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ABSTRACT

African-American youth from economically-disadvantaged, urban families and
communities are disproportionately exposed to stressful life conditions, including racial
discrimination, placing them at increased risk for mental health problems (Gonzales & Kim,
1997; Grant et al., 2000). Though exposure to racial discrimination can span a lifetime,
examining youths’ encounters with discrimination during adolescence allows us to better
understand how they affect development during a critical period in which they are developing
racial/ethnic identity and increasing their use of reasoning. Coping research with African
American youth has found evidence for racial discrimination predicting use of culturally-relevant
coping strategies (Gaylord-Harden & Cunningham, 2009) and suggests that low-income African
American youths may draw upon other unique and culturally-relevant coping strategies that are
not captured on existing measures of universal coping strategies. Some of these coping
strategies are reflected in a 52-item measure called the Youth Africultural Coping System
Inventory (Y-ACSI; Gaylord-Harden & Utsey, 2007) including four afrocentrically-derived
factors: Emotional Debriefing, Spiritually-Centered Coping, Maintaining Harmony, and
Communalistic/Collectivistic Coping.

Given the unique coping patterns of African-American boys, the current study attempted
to validate the Y-ACSI in a sample of African American adolescent males using confirmatory
factor analysis, determined whether racial discrimination predicts the use of culturally relevant

coping strategies beyond that of mainstream coping, identified groups of youth based on their

viil



coping patterns and racial discrimination experiences and examined patterns of psychosocial
functioning among latent coping groups.

The current study was comprised of 660 African American male adolescents between the
ages of 14-18 (Mage = 15.39 SD = 1.70, 47.7% 9th graders) recruited from three all-boys, public,
charter schools in low-income Chicago neighborhoods as part of a larger, longitudinal study
examining determinants of academic and socio-emotional outcomes. A first-order confirmatory
factor analysis (CFA) testing the four-factor structure of the Y-ACSI yielded inadequate fit for
the sample; therefore, four second-order CFAs were run for each of the four factors, all
achieving adequate fit. Additionally, multiple regression analyses revealed that racial
discrimination only predicted levels of emotional debriefing coping (5 = -0.93, p = .026). Latent
Class Analysis identified a four-class solution based on culturally-relevant coping strategy use
and exposure to racial discrimination, yielding the following groups: mixed coping, low
discrimination group (n = 45); moderate coping, high discrimination group (n = 196); high
coping, low discrimination group (n = 117); and high coping, high discrimination group (n =
244). Finally, comparisons among the four LCA groups in regard to psychosocial variables
revealed the influence of racial discrimination on school belonging and of culturally relevant
coping strategy use on social skills.

Overall, the study findings demonstrate that African American male adolescents indeed
culturally-relevant coping strategies at varying levels and presents much-needed insight into the
complex relationship between culturally-relevant coping and racial discrimination within this

population.
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CHAPTER ONE
INTRODUCTION

African-American youth from economically disadvantaged, urban families and
communities are disproportionately exposed to stressful life conditions, placing them at
increased risk for mental health problems (Gonzales & Kim, 1997; Grant et al., 2000). For some
of these youth, however, both individual and cultural-level factors appear to protect them from
the negative conditions. In the United States, racial discrimination is an especially salient stressor
for the black community. Young African American males are uniquely affected at the
intersection of race, gender, and age.

Throughout the history of the United States, issues of race and of racial discrimination
have been at the forefront of societal discourse. Colonization, slavery, Jim Crow laws, lynching,
and red-lining are some of the overt ways in which African Americans have been discriminated
against in this country, these blatant actions fostering the current zeitgeist of more systemic,
subtle, and culturally normative racism. Contemporary issues such as policy brutality and bias,
continued systemic oppression in judicial and education structures, and interpersonal racial
discrimination still continue to heavily affect African American males. Reports of racial
discrimination among African American adolescents vary; with studies indicating that between
20-87% report these experiences (Gee & Walsemann, 2009; Seaton, Caldwell, Sellers, &

Jackson, 2008). The literature is unclear about if African American males or females report



higher rates overall, but these is substantial evidence that in school settings, African American
males are significantly disadvantaged by teachers and other authority figures (Chavous, Rivas-
Drake, Smalls, Griffin, & Cogburn, 2008). During adolescence, youth are exploring their self-
identities and developing their self-regulatory abilities. Exposure to racial discrimination can
affect both processes, and in fact is linked to numerous negative psychosocial outcomes
including self-esteem, depression, anxiety, and school engagement (Benner & Graham, 2013;
Smith & Fincham, 2015; Smalls, White, Chavous, & Sellers, 2007).

In literature examining the racial discrimination as a stressor, culturally-relevant coping
strategies have been suggested as a specific asset that protects African American youth from
discrimination’s deleterious effects. African Americans may be more likely to use culturally-
relevant strategies when faced with these particular stressors, and the use of these strategies may
be tied to more positive outcomes (Garcia Coll, Ackerman, & Cicchetti, 2000; Noh & Kaspar,
2003; Utsey et al., 2000). The current research body is limited by its focus on deficits associated
with racial discrimination, rather than considering which specific cultural factors are indicative
of healthy adjustment to stressors (Gaylord-Harden, Burrow, & Cunningham, 2012).
Additionally, there is a lack of understand about the unique coping behaviors of African
American males, especially using a person-based approach. The variable-focused literature has
been useful in identifying potential moderators for the effects of racial discrimination but fails to
provide a clear picture of within-group variability of exposure, coping use patterns, and
associated outcomes for African American boys.

Given the limitations of the literature to date on culturally relevant coping and its utility
for African American male adolescents, the purpose of the current study is a focused

examination of African American boys’ use of culturally relevant coping and experiences with



racial discrimination. More specifically, the study will investigate the factor structure of a
culturally relevant coping inventory within this population, determine the relationship between
racial discrimination and culturally relevant coping use, and create groups of participants based
on their experiences with racial discrimination and use of coping strategies and examine each
group’s unique profile on a variety of psychosocial indicators. The following sections of the
current study will review the relevant literature pertinent to this study: a) racism related stress
and racial discrimination, b) cultural assets framework for culturally relevant coping, ¢) issues
with use of mainstream coping strategies, d) the need for culturally relevant coping strategies,

and e) gender, racial discrimination, and coping.



CHAPTER TWO
REVIEW OF RELEVANT LITERATURE

Racism Related Stress and Racial Discrimination

Conceptualization of racism-related stress. Despite recent assertions of a post-racial
society, racism continues to pervade the customs, laws, and traditions of American society, with
racial oppression having a significant impact on African Americans (Carter, 2007). Though the
constructs of racism and discrimination are sometimes used interchangeably, there is a clear
distinction between the two. Racism is conceptualized as a deeply rooted historical system of
dominance, power, and privilege based on racial group membership; it is rooted in the
oppression of a marginalized racial group that has been identified as inferior by the dominant
group (Harrell, 2000). Racial discrimination is defined as negative or unfair acts or behaviors
directed toward a particular group on the basis of their race (Harrell, 2000; Scott & House,
2005). Thus, the historical system of oppression and injustice inherent in racism creates the
context for and maintains the manifestation of discrimination. Racism-related stress is defined
as, “the race-related transactions between individuals or groups and their environment that
emerge from the dynamics of racism, and that are perceived to tax or exceed existing individual
and collective resources or threaten well-being,” (Harrell, 2000, pp. 44). According to a recent
conceptualization of racism-related stress, there are six ways in which this stress may be

experienced that include experiences of discrimination: racism-related life events, vicarious



racism experiences, daily racism microstressors, chronic-contextual stress, collective
experiences, and transgenerational transmission (Harrell, 2000).

Racism-related life events refer to direct, and time-limited life experiences that may have
lasting effects. Examples of this type of stressor include housing, workplace, or classroom
discrimination and harassment by police. Vicarious racism experiences may happen due to
hearing about the above stressors happening to friends and family members, and even strangers
when the event is particularly salient (e.g., the 2012 shooting death of Trayvon Martin). These
experiences, which may be recollected to or observed by individuals, can have a profound effect
on psychological well-being, similar to events experienced first-hand. Next, daily racism
microstressors, also known as microaggressions, consist of very frequently occurring instances
during interracial encounters that are subtle and unconsciously communicate negative attitudes
or beliefs to people of color about their racial identity or heritage (Sue, Capodilupo, & Holder,
2008). Being followed in a store is an example of a microaggression that conveys that a [black]
person is inherently dangerous or will engage in criminal activity. Likewise, highlighting how
surprisingly “articulate” or “polite” one is seems to imply that such behavior is contrary to that
which is expected of Blacks/African Americans. These behaviors, beliefs, and actions may be
unintentional, but can be distressing given the energy that must be expended to determine their
ambiguous nature, as well as the cumulative effect of these everyday stressors on well-being
(Harrell, 2000; Sue et al., 2008). Additionally, others’ attempts to minimize, justify, or re-
interpret these microaggressions invalidate the person’s lived experience and further compounds
the emotional toll.

The three remaining racism-related stressors, as categorized by Harrell, better help to

1lluminate the chronic nature and historical contribution of the former three. Chronic-contextual
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stressors are macro-level stressors such as socio-economic factors, societal norms, and political

norms that may be assumed to be unrelated to race, but upon deeper analysis are actually
intricately connected. These stressors may be manifested in daily life through community and
neighborhood issues affecting black communities such as the presence of food deserts, poor
funding for health institutions in urban settings, or dated learning materials in the classroom.
Collective experiences of racism consist of observing and feeling sociopolitical, economic, and
cultural iterations of racism that affect one’s racial or ethnic group. These experiences do not
have to be personal, and so differ from vicarious and chronic-contextual stress in that they occur
by observing racism manifest in the experience of others who share one’s racial identity.
Examples could be seeing a lack of representation of people of color in politics, leadership roles,
and media and continued misrepresentation of one’s group to the general public (e.g.
racist/stereotypical caricatures or tropes such as “angry black women” or minstrel characters).
Finally, transgenerational transmission is somewhat of a summation of the previously mentioned
stressors, passed down through generations. Experiences of historical oppression are passed
down through generations through stories, writings, etc., and are a part of the socialization of the
next generation (Harrell, 2000). Not only are these experiences passed down through discussion
in families and communities, but the long-term traumatic effects of these experiences are also
passed along on an epigenetic level, further compounding the effects of these stressors (Yehuda
etal., 2015).

The first three racism-related stressors (racism-related life events, microaggressions, and
vicarious experiences) are generally regarded as interpersonal in nature, whereas the latter three
racism-related stressors (transgenerational transmission, chronic-contextual stress, and collective

experiences) are system-level stressors. Interpersonal racism-related stressors are perpetuated by
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individuals and may be subtle (e.g. assuming a black person is a store clerk or domestic worker)

or blatant (e.g. refusing service to a person based on his/her race; Dovidio, Kawakami, & Beach,
2001), whereas systemic racism exists on a structural level within social and political institutions
and societal norms (e.g. Eurocentric norms and values). For African Americans, acts of
discrimination can be experienced at both the interpersonal level or at the systemic level.

For African American adults, both interpersonal and systemic acts of discrimination have
been documented to affect negatively psychological well-being and adjustment. Indeed,
connections have been made between racial discrimination and depressive symptoms, conduct
problems, and feelings of distress with adults and adolescents alike (Brody et al., 2006;
Brondolo, Brady van Helen, Pencille, Beatty, & Contrada, 2009). However, most research on
racial discrimination during adolescence focuses on discrimination at the interpersonal level, as
these acts are more readily identifiable stressors for youths (Brondolo et al., 2009). Though
adolescents may be able to recognize some of the systemic level stressors, these are often not
obvious/salient for youth or they are not able to name them for themselves, making them difficult
to measure. In addition, because systemic racism-related stressors do not usually manifest at the
individual-level, they may be better assessed using methods other than self-report. For example,
youths’ perceptions of systemic level stressors are affected by their social context, namely
neighborhood diversity (Seaton & Yip, 2008), which is may not be accurately measured using
self-report data. Given these findings, the current study will assess racial discrimination
experiences that occur on an interpersonal personal level, namely racism-related life events,
vicarious racism experiences, and daily microaggressions.

Racial discrimination and African American youth. Exposure to racial discrimination

can happen for African Americans at any age from childhood to adulthood. Indeed, literature



demonstrates that children as young as ten years of age report interpersonal experiences of
discrimination (Simons, Murry, McLoyd, & Lin, 2002). Though it is certain that these
experiences span a lifetime, examining youths’ encounters with discrimination during
adolescence allows us to better understand how they affect development during a critical period.
In adolescence, youth both increase and refine their use of reasoning skills and begin
development of racial/ethnic identity. The combination of both processes occurring in this time
period could make racist experiences more salient at this time, which has implications for health
outcomes (Seaton et al., 2008).

Various studies investigating racial discrimination cross-sectionally and longitudinally
have reported frequency in racism-related experiences for youth. Data collected with youth ages
16-21 indicated that approximately one-fifth of Black adolescents reported experiencing racial
discrimination, specifically when related to seeking employment (Gee & Walsemann, 2009).
Other reports indicate that 87% of African American adolescents reported at least one racist
encounter in the last year (Seaton et al, 2008), with adolescents experiencing an average of 6.4
racist encounters over a lifetime (Seaton & Yip, 2008).

African American male experiences with racial discrimination. When discussing
racial discrimination in the African American community, one must be acutely mindful of the
intersection between race and gender. Reports vary on if African American boys report greater
discrimination than girls. However, some reports indicate that boys perceive more racial
discrimination overall (Seaton et al., 2008; Seaton et al., 2010), more discrimination by peers
(Benner & Graham, 2013; Chavous et al., 2008), and within the classroom (Chavous et al.,
2008). Indeed, the historical treatment and current perception of African American males

renders them uniquely prone to certain iterations of racial discrimination. Black men have been



assigned a social narrative designed to justify and perpetuate their oppression in the United
States. Characteristics such as deviance, impulsivity, and violent are misattributed to African
American males (Gaylord-Harden, Pierre, Clark, Tolan & Barbarin, in press). These
characterizations derived from European pseudo-scientific notions that asserted the inferiority of
blacks and were used to continue the practice of slavery, justify segregation, support lynching of
black men, and convince the public of their threat. This ideology has strongly influenced not
only laws and policies within the United States, but also social norms, and therefore the
stereotype of African American boys and men as “deviant others” (Brown & Johnson, 2014).
These negative social constructions form the basis of implicit, and often times explicit, biases.
For African American boys, this can manifest as being treated often as adults and/or
expected to behave as such by authority figures, being viewed as less innocent when compared to
other racial-gender groups, automatically being perceived as suspicious, and being disadvantaged
academically or punished more harshly by teachers, often as a result of these biases (Brown &
Johnson, 2014; Franklin & Boyd-Franklin, 2000; Wallace Jr., Goodkind, Wallace, & Bachman,
2008). For example, one study demonstrated that when making comparisons within age groups,
black children were consistently perceived as less innocent than white children and children with
their race unspecified (Goff, Jackson, Di Leone, Culotta, & DiTomasso, 2014). Further, Black
children were viewed as more culpable for crimes than Latino and white children, were
estimated to be older, and were more readily associated with dehumanizing stimuli (i.e. likened
to animals such as apes and great cats) using an implicit association task (IAT). A similar
pattern emerged when the study was replicated using a sample of police officers and was visible
in a real-life context where officers’ dehumanizing IAT scores were directly related to their use

of force with Black children (Goff et al., 2014). Stereotypes and treatment of African American
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males are likely to affect their perceptions of racial discrimination directed toward them. African

American adolescents cited that they are perceived as dangerous or unintelligent and that these
perceptions were related to discrimination experience in school disciplinary action, with store
personnel, and with law enforcement (Fisher, Wallace, & Fenton, 2000).

Cultural assets framework for racial discrimination. The experience of racial
discrimination during adolescence has been linked to numerous psychosocial difficulties.
Episodic experiences of racial discrimination with peers and school personnel are significantly
linked to later psychological maladjustment (i.e., social anxiety, loneliness, symptoms of
depression, and self-worth) and poor academic performance, respectively (Benner & Graham,
2013). In fact, racial discrimination is positively associated with both anxiety and depression,
even after accounting for the influence of general stressors (Gaylord-Harden & Cunningham,
2009).

Enduring racial discrimination from peers or school personnel can also have a negative
impact on academic outcomes, including students’ sense of belonging at the school, and African
American males appear to be more likely to have these experiences (Smith & Fincham, 2015).
Racial discrimination was found to be inversely related to academic engagement outcomes, and
positively predicted an oppositional academic identity (e.g. crafting an “anti-school” or “anti-
academic” identity around peers; Smalls, White, Chavous, & Sellers, 2007). A longitudinal
study examining racial discrimination and psychosocial outcomes from late childhood through
adolescence found that increases in discrimination were related to increases in conduct problems.
Notably, this association was stronger for boys than for girls (Brody et al., 2006). Another
longitudinal study using African American boys supported the findings between racial

discrimination and aggressive behavior, establishing that it was mediated by anger and a hostile
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view of relationships (Simons et al., 2006). It is evident that there is strong support for the

deleterious effects of racial discrimination on African American youth in the existing literature.

Though the disproportionate amount of racial discrimination experienced by African
American boys heightens their risk for negative psychosocial outcomes, certain cultural factors
may contribute to their ability to maintain positive trajectories. Historically, deficit-based models
have informed understanding of psychosocial development in African American youth (Garcia
Coll et al., 1996; McLoyd & Randolph, 1985; Tucker & Herman, 2002). Deficit-based models
emphasize the problems of African American youth, rather than focusing on normative
development and cultural strengths (Garcia Coll, Ackerman, & Cicchetti, 2000; McLoyd, 1990;
Molock, Puri, Matlin & Barksdale, 2006). In addition, these models highlight an increased
likelihood for maladaptive functioning as a result of exposure to stressors. In contrast, cultural
assets models posit that adaptive functioning in response to stress is more common than
previously thought for African American youth, and that a range of factors that promote and
maintain well-being are embedded in the families and communities that socialize these youth.
Cultural assets frameworks propose that culturally-relevant coping is one particular strength that
supports positive youth development in the face of racism-related stressors (Gaylord-Harden,
Burrow, & Cunningham, 2012). Thus, the current study focuses on the role of coping as a
cultural asset for African American male adolescents exposed to racial discrimination.
Coping as a Cultural Asset for African American Male Adolescents

As coping strategies are characterized as cognitive or behavioral efforts to deal with
stress, it follows that the coping literature often examines the association between coping and
stressors. The literature further examines this relationship by adding mental health outcomes and

determining how use of coping strategies may change the relationship between stress and
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outcomes. The following sections provide an overview of coping strategies by defining coping

strategies, conceptualizing coping in childhood and adolescence, and reviewing the current
literature on both mainstream and culturally relevant coping strategies.

Defining coping strategies. The concept of coping has undergone numerous changes in
definition and conceptualization over the past thirty years as the research body has grown
(Compas, Connor-Smith, Saltzman, Thomsen & Wadsworth, 2001). Originally derived from
Sigmund Freud’s ego psychology, coping is now studied empirically and grouped by common
cognitive and behavioral strategies (Compas, 1987; Lazarus & Folkman, 1984). Lazarus and
Folkman (1984) defined coping as “constantly changing cognitive and behavioral efforts to
manage specific internal and/or external demands that are appraised as taxing or exceeding the
resources of a person” (pg. 141). Early mainstream coping models delineated two categories of
coping strategies: problem-focused and emotion-focused coping (Compas, 1987; Lazarus &
Folkman, 1984). Problem-focused coping includes active, goal-directed, and external methods
of addressing a stressor, while emotion-focused coping generally employs internal methods of
emotion regulation, aimed at diminishing the stress response.

Coping in childhood and adolescence. While Lazarus and Folkman’s (1984) definition
and model of coping is one of the most widely-accepted conceptualizations of coping and is
effective for measuring coping in adults, the model neglects a developmental perspective of the
stress and coping process (Compas, 1987; Compas et al., 2001). In fact, research has shown that
the problem-focused/emotion-focused model does not adequately capture the coping strategies
used by children and adolescents (Ayers et al., 1991). When examined against competing
models in a group of early adolescents, results indicated that the two-factor problem vs. emotion-

focused model was a poor fit. Instead, a hypothesized four-factor model provided a better fit to
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the data and was invariant across age and gender (Ayers et al., 1996). This finding, along with

others, suggests that narrowband dimensions of coping may be more inclusive of the range of
thoughts and behaviors that youths draw upon to cope than broadband domains of coping derived
from research on adult coping (Ayers et al., 1996; Compas et al., 2001). One example of
narrowband domains of coping is the four-factor model of coping identified by Ayers and
colleagues (1996). Distraction strategies include efforts to avoid stressful stimuli by using other
activities or moderate physical exertion. Support seeking strategies encompass both problem-
focused and emotion-focused actions that involve seeking assistance, advice, or information
from others. Direct problem-solving action, cognitive decision-making, cognitive restructuring,
and seeking understanding characterize the active coping factor. The fourth factor, avoidant
coping, includes efforts that attempt to stay away from stressful stimuli (behavioral) or prevent
thinking about the stressor (Ayers et al., 1996; Compas et al., 2001).

To ameliorate problems with applying adult models of coping to youth coping, Compas
et al. (2001) created a developmentally appropriate definition of coping that could apply to
children and adolescents: “conscious, volitional efforts to regulate emotion, cognition, behavior,
physiology, and the environment in response to stressful events or circumstances” (p. 89).
Within Compas et al.’s new definition of coping, children’s coping strategies are better regarded
as malleable and able to develop and change over time, rather than a permanent disposition or
trait. More generally, child and adolescent coping is the development of competence in
addressing adverse situations, or of dysfunction (Zimmer-Gembeck & Skinner, 2011).

For adolescents especially, studying the use and outcomes of coping strategies is
important. Adolescence is a period during which many physical, cognitive, and environmental

changes take place, often simultaneously (Ebata & Moos, 1991). Many of these changes, events
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such as puberty, parental divorce, and school transitions, can be stressful for youth to experience.

Adolescents of color, in particular, are disproportionately exposed to both acute and chronic life
stressors (Ebata & Moos, 1991; Latkin & Curry, 2003; Umberson, Williams, Thomas, Liu, &
Thomeer, 2014). Black males, in particular, report greater levels of childhood adversity than
other racial and gender groups (Umberson et al., 2014). Given that African American boys will
encounter general adolescent stressors, as well as those uniquely stemming from the intersection
of race and gender, it is of importance to identify which coping strategies they employ when
faced with discrimination.

In taking on a developmental perspective with coping research with youth, research
demonstrates that strategies on which adolescents draw upon and how frequently they use these
strategies change as a function of their cognitive abilities and social development (Compas et al.,
2001; Zimmer-Gembeck & Skinner, 2011). Furthermore, the coping strategies used may also
vary according to the type of stressor youths face across age group (Fields & Prinz, 1997;
Griftith, Dubow, & Ippolito, 2000). While active strategies seemed to increase as children aged,
the results concerning distraction strategies were mixed. Younger adolescents tended to use
distraction strategies that were behavioral in nature and began using more cognitive strategies as
they aged (Fields & Prinz, 1997).

In other studies, examining coping strategy use across grade levels, results indicated that
eighth graders (aged 12-13 years) used less avoidance strategies and a smaller variety of
strategies than did sixth graders (aged 10-11 years; Brodzinsky, et al., 1992). Similarly, when
comparing seventh, ninth, and twelfth graders on their coping responses to peer-related stressors,
the older adolescents (e.g. ninth and twelfth graders) reported using more active or approach

coping strategies than did the younger adolescents. Similar patterns were observed when
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examining responses to family and school stressors among the three grade levels. When dealing

with family stress, the older cohort (aged 17-18 years) reported no difference between use of
avoidance coping and active/approach strategies. However, for the younger cohort (seventh and
ninth graders), more avoidance strategies were used (Griffith, Dubow, & Ippolito, 2000).
Furthermore, as grade level increased, so did the reported use of active/approach coping
strategies, while employment of avoidance strategies remained the same (Griffith et al., 2000).
When youth faced school-related stressors, it was the older adolescents who used more approach
strategies than avoidance. Unlike for peer and family stressors where use of avoidance seemed
to decrease as cohort age increased, ninth graders, the middle cohort, reported the highest use of
avoidance with school stressors (Griffith et al., 2000). Also, during adolescence, youth begin to
expand their social networks from only family members as peer relationships become more
salient thus creating more avenues for social support (del Valle, Bravo, & Lopez, 2010; Skinner
& Zimmer-Gembeck, 2007).

Altogether, findings on the development of coping strategies reveal several patterns of
change as youth move into and throughout adolescence. As youth age, their use of
active/approach coping strategies, as well as cognitive (compared to behavioral) strategies
increases while frequency of emotion-focused strategies decreases (Fields & Prinz, 1997).
Although they generally decrease in terms of frequency, emotion-focused and avoidance
strategies do not completely disappear. Rather, adolescents coping strategies evolve to become
more refined and complex (Zimmer-Gembeck & Skinner, 2011). Furthermore, during
adolescence, youth select which coping strategies to employ to best address specific stressors, as
the ability to match coping strategies to stressors improves as a function of their cognitive

abilities (Compas et al., 2001; Zimmer-Gembeck & Skinner, 2011).
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Issues with mainstream coping strategies. In the child and adolescent coping literature,

various coping strategies, including those discussed above, have been researched, generally
without reference to cultural differences in coping. These coping strategies, referred to hereafter
as mainstream coping strategies, are the most commonly utilized domains in research detailing
volitional efforts to regulate stressors. Emotion-based versus problem-solving coping and
approach versus avoidant coping are two frequently used broadband models of mainstream
coping strategies. The domains of coping assessed in the four-factor model of coping discussed
above (Ayers et al., 1996) are also examples of mainstream coping. While mainstream models
are generally considered to be salient and useful for all populations, the suitability of these
models for African American youth has shown mixed results. For African American youth in
particular, use of the four-factor model has yielded varied results. In a study investigating
coping strategies used by low-income, urban African American adolescents, researchers used the
Children’s Coping Strategies Checklist (CCSC) in a confirmatory factor analysis of the Ayer’s
four-factor model. Results found that the model was not replicated in the sample, and rather the
data were better represented using a three-factor model. The revised three factor model omitted
the physical release component of distraction coping and loaded the remaining distraction coping
strategies under avoidant coping, thus producing three factors: avoidant, support-seeking, and
active coping strategies (Gaylord-Harden, Gipson, Manace, & Grant, 2008). In other research
attempting to replicate the four-factor model in low-income, African American youth, the same
problem with the model was evident. Rather than active and avoidant coping strategies forming
distinct factors, they shared some features (Gaylord-Harden, Cunningham, Holmbeck, & Grant,

2010).
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These findings are consistent with other research attempting to use a mainstream model

of coping with youth of color. Using these coping strategies was not effective in increasing
perceived feelings of safety or reducing violence exposure for African American youth
(Rasmussen, Aber, & Bhana, 2004). With another mainstream coping model, which was
originally found to have twelve factors, a factor analysis in a sample of African American
adolescents produced a seven-factor fit. The study further revealed that these youth are more
likely than their Latino and white counterparts to be “complex copers,” and utilize a wider
variety of strategies, (Tolan, Gorman-Smith, Henry, Chung, & Hunt, 2002). Given the difficulty
in replicating the factor structure of mainstream coping models with youth of color, it may be
important to consider that these youths draw upon other unique and culturally-relevant coping
strategies that are not captured on existing measures of mainstream coping strategies.

Indeed, the majority of coping research and the development of coping measures has
been conducted primarily with white, middle-class samples with low representation of racial and
ethnic minority children (Utsey, Brown, & Bolden, 2004; Compas et al., 2001). As noted above,
when the factor structures of existing coping measures have been tested within samples of youth
of color, researchers have frequently been unable to replicate the same structure (e.g., Gaylord-
Harden et al., 2008; Tolan et al., 2002). This discrepancy could be due to the lack of
representation in the original measure development and could indicate that some ethnic minority
groups utilize coping strategies that are not represented within those measures. Both contextual
and cultural factors such as community social norms and collectivist worldview, could account
for these differences, and their inclusion may provide better insight into the understanding of

coping strategies used by diverse youth (Noh & Kaspar, 2003; Beru, 2002). Additional research
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on the utility and function of culturally-relevant strategies may help researchers to understand the

breadth of strategies used by ethnic minority youth coping with stressors.

Culturally-relevant coping strategies. Culturally-relevant coping strategies attempt to
take into account cultural and contextual factors that may affect the manifestation and utilization
of coping strategies. Culturally-relevant coping strategies are derived from a particular cultural
worldview or orientation (Noh & Kaspar, 2003). For example, for those of African descent,
culturally-relevant coping is based in Afrocentric cultural values (Utsey, Adams, & Bolden,
2000). These values are derived from a worldview that is rooted in African philosophies and
cultural traditions (Chambers, Kambon, Birdsong, Brown, Dixon & Robbins-Brinson, 1998).
Communal interaction or collectivism, spirituality, harmony and balance, and emotional
debriefing (affect) comprise the principal features of the Afrocentric orientation (Jagers & Mock,
2003; Ogbonnaya, 1994). Collectivism or communalism is characterized by a belief in
connectedness among people, and an emphasis on group interdependence. The adage “I am
because we are,” is often used to demonstrate the derivation of one’s identity from a social,
rather than individual, context, thus capturing the principle of collectivism (Jagers & Mock,
2003; Ogbonnaya, 1994). Spirituality, often manifested in religious practices, refers to a belief
in an omnipotent being, or presence of a life force or spirit within all living things. While
religion may be a way of expressing spirituality, it need not be present for spirituality to be
observed (Jagers & Mock, 2003; Ogbonnaya, 1994). Emotional expressiveness through creative
means, and sensitivity toward the attitudes and emotions of others defines emotional debriefing
or affect. Finally, harmony and balance are represented by a commitment to justice and equality,
as well as an appreciation of a natural “balance” of the world (Chambers et al., 1998;

Ogbonnaya, 1994).
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The relative lack of items assessing culturally-relevant coping on existing coping

measures has spurned the creation of culturally-relevant coping inventories that attempt to
capture the scope of these strategies. One of these measures is the Africultural Coping Systems
Inventory (ACSI), developed to assess the various coping strategies utilized by people of African
descent (Utsey et al., 2004). Along the same lines, the development of the Youth Africultural
Coping Systems Inventory (Y-ACSI), which will be examined in the current study, was guided
by the ACSI and created to capture the unique coping strategies used by African American
adolescents based on the four Afrocentric cultural values described above: collectivism,
spirituality, harmony and balance, and emotional debriefing (affect) (Gaylord-Harden & Utsey,
2007, 2008).

Africultural coping strategies as cultural assets. There is a substantial support in the
extant literature for the characterization of Africultural coping strategies as cultural assets.
Spirituality/religiosity is arguably the most studied Africultural coping strategy and is typically
investigated as a protective or moderating factor. For adolescents in general,
spirituality/religion, both proximal (spiritual functioning) and distal (religious behavior) aspects,
are helpful for adolescents in coping with stressors and avoiding risk behavior (Cotton, Zebracki,
Rosenthal, Tsevat, & Drotar, 2006). For African American adolescents using spiritual or
religious coping strategies to deal with stressful situations is correlated with greater collective
self-esteem, or positive regard for their racial/ethnic group (Constantine, Donnelly, & Myers,
2002). In a study investigating the effects of religious attendance on risk behavior of African
American high schoolers over time, specifically, for African American males, religious activity

emerged as a protective behavior. African American boys who engaged more in religious
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activity were less involved with risk behaviors such as alcohol, marijuana, and cigarette use

(Steinman & Zimmerman, 2004).

Generally, communalistic or collectivist coping is ascribed a positive connotation, which
research with African American adolescents and adults supports (Kuo, 2013). Commun