake in violent activities (Elliot, 1994). 

Similarly, participants in the study believed that a lack of social support in the home is what 

attracts people to join gangs at the expense of participating in violent activities. According to 

Elliot (1994), the type of friends one chooses is largely influenced by factors such as early 

experience with violence, feeble internal and family controls, and violent behaviour patterns 

established in childhood. In addition, friends will influence the behaviour patterns that a 

person will model, establish and reinforce during adolescence (Elliot, 1994). 

 
Perhaps one of the most important risk factors cited by participants was that peer 

pressure/acceptance promoted participation in violent activities. Here, the participants 
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described in detail how the peer group represents an ongoing risk factor for adolescents, as 

they do not want to feel alienated from the group. Participants stated that individuals would 

join gangs or use violence because of a need to “be cool” and “fit in” in a group. Feelings of 

acceptance and a sense of group identity are a vital part of adolescent development and 

should therefore be a focus of interventions targeting community violence exposure amongst 

adolescents. 

 
School bullying presented as another risk factor for being exposed to community 

violence. According to Arseneault, Bowers and Shakoor (2010), adolescents from deprived 

backgrounds, or being victimised by bullies, or victims with symptoms of mental health 

problems prior to bullying, all tend to have fewer resources for coping with demanding 

situations. Thus such adolescents tend to respond by acting in a violent way (Arseneault, 

Bowers & Shakoor, 2010). Bullies have the highest likelihood of drinking alcohol and are 

more likely to participate in forceful, antisocial and risk-taking activities (Liang, Flisher & 

Lombard, 2007). In addition, participants felt that being bullied might lead to adolescents 

joining groups such as gangs that can relate to their own experience. 

 
In addition to risk factors, participants maintained the importance of parental 

monitoring and the expression of values, norms and expectations within the family. In 

developing effective interventions on this level, these factors should therefore be considered. 

Positive peer relations were also found to provide adolescents with adequate support in 

dealing with adverse life circumstances. These peers protect adolescents from participating 

in violence and being exposed to community violence. Besides peers, participants felt that 

attending school provides people with a place where they can feel safe and protected. 

 
Furthermore, to understand the risk and protective factors related to community 

violence exposure, we must focus not merely on adolescents and their immediate 

environment, but also on their interaction with the larger environment. 

 
 

5.2.2.2 Mesosystem 
 

The mesosystem connects the structures of the adolescent’s microsystem (Berk, 2000). 

A mesosystem is therefore a system of microsystems and comprises the interrelations among 

major settings, including the developing person at a specific point in his or her life 

(Bronfenbrenner, 1979). 

 
No direct association that speaks to the mesosystem was made by the participants, but 

when considering the finding that parental abuse and conflict can lead to adolescents 
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participating in violence, a feasible link can be considered. When adolescents are faced with 

difficulties such as parental conflict, domestic violence and child abuse, they may become 

confused about whether violence is acceptable or not. This is because their perceptions and 

attitudes are shaped not only by their parents or caregivers, but also by teachers, friends, 

community norms and the media, as suggested by systems theory. Confusion might, 

therefore, emerge in the mind of the child as societal norms and schooling argue against 

violence, while at home a different picture is modelled (Boeree, 2006). When an adolescent 

is confronted by role confusion, Erikson maintains, he or she may be suffering from an 

identity crisis which can lead to adolescents rebelling against the rules and norms of society 

(Boeree, 2006). 

 
Congruent systems of values, on the other hand, wield more powerful and consistent 

influences. For instance, if both parents and peers agree that community violence poses 

certain risks, the adolescent is unlikely to commit violence. Furthermore, parental monitoring 

and social support from family and friends may protect adolescents from seeking support 

from gangs, and protect them from participating in violent behaviour. However, the opposite 

is also true. Adolescents who experience child abuse, witness family conflict and whose 

family and friends have positive attitudes towards violence, are at increased risk of 

participating in violent activities and being exposed to community violence.  

 

5.2.2.3 Exosystem 

 
An explicit link was noted between community violence exposure and structures of 

the exosystem. Some participants held poverty accountable for the incidence of community 

violence exposure in Mitchells Plain. They perceived financial difficulties, and the personal 

and social problems that go together with it, as factors that increased the possibility of 

someone being exposed to community violence. Participants also felt that substance abuse 

in the community is rife, and financial difficulties lead to people stealing and murdering for 

money in order to buy drugs. Although this does not affect participants directly, they felt 

that it was an important indirect factor that contributed to community violence exposure. 

 
Learners generally held the structures of the justice system and policy level structures 

accountable for the high rates of community violence within their community. They felt that 

the justice systems and communities are not doing an adequate job in preventing community 

violence. Estevez et al. (2009) maintain that in the case where actual victimisation is 

supplemented by a lack of effective police response, trust in the police tends to weaken. This 

 

 

 

 



80  

could have the effect of maintaining a continuing support of violence, either as a strategic 

response to the perceived danger of victimisation or as direct action to restore injustices 

(Estevez et al., 2009). Studies have provided various reasons for the lack of effective policing 

in South Africa. One of these reasons is a lack of resources. For instance, a study conducted 

by Wiese, Rothman and Storm (2003) indicated that a lack of resources (e.g. staff, money and 

equipment) makes it more difficult for police officers to deal with crisis situations, paperwork 

and performing tasks not in the job description, while Storm (2002) found that a lack of 

resources leads to lower levels of professional efficacy. 

 
Neighbourhood disorder is associated with youths reporting higher rates of offending 

(He Len and Steinberg, 2006) and increases the risk of an individual’s engaging in 

delinquency (Reilly, 2012). The need for social support and approval as well as concerns 

about personal safety may draw adolescents toward a gang, despite other negative perceptions 

of the gang (Reese et al., 2001). Gang affiliation, although not considered the “best practice”, 

was found to be one way of ensuring adolescents’ protection from other perpetrators of 

violence in the community. However, joining a gang for protection does not offer any clear 

reduction in subsequent violent victimisation for gang members and increases adolescents’ 

risk of being exposed to community violence (Reese et al., 2001). 

 

Gangs within this community offer a sense of belonging and unity as well as financial 

goods for adolescents who have few prosocial options for either (Garbarino, 2001). Although 

the participants were cognisant of the conventional norms, they adopted other values in the 

gangs, in order to obtain gratitude and material gain within the gang (Burnett, 1999). 

Participants reported that loyalty is seen as an important aspect of gang membership, not only 

to receive support and security, but also in order to survive. In other words, because gangs 

provide their members with social support and security, gang members need to prove their 

loyalty to the gang, often by “killing a family member or somebody of another gang”. Hence, 

the achievement of status equivalent to that of existing gang members may be the main reason 

that youth become involved in gang activities. Because adolescents aspire to become part of a 

gang, they tend to feel the need to prove themselves to the gang by replicating what they 

perceive as acceptable gang behaviour (Alleyne & Wood, 2010). 

 
Furthermore, because of high rates of community violence, the participants expressed 

a sense of hopelessness. This also poses as a risk for community violence exposure as it 

makes adolescents prime candidates for involvement in social groups that offer a sense of 

membership and security and perhaps revenge, as gangs most often mobilise and take 
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advantage of the anger, fear, alienation and hostility that many adolescents experience while 

growing up (Garbarino, 2001). 

 
Besides risk factors, the participants also identified numerous protective factors on 

this level. They emphasised the importance of social support in preventing them from 

participating in violence. The importance of education about the consequences of violence 

was emphasised. The participants maintained that adolescents in this community get 

“constant reminders of what life outside is all about, as programmes within the community 

and schools teach them about drugs and how they might end up”. In addition, counselling 

provides adolescents with choices, advice on how to deal with situations, and social support. 

Providing adolescents with effective support, such as counselling, can reconnect them with 

the rewards and values available within the school (Schwartz, 1996). 

 
On this level, extracurricular activities were found to be the most important protective 

factor. Extracurricular activities such as sports were found to provide adolescents with an 

environment where they could feel safe and keep themselves busy. Thus, rather than being 

involved with violent peers and events, adolescents are able to engage in positive activities 

(e.g. sport teams) (Zaff et al., 2003). It is evident that extramural events lead to adolescents 

spending their time and energy more usefully, thus decreasing the time and energy available 

for antisocial activities. In addition, extramural activities offer them the opportunity to be 

rewarded for prosocial activities, to develop relationships with prosocial role models, and 

eventually to internalise prosocial values (Ward, 2006). Taliaferro et al. (2008) maintain that 

through the capacity of sport to create feelings of social support and integration, involvement 

in such activities may construct a distinct form of protection against risk factors associated 

with a range of adolescent behaviours. Similarly, according to Fredrick and Eccles (2008), 

being a member of a prosocial peer group may enhance positive development – for instance 

through demonstrating and strengthening conventional norms and values, and through the 

reduction of social alienation. 

 
In addition, affiliation provides adolescents the chance to explore various identities 

and acquire social skills. For instance, how to collaborate and take on different perspectives 

(Fredricks & Eccles, 2008). The participants felt that participating in sports enhanced their 

self-esteem by offering them the opportunity of becoming part of a group. They also indicated 

that sports provided them with several opportunities to achieve success and receive public 

recognition. This is of significance during the early adolescent years (Fredricks & Eccles, 

2008). Lastly, the participants experienced sports activities to be a consistent environment, 
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where emotional learning experiences, such as learning to manage anger, anxiety and stress, 

can take place (Hansen et al., 2003). Participating in sports with peers may also result in 

improved social skills such as learning to work with others, and conflict resolution (Zaff et 

al., 2003). Hence, results indicate that the community has a big role to play in addressing 

community violence exposure. For example, if there is a failure at the micro level, a very 

strong mesosystem and macrosystem are needed so that the adolescents’ challenges can be 

managed. These levels therefore need to work together and be strong in order to intervene in 

the challenge of community violence exposure. 

 
 

5.2.2.4 Macrosystem 
 

The findings of this study imply that the macrosystem, which is comprised of cultural 

values, customs and laws, political and material influences (Berk, 2000), has greatly affected 

the current state of the broader bio-ecological system of this community. Numerous 

participants pointed to cultural norms and gangsterism as risk factors for community violence 

exposure. They explained that adolescents try to be like gangsters, and that to fit into an older 

social group one often had to participate in violence. 

Furthermore, the participants expressed distrust in governmental policies and 

service delivery, as they felt that the Government is not held accountable to the demands of 

their community. Jili (2012) also provides evidence that the current problems confronting 

South African society are the result of the “crisis of service delivery”. Poor service 

delivery is in turn the result of poor management, fraud, nepotism, low budgets and of the 

pro-market policies that the new Government has adopted (Jili, 2012). 

 
In addition to risk factors on this level, religious values and institutions were found to 

protect participants from participating in violence. Herenkohl et al. (2003) maintain that 

through the involvement with others in religious contexts, adolescents come upon messages 

of acceptance and nonviolent resolution to problems. Ultimately, this may lead to their 

accepting values and beliefs that work contrary to violence. Furthermore, religious 

institutions might present opportunities for youths to work together with peers and adults 

who act as positive role models for good behaviour (Herenkohl et al., 2003). 

 
The conclusions drawn from the findings that have been arrived at in this study 

suggest that there are interconnected risk and protective factors related to community 

violence exposure. These factors are critical in understanding the complex human endeavour 

of community violence exposure. The findings suggest that family characteristics are 
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important factors to consider in understanding community violence exposure among 

adolescents. Thus family-based interventions can be a valuable resource to adolescents and 

their families. Social support provided by friends, families, sports and counselling are also 

very important and should therefore be included in activities, to assist adolescents at risk of 

being exposed to community violence. School bullying is also a complex problem. Parents 

should be involved in problem solving at school. Teachers and parents should work together 

with adolescents to prevent bullying. Education about community violence should be a 

further target of interventions, as well as promoting religious beliefs amongst adolescents. 

Lastly, adolescents felt that the lack of policing within their community should be addressed, 

as well as Government corruption. 

 
These findings thus provide supportive evidence for Bronfenbrenner’s theory as it shows 

 
(see also Table 1 below): 

 
i) the role that the family plays in adolescents’ lives with regard to community violence 

exposure; 

ii) how peers may influence decisions regarding violence;  

iii) how relationships between microsystems (such as family and school) may 

influence community violence exposure; 

iv) how structures of the exosystem such as role models, policing and 

community characteristics, influence community violence exposure; and 

v) how cultural norms and governmental decisions may influence community 

violence exposure. 

 
Risk and protective factors have been conceptualised as the opposite ends of a 

single continuum (Stacy, Newcomb & Bentler, 1992). In addition, risk and 

protective factors have main effects but also interact with other risk and protective 

factors to influence community violence exposure. The Table 1 presents a summary 

of the risk and protective factors influencing community violence exposure. 
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Table 1: Summary of factors influencing community violence exposure 
 

 Risk Factors Protective Factors 

Individual-level  Low self-image/self-esteem 

 Personal identity and status 

within the community 

 Bad coping mechanisms  

/Lack of problem solving skills 

 Decision-making skills 

 Morals and values 

 A sense of purpose and future 

Micro-level  Experiences of violence and 

neglect in childhood 

 Family conflict 

 Parental monitoring 

 Expression of norms, values 

and expectations 

  Lack of social support 

 Poor parenting styles 

 Peer pressure/acceptance 

 School bullying 

 Positive peer relations 

Exo-level  Structural characteristics 

 Lack of policing 

 Substance abuse 

 Gangsterism 

 Safe school environment  

 Education about violence  

 Counselling 

 Extracurricular activities 

Macro-level  Government policies and lack 

of service delivery 

 Religious values and 

institutions 

 

 

5.3 Limitations of the study 
 

This study sought to explore adolescents’ perceptions and understandings of 

the risk and protective factors related to community violence exposure, hence an 

explorative qualitative framework was purposely chosen. It is imperative to 

consider the study findings in the light of its limitations. 

Firstly, caution should be exercised regarding the generalisabilty of the 

findings of this study in that the findings yielded here are confined to the 

perceptions and understandings of adolescents in the Mitchells Plain area, who are 

exposed to community violence. Therefore, these findings do not necessarily speak 

to the perceptions and understandings of adolescents in general who may be 

exposed to community violence. 
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Secondly, the fact that the researcher was from another socio-economic 

background and not familiar with the participants might also have affected the 

interviewing process and dynamics. In addition, the limited time available for the 

study impeded the process and made the adolescents somewhat resistant to 

questioning. The facilitators thus had a difficult time getting the necessary 

participants together in order to start focus groups. 

 
Thirdly, the participants were all adolescents from a low-income 

community and although they spoke with ease, their responses were brief. Whilst 

the information that they provided was sufficient for the purpose of this study, more 

detail could perhaps have been obtained if the participants had been interviewed 

individually.  

 

Lastly, focus groups were primarily conducted within a school environment 

and therefore the researcher was limited in exploring the risk and protective factors 

faced in this community. 

 

5.4 Significance of the study 

 
The literature identifies high rates of community violence exposure, especially in 

low- income communities of Cape Town (Shields, Nadasen & Pierce, 2008; Ward et al., 

2007). It is evident that there is a lack of qualitative data concerning risk and protective 

factors related to community violence exposure amongst the age cohort in this study – which 

provides an incongruity that should be attended to. The importance of researching risk and 

protective factors regarding community violence exposure cannot be overemphasised. 

Exposure to community violence has a great bearing on adolescents’ psychological, physical 

and emotional wellbeing. As Mitchells Plain is a community characterised by many social 

problems, community violence exposure creates further negative impacts. This study aimed 

to explore adolescents’ perceptions and understandings of the risk and protective factors 

associated with community violence exposure and suggested that there may be a deeper 

meaning to the factors identified by quantitative empirical research. The current study can act 

as an antecedent for extending the opportunity of future research projects aimed at studying 

exposure to community violence. 
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5.5 Recommendations 
 

The lack of empirical research studies on adolescents’ perceptions and understandings 

of risk and protective factors related to community violence exposure was a challenge, 

especially during the analysis phase of this study. The lack of literature is considered a reason 

for conducting further studies in this area. Most research studies in this area have tended to be 

quantitative in design. This study is an initial attempt to explore adolescents’ perceptions and 

understandings of the risk and protective factors related to community violence exposure in a 

low-income community and are, therefore, far from conclusive. Yet the research also points 

out many of the difficulties that future researchers interested in the study of community 

violence will encounter. 

 
It is important that, based on adolescents’ perceptions and understandings from the 

study, the various and often interrelated ways in which their context influences 

adolescents’ development be considered. In addition, the research directs the attention of 

researchers and other interested parties to the complex and multifaceted nature of risk and 

protective factors. Presenting recommendations would require multi-level interventions 

(Donald, Dawes & Louw, 2000). 

A comprehensive intervention strategy is needed, consisting of various 

interventions aimed not only at addressing the risk factors for community violence 

exposure, but at the same time increasing the resilience of young people to community 

violence exposure. Both risk and protective factors function on multiple levels, including 

individual, family, school and broader societal levels. An intervention strategy would 

therefore require inter-departmental and cross-agency collaboration. 

 
In the light of the study, the following recommendations are made: 

 
 

 Firstly, interventions aimed at addressing additional coping skills that do not involve 

substance abuse or further violence, improving self-efficacy and creating a sense of 

purpose and future amongst adolescents are vital. 

 Secondly, bullying needs to be addressed. With regard to bullying, policies within 

schools should be explored. In order to prevent bullying, adolescents need to be 

educated about bullying and its consequences. In addition, counselling services in 

schools should be made available to provide support for both victims and 

perpetrators. 
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 Thirdly, children should be educated about community violence to be more aware of 

the risk and protective factors, as well as of the consequences of community violence 

and of being part of a gang. 

 By focusing on protective factors, adolescents’ resilience could be enhanced. Research 

should be stimulated to investigate the protective factors of exposure to community 

violence in low socio-economic communities such as Mitchells Plain. Knowing what 

would decrease the probability of an individual being exposed to community violence 

would pinpoint areas that could be focused on with interventions, which would 

empower those in need of intervention, as opposed to only educating. 

 In this study, social support has been identified as a key factor in assisting adolescents 

who are exposed to community violence. Social support within the family and in the 

school needs to be fostered in order to protect adolescents from community violence 

exposure. Parents, teachers and counsellors should therefore be encouraged to become 

involved in adolescents’ lives and provide adolescents with adequate support in the face 

of community violence exposure. 

 Within the community, the safety of adolescents should become a priority. In this 

community, neighbourhood security should be addressed to maintain a sense of 

security in the adolescents. There is a need for collaboration between schools, parents 

and children in order to create a greater sense of community safety. This should be an 

on-going process, in order to create the same sense of security for the generations to 

come. 

  

 

 

 

 



88  

 

Reflection 

 
 

As a school counsellor, I worked with adolescents exposed to all forms of violence on 

a daily basis. Adolescents always confided in me when they felt like opening up, however, 

most of the time the effects they experienced left them silenced. For me this was familiar as I 

have been exposed to violence almost my whole life. Not only did I experience the detrimental 

effects as an adolescent, but also these experiences left me silenced. I wanted to understand 

exactly what adolescents were going through and what the factors are that place them at risk 

or protect them from community violence exposure. This topic gave adolescents an 

opportunity to voice their opinions. At the same time, it gave me an opportunity to understand 

and engage with the silences which I was introduced to. 

 
I believe the standpoint that reality is internal and subjective, and is constructed 

based on personal experiences. I also recognise that the only way for me to obtain an 

authentic understanding of the meanings that adolescents assign to risk and protective 

factors is to investigate this phenomenon from an inside perspective. Focus groups provided 

participants with an opportunity to relay their experiences in a collective sense and thereby 

create a sense of comfort and cohesion among themselves and with others who had to bear 

their struggle. In addition, I have recognised that the findings are contextual. Thus, a 

qualitative approach incorporating the PPCT model was ideal. 

 
 

The day before meeting my focus groups I felt a bit anxious, not only about the 

sessions, but also as I am not as familiar with the Mitchells Plain area. Furthermore, I came 

from another socio-economic background, and was not familiar with community violence or 

with the participants. Luckily, I had two co-facilitators who were familiar with the area and 

had some experience in the area of violence. 

 
 

In the first focus group discussions, the limited time impeded on the process and 

made the adolescents somewhat resistant. The facilitators thus had a difficult time getting 

the necessary participants together in order to start focus groups. The majority of the 

participants were very open about their experiences and often spoke without any questions 

being asked. At times, however, it was a challenge for me to get all the participants to take 

part in the discussions. Not all of them provided their views, but it was clear that they were 

listening and reflecting on what had been said. The “third person effect” was evident in 

some participants as they often explained their experiences in more of a generalised manner 
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by using the terms “they”, “them” rather than “us” (Perloff, 2002). According to the 

psychodynamic view, people are actually influenced by violence, but are unable to 

intentionally recognise the influence of violence. In other words, acknowledging the effects 

of violence would intimidate individuals’ valued sense of self, or reduce their view of control 

over external events. Therefore, as a result, adolescents projected the effects of violence onto 

others, possibly to defensively distance themselves from adverse components of self that they 

would rather not recognise (see Perloff, 2002). There were also moments where I detected 

extreme emotions of anger, disappointment or sadness, but at the same time hope and 

determination. As researcher, I had to deal with situations sensitively and respect the 

participants’ wishes. A debriefing session followed each focus group session and we ensured 

that participants left with a positive thought. 

 
On a personal level, it was at times overwhelming being immersed in this study. Often 

during a particular phase of the process I had to create distance between myself and the 

study. However, these emotions played an important role in the quality of the analysis as they 

provided clear insight into adolescents’ experiences, as well as allowing me the opportunity 

of clearly comprehending my own choices. Furthermore, having been myself exposed to 

violence enabled me to articulate the questions that needed to be asked and the necessary 

sensitivity in asking them. 

 

 I have found the study self-fulfilling as it allowed me to shape my perceptions of the 

factors which might increase or decrease community violence exposure. The school-learners’ 

thoughts encouraged other influences that I might not have thought of, but which are still 

important contributions that can be used to deal with the high rates of community violence 

exposure, especially in Mitchells Plain. It was interesting to see how much these learners 

actually knew about community violence and its consequences. Almost every participant was 

a victim of or had been exposed to community violence. The focus group discussions gave me 

the opportunity of seeing another world – a world which I had not been exposed to. 
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Appendix A 

 
 

UNIVERSITY OF THE WESTERN CAPE 

Private Bag X 17, Bellville 7535, South Africa 
 
 

Tel: +27 21-959 2760, Fax: 27 21-959 3683 
 
 

E-mail: ssavahl@uwc.ac.za 
 

INFORMATION SHEET 

Project Title: Exploring adolescents’ perceptions and understandings of the risk and 

protective factors related to community violence exposure in a low-income community in 

Cape Town. 

 
What is this study about? 
 
This is a research project being conducted by Christelle Larke at the University of the 

Western Cape. We are inviting you to participate in this research project because your 

participation in this study may provide us with a better understanding of the meanings 

adolescents assign to risk and protective factors related to community violence exposure. The 

purpose of this research project is to get an in-depth understanding of the meanings adolescents 

assign to risk and protective factors related to community violence exposure. This study is 

expected to inform prevention and interventions strategies aimed at adolescents within Cape 

Town. 

 
What will I be asked to do if I agree to participate? 
 
You will be asked to participate in a group discussion consisting of ten adolescents, between 

the ages of 12 and 15. Letters will be provided to you and your parents for permission to 

partake in the study. This group discussion will take place in your high school at a time that is 

most suitable for you and the school. This group discussion will take about an hour. 

Questions that will be asked will include for example: What does community violence mean 

to you? What are the different types of violence in your community? Counselling will be 

made available if you feel the need to talk to someone. 

Would my participation in this study be kept confidential? 

 
We will do our best to keep your personal information confidential. To help protect your 

confidentiality, the researcher will ensure that audio-files and transcriptions will be kept in a 

safe place, make use of identification codes on data forms, and will use password-protected 
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computer files. When writing up the results, the researcher will ensure that your identity will 

be protected. In addition, as the researcher is bound to legal requirements/professional 

standards, she has to disclose to the applicable people, should it come to her attention that a 

child is being abuse or neglected or potential harm is done to you or other learners. 

 
What are the risks of this research? 
 
No risks are associated with participating in this research project. 
 
 
What are the benefits of this research? 
 
Results of the study will help the researcher to obtain a better understanding of the meanings 

you assign to community violence exposure in your community. Participants might also benefit 

from the study as it may broaden their understanding of community violence exposure and the 

risk and protective factors linked to it. 

 
Do I have to be in this research and may I stop participating at any time? 
 
You can decide whether you want to participate in this study or not. In other words 

participation is voluntary. If you decide to participate in this research, you may discontinue 

participating at any time. If you discontinue your participation in the study or if you decide 

not to participate you will not be penalised. Should you feel that you have been negatively 

affected by the focus group discussion, counselling will be available to you. 

 
What if I have questions? 
 
This research is being conducted by Christelle Larke and at the University of the Western 

Cape. If you have any questions about the research study itself, please contact me at: 

christelle.lark@gmail.com 

 
Should you have any questions concerning this study and your rights as a research participant 

or if you wish to report any problems you have experienced related to the study, please 

contact: 

 
Head of Department: Dr. Andipatin 

 

University of the Western Cape, Private Bag X17, Bellville 7535 

 

 

This research has been approved by the University of the Western Cape’s Senate Research 

 

Committee and Ethics Committee.
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Appendix B 
 

UNIVERSITY OF THE WESTERN CAPE 

Private Bag X 17, Bellville 7535, South Africa 
 
 

Tel: +27 21-959 2760, Fax: 27 21-959 3683 
 
 

E-mail: ssavahl@uwc.ac.za 
 
 
 

FOCUS GROUP CONFIDENTIALITY BINDING FORM 
 
 
Title of Research Project: Adolescents’ perceptions and understandings of the risk and 

protective factors related to community violence exposure in a low-income community in Cape 

Town. 

 
This research project involves making audiotapes of you. The audiotapes are made in order to 

ensure that we capture all the information during the discussion group. Only the researcher, 

the independent researcher, transcribers and the supervisor will have access to them. To help 

protect your confidentiality, the researcher will ensure that audio-files and transcriptions will 

be kept in a safe place, make use of identification codes on data forms, and will use 

password-protected computer files. 
 
 
I ………………………………….agree to be audiotaped during my participation in this 

study. 

I…………………………… do not agree to be audiotaped during my participation in this 

study. 

The study has been explained to me and I understand what it is about. I agree to participate 

spontaneously and willingly. They have answered all my questions that I had about the study. 

They made it clear to me and I understand that I may pull out of the study without giving a 

reason at any time and that my identity will not be made known. I agree to be audio-taped 

during my participation in the study. I will not to disclose any information that was discussed 

during the focus group discussion. 

 
Participant’s name……………………………………….. 

 
 
Participant’s signature………………………………….. 
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Witness’s name…………………………………………..  

 

Witness’s signature……………………………………. 

 

Date………………………  

 

 

 

 



108
108
108 

 

Appendix C 

 
 

UNIVERSITY OF THE WESTERN 

CAPE Private Bag X 17, Bellville 7535, 

South Africa Tel: +27 21-959, Fax: 27 

21 959 

        E-mail: ssavahl@uwc.ac.za 
 
 

CONSENT FORM 

 
Title of Research Project: Adolescents’ perceptions and understandings of the risk and 

protective factors related to community violence exposure in a low-income community in 

Cape Town. 

 
The study has been described to me in language that I understand and I freely and voluntarily 

agree to participate. My questions about the study have been answered. I understand that my 

identity will not be disclosed and that I may withdraw from the study without giving a reason at 

any time and this will not negatively affect me in any way. 

 
I, ………………………………….., the undersigned, hereby give consent for my 

son/daughter, ……………………………………………., to participate in the research study. 

I understand the nature of the research. All my questions about the research have been 

answered. Confidentiality will be maintained at all times. My child’s identity will not be 

disclosed and the researcher will monitor access to the information he/she provides. 

My permission needs to be secured to disclose information. The information will be 

disseminated to the public via publications. I confirm that I have read and understand the 

information sheet attached. I give permission for my son/daughter to participate in his/her 

individual capacity 

 
Signature of Parent/Guardian:……………………………… 

 
 
Date:…………………………………. 

 

 

Signature of Researcher:…………………………………….. 

 
 
Date::………………………………… 
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This research is being conducted by Christelle Larke at the University of the Western Cape. 

If you have any questions about the research study itself, please contact me at 076 159 2073. 

Should you have any questions regarding this study and your rights as a research participant 

or if you wish to report any problems you have experienced related to the study, please 

contact: 

 
Head of Department: Dr Andipatin 

 
 
Dean of the Faculty of Community and Health Sciences: Professor Frantz 

 
 
University of the Western Cape 

 
 
Private Bag X17 

 
 
Bellville 7535 

 
 
This research has been approved by the University of the Western Cape’s Senate Research 

 
Committee and Ethics Committee. 

 
 
Thank you for your cooperation 
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Appendix D 

 
 

PRELIMINARY FOCUS GROUP DISCUSSION GUIDE 
 
 
Adolescents’ perceptions and understandings of the risk and protective factors related 

to community violence 

Why do people participate in community violence? 
 
 
Probe - reasons for people committing community violence 

 
 
What do you think about these causes? 

 
 
Probe - Do people do it deliberately or are they forced to do it by circumstances, or is 

community violence natural? 

 
What protects, prevents, hinders/stops you from participating in community violence? 

 
 

Adolescents’ perceptions and understandings of how risk and protective factors 

contribute to experiences of exposure to community violence in a low-income community? 

How do you think the factors that you have just mentioned influence your experience of 
 
community violence? 

 

 

 

 


