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Objectives 

1. Understand the association between exposure to violence 
(ETV) and trajectories of mental health. 

2. Describe young adult depression and anxiety trajectories in a 
sample of vulnerable youth. 

3. Discuss the role of friendship attachment as a potentially 
protective factor in young adulthood. 

Method 

Data Collection 

The sample was drawn from a longitudinal study (12 waves; 1994-
2012) of urban high school students.  Ninth grade students  were 
recruited from the four largest public high schools in Flint, Michigan. 
Interviews lasted approximately 60 minutes.  Following the face-to-
face interview, participants completed a self-administered paper-and-
pencil questionnaire. The analyses included 12 waves of data spanning 
18 years.  

Sample Demographics 

• White =16.8%, Black =80.1%, White and Black =3.1%, Female =53%.  

• M agebaseline = 14.5 yrs (SD = .62). Response rateyr3-yr4 = 96%. 
AttritionWave11 = 51.8% 

Analysis Plan 

We used growth curve modeling to examine the association between 
ETV and mental health outcomes. These associations were then 
examined using multi-group analyses with friendship attachment as 
the grouping variable. Models were fit using maximum likelihood in 
Mplus. 

Results: Depression Trajectories by Attachment Group 
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Measures Results Summary 
 

• Data support existing theory and research that shows a strong 
positive  association between exposure to violence during 
adolescence and depression and anxiety symptoms during the 
transition from adolescence to adulthood. 

• Insecurely attached adolescents at age 17 experienced the highest 
level of depression and anxiety symptoms at age 19, which held 
across the transition to adulthood. 

• Securely and insecurely attached adolescents reported similar 
decreases in mental health symptoms as they transitioned into 
adulthood.  

• Secure friendship attachment appears to be both possible in the 
face of risk and helpful as youth transition into young adulthood. 

• Exposure to violence (ETV) during adolescence is associated with 
increased risk behaviors and mental health problems in adulthood 
(Russell et al, 2016). 

•  Experiencing violence during adolescence can lead to a host of 
coping strategies including drug use in adulthood (Wright et al, 
2013). 

• We examine whether friendship attachment during adolescence 
may be important to mitigating the negative effects of ETV on 
trajectories of depression and anxiety in young adulthood.    

Exposure to Violence, Mental Health & Attachment 

• Consistent with empirical work linking exposure to violence to 
negative mental health symptoms (Kilpatrick, Litt, & Williams, 
2010), we found that exposed youth had the highest level of 
depression and anxiety symptoms at the start and throughout 
the transition to adulthood. Notably, comparison of 
standardized coefficients suggests ETV effects are only slightly 
less than previous history of depression or anxiety. 

• Like others (Mikulincer & Shaver, 2007), however, we also found 
that securely attached adolescents experienced lower levels of 
depression and anxiety symptoms during the transition to 
adulthood. Our findings add to a growing body of research 
supporting attachment security as a protective factor against 
vulnerability to depression and anxiety (Sameroff, 2000; Sroufe, 
2005).  

• Our results are consistent with others who reported that 
insecure bond formation with friends during adolescence could 
lead to the development of maladaptive coping strategies, and 
poor relationship development which may increase depression 
vulnerability (Mikulincer & Shaver, 2007; Miller et al., 2002). 

Discussion 

 
    Depression Anxiety 
Parameter   Fixed Effects 
    Secure Insecure Secure Insecure 
Intercept (~age 19)   1.01 (.65) .82 (1.08) 1.01 (.65) .82 (1.08) 
Slope (ages 19-32)   -.01 (.07) -.00 (.17) -.01 (.07) -.00 (.17) 
Intercept Covariates           

Sex   .12 (.06)* .07 (.08) .09 (.09) -.06 (.13) 
Age   -.03 (.04) -.00 (.07) -.04 (.06) .03 (.14) 
Race   -.03 (.07) .01 (.12) -.29 (.11)** .03 (.21) 
Baseline Anxiety   .06 (.08) -.08 (.10) .29 (.13)* -.14 (.17) 
Baseline Depression   .14 (.07)* .39 (.09)*** .00 (.11) .38 (.14)** 
Friend Support   .01 (.03) .03 (.05) .01 (.04) .00 (.07) 
Exposure to Violence   .36 (.07)*** .20 (.10)* .52 (.11)*** .25 (.17) 

Slope Covariates           
Sex   .00 (.01) .02 (.01) .01 (.01) .02 (.02) 
Age   .00 (.01) -.00 (.01) .01 (.01) .01 (.02) 
Race   .01 (.01) -.01 (.02) .03 (.02) -.01 (.03) 
Baseline Anxiety   .01 (.01) .04 (.01)** -.02 (.01) .05 (.03) 
Baseline Depression   -.02 (.01) -.04 (.01)** .00 (.01) -.04 (.02)* 
Friend Support   -.00 (.00) -.00 (.01) -.01 (.01) -.00 (.01) 
Exposure to Violence   -.01 (.01)* -.01 (.02) -.03 (.01)* -.01 (.03) 

    Random Effects 
Uoj (unique ind. effect)   .21 (.02)*** .23 (.04)*** .30 (.06)*** .23 (.04)*** 
U1j (unique time effect)   .002 

(.000)*** 
.002 (.001)** .004 

(.001)*** 
.002 (.001)** 

Cov (τoo, τ11)   -.01 (.01)** -.01 (.01) -.03 (.01)** -.04 (.02)** 
N=   431 245 431 245 
Fit           
-2LL   -3038.49 -2882.86 
AIC   6184.97 5873.72 
RMSEA [90%CI]   .03 .04 
CFI/TLI   .95/.94 .92/.90 
Intercept R2   .19 (.04)** .29 (.07)** .19 (.04)** .29 (.07)** 
Slope R2   .11 (.06)+ .16 (.07)* .11 (.06)+ .16 (.07)* 

Measure   Example items Means 

Exposure to violence (Richters, 
1990) 

.77-.81 

“heard gunshots in your 
neighborhood” 
“family members hit in anger” 
“been threatened with gun or 
knife 

1.54-1.83 

Adult Attachment - Modified 
(Hazan & Shaver, 1994) 

• Avoidant 
• Anxious 

- 

“I find that others are reluctant 
to get as close as I would like…” 
“ I am somewhat uncomfortable 
being close to others…” 

- 

Brief Symptoms Inventory 
(Derogatis & Melisaratos, 1983) .83-.88     

“feeling no interest in things” 
“spells of terror or panic”  1.64-1.99 


