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Coping Styles Moderate the Relationships Between Exposure to
Community Violence and Work-Related Outcomes

Cody B. Cox
Texas A&M University

Jennie Johnson and Tom Coyle
The University of Texas at Brownsville

The purpose of this study was to identify coping strategies used by employees exposed to community
violence and their relationships to work-related outcomes. In study 1, Mexican Maquiladora employees
who experienced community violence reported their coping strategies. Results identified 3 strategies:
social, solitary, and maladaptive coping. In study 2, another sample completed measures of violence
exposure, strain, coping, and turnover intention. Supervisors provided performance evaluations. Com-
munity violence predicted the use of all 3 strategies. Social coping lessened the effects of community
violence on turnover while maladaptive strategies predicted increased psychological strain. Results
indicate that workers use a variety of coping strategies in response to community violence that both
lessen and magnify the effects of violence exposure and impact their psychological strain, turnover

intention, and job performance.

Keywords: community violence, coping styles, intention to turnover, job performance

The workplace is not immune to violence. Research in the areas
of workplace violence or workplace aggression has traditionally
focused on violence within the work context, such as identifying
antecedents of violence between employees within the same orga-
nization or between employees and outsiders such as clients,
customers, or patients, and the consequences to employees ex-
posed to workplace violence (Barling, Dupre, & Kelloway, 2009;
Griffin & Lopez, 2005; Hershcovis et al., 2007; LeBlanc & Kel-
loway, 2002; Martinko, Gundlach, & Douglas, 2002; Spector &
Fox, 2005). The impact of exposure to community violence—that
is, being a victim of violence in one’s community, witnessing
violence within one’s community, or learning of violent acts
occurring within one’s community— outside the work context on
organizational outcomes has been less well researched. However,
even when individuals are not directly the victims of violence,
working in a location in which violence is common may have a
dramatic effect on the health and job performance of employees
(Hogh & Mikkelsen, 2005). To date, however, organizational
psychology has not examined the effects of exposure to violence in
the community on employee behavioral outcomes at work.

The purpose of this study is to explore the effects of exposure to
community violence on employees’ use of coping strategy and
employees’ work-related outcomes (i.e., job performance, inten-
tion to turnover, and psychological strain). We explored the rela-
tionship between direct and indirect exposure to violence in the
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community to work-related outcomes in two samples of factory
workers in Mexico. In study one, we explored the specific coping
behaviors used by employees exposed by community violence to
identify categories of coping strategies employees use (i.e., copy-
ing styles). In study two, we examined whether exposure to com-
munity violence predicts using these coping styles and whether
these coping strategies impact work-related outcomes.

Exposure to Community Violence

Researchers in fields outside of organizational psychology have
explored the impact of community violence on community mem-
bers. A recent meta-analysis of the literature revealed that expo-
sure to violence in the community has dramatic effects on teen-
agers’ and adults’ abilities to function and greatly increased the
risk for Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder (Fowler, Tompsett, Bra-
ciszewski, Jacques-Tiura, & Baltes, 2009). Exposure to commu-
nity violence has been linked to increased risk for psychopathol-
ogy in American, Belgian, and Russian samples (Schwab-Stone,
Koposov, Vermeiren, & Ruchkin, 2013). Such effects may be
particularly strong for children. For example, a study by Sharkey,
Tirado-Strayer, Papachristos, and Raver (2012) concluded that
exposure to community violence impaired children’s self-
regulatory behaviors and cognitive functioning, as well as gener-
ated psychological distress among their parents. Lee (2012) re-
ported that exposure to community violence was significantly and
positively related to substance use and binge drinking among
adolescents. Thus, researchers have established that individuals do
not need to be victims of violence to be affected by violence;
merely being exposed to community violence has been associated
with a variety of negative consequences.

Though the effects of community violence on work-related
outcomes have yet to be researched, previous studies suggest that
exposure to violence may affect workplace performance in a
variety of ways. Pynoos and Nader (1988), for example, found that
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exposure to violence reduced students’ abilities to concentrate in
class which led to lower levels of learning. Borofsky, Kellerman,
Baucom, Oliver, and Margolin (2013) found that exposure to
violence reduced student engagement in coursework which subse-
quently reduced student GPA. Further, researchers have found that
exposure to violence in the community can cause psychological
strain, anxiety, and depression among adolescents (Margolin &
Gordis, 2000). Thus, extensive research on exposure to violence
among adolescents indicates that exposure to community violence
impacts adolescents’ school performance, decreases engagement
in school, and increases stress, suggesting that exposure to com-
munity violence may affect performance, motivation to remain
engaged in schoolwork, and psychological strain.

Though researchers have not explored whether community vi-
olence predicts workplace performance, turnover, or strain, re-
searchers have explored whether exposure to community violence
predicts workplace aggression (i.e., engaging in aggressive behav-
ior in the workplace). Dietz, Robinson, Folger, Baron, and Schulz
(2003) found that violent crime rates in the community where an
employer resided predicted aggressive workplace behavior,
whereas the procedural justice climate in the organization did not.
Researchers have also explored whether either the experience of
being a victim of violence or the fear of being the victim of
violence predicted work-related outcomes. LeBlanc and Kelloway
(2002) found that being the victim of violence from a community
member while at work led to greater turnover intentions and being
the victim of coworker violence while at work reduced organiza-
tional commitment and negatively impacted both psychosomatic
and emotional well-being. Similarly, in a large sample of public
school teachers, Wittmer, Sinclair, Martin, Tucker, and Lang
(2013) found that among teachers, greater concern about being the
victim of aggression while at work predicted poorer student per-
formance on standardized test scores (which reflected teacher
performance), even when salaries, school resources, and budgets
were controlled. Thus, research indicates that experiencing com-
munity violence outside of the workplace predicts workplace ag-
gression and the fear of being the victim of violence in the
workplace impacts performance and other organizational out-
comes. To date, however, researchers have not explored whether
exposure to community violence (outside of the workplace) im-
pacts job performance, intention to turnover, or psychological
strain. The lack of research in this area may reflect an inability to
recognize the impact environmental factors have on work-related
outcomes. Dietz et al. (2003) noted the dearth of research in this
area and contended that “the absence of research on environmental
antecedents is typical of organizational behavior research, which,
for the most part, draws an artificial boundary between organiza-
tion and environment, thereby failing to consider the organiza-
tional behavior might be as much a product of the forces outside
the organization as it is a product of the organization itself” (p.
317). They urged other researchers to study the external environ-
mental factor of violence and other societal factors on both work-
place violence and aggression and other organizational behaviors
(see also Johns, 2006).

The purpose of this study was to explore the effects of exposure
to violence in the community on employees. In exploring the role
of community violence on workplace performance, it may be
useful to consider other existing models of workplace stress:
specifically the conservation of resources theory (Hobfoll, 1989).

Conservation of resources theory argues that individuals experi-
ence stress when resources (e.g., financial resources, physical
health) are threatened and cope with this stress through various
stress resisting strategies, such as proactive coping (Hobfoll,
2001). Community violence can be understood as threatening an
individual’s resources, which may lead an individual to engage in
coping strategies to mitigate these effects to maintain their em-
ployment. In violent environments, individuals employ a wide-
range of coping strategies to manage the effects of prolonged
exposure to violence (e.g., Epstein-Ngo, Maurizi, Bregman, &
Ceballo, 2013). Folkman and Lazarus (1984) defined coping as
“cognitive and behavioral effects to manage specific external
and/or internal demands that are appraised as taxing or exceeding
the resources of the person” (p. 141). Further, coping style can be
thought of as the individual’s response to stress (Carver, Scheier,
& Weintraub, 1989) though individuals may use different coping
strategies for different stressors (Alarcon, Edwards, & Clark,
2013). In fact, researchers have identified a wide array of behav-
iors that function as coping strategies (Delongis & Holtzman,
2005; Kapsou, Panayiotou, Kokkinos, & Demetriou, 2010). These
behaviors have, in turn, demonstrated a variety of relationships
with work-related outcomes. Wallace, Lee, and Lee (2010), for
example, found that counselors using active coping behaviors
experienced lower levels of stress and burnout and those using
humor as a coping behavior experienced higher levels of burnout
which negatively affected job performance. Additionally, Leung,
Liu, and Wong (2006) found that active coping had a positive
influence on job performance and other researchers have found
that venting had a negative impact on job performance (Brown,
Westbrook, & Challagalla, 2005). Thus, there are a variety of
behaviors individuals use to cope with stress and these behaviors
vary in terms of their effects and efficacy.

The multitude of behaviors (e.g., use of humor, venting, active
coping) identified as coping strategies have been grouped into
coping styles in a variety of ways by various authors (Krigeloh,
2010). For example, some researchers have distinguished between
social and solitary coping styles (Latack & Havlovic, 1992; Skin-
ner, Edge, Altman, & Sherwood, 2003). Social coping may involve
seeking out other individuals for advice, for instrumental assis-
tance, or for emotional support while solitary coping involves
solitary behaviors such as distracting oneself with work (Dunahoo,
Hobfoll, Monnier, Hulsizer, & Johnson, 1998). Other researchers
argue that the behaviors individuals engage in can be considered
either problem-focused (in which the individual focuses on elim-
inating the stressor) or emotion-focused coping (in which individ-
uals focus on control of their emotional reaction; Carver et al.,
1989). Researchers have also distinguished between active coping
strategies (i.e., taking action on the problem) and passive coping
strategies (i.e., avoiding thoughts of the event) as well (Esperanza,
Luisa, Fabiola, & Adriana, 2008). Given the wide variety of
coping behaviors, researchers in this area encourage the explora-
tion of higher order factors (i.e., coping styles) within the data
when exploring the antecedents and consequences of coping with
environmental violence. Thus, the purpose of study one was to
identify the coping styles used by workers exposed to community
violence before exploring the antecedents and consequences of
these coping styles.
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Study One

To our knowledge, researchers have not explored how best to
categorize the coping behaviors employees utilize in response to
exposure to community violence. Because the coping strategy one
uses may be specific to a particular stressor (Alarcon et al., 2013),
it was important to first identify the strategies employees use in
response to exposure to community violence. Thus, in study one,
we sought to identify the coping behaviors employees who have
been exposed to violence utilize and then to examine the copying
styles these specific behaviors reflected. Researchers who have
explored the effects of exposure to violence in other fields have
often identified communities in which violence is common. Ac-
cordingly, researchers have explored exposure to violence in
cities in various countries such as the United States (Dietz et al.,
2003), Belgium (Schwab-Stone et al., 2013), Cambodia (Yi et
al., 2013), China (Ho & Cheung, 2010), Ireland (Goeke-Morey
et al., 2009), Israel (Guterman, Haj-Yahia, Vorhies, Ismayilova, &
Leshem, 2010), Mexico (Esperanza et al., 2008), Russia (Schwab-
Stone et al., 2013), and South Africa (Shields, Nadasen, & Pierce,
2009). In this study, we explored the use of coping styles to
moderate the relationship between exposure to community vio-
lence and work-related outcomes in Mexico. In recent years,
Mexico has experienced an increase in violence, particularly along
the border region (Fausset, 2012). Molzahn, Ferreira, and Shirk
(2013) reported that crime and violence have proliferated in Mex-
ico with a noticeable increase since the 1990s. This has become a
primary concern for government, business, and the general public.
An increase in a diverse array of various criminal activities,
including kidnapping, extortion, and other crimes have had a direct
effect on the general population. Much of the violence occurs
within the border states with 50% of organized crime violence
occurring in those areas in 2010. During the same year, border
cities accounted for 29.5% of organized crime homicides. Relat-
edly, recent studies have shown that exposure to community vio-
lence predicts stress and health outcomes for Latino adolescents as
well as the presence of PTSD symptoms (Epstein-Ngo et al., 2013;
Reyes, 2012). Given that researchers have explored the effects of
community violence in Mexican samples, we also sought to use a
sample of Mexican workers for this study. Specifically, in study
one, we sought to explore the coping styles used by employees
exposed to community violence.

Method

Participants and procedure. An initial sample of 112 Mex-
ican workers who reported exposure to community violence com-
pleted the Brief COPE (Spanish version), a measure of psycho-
logical coping. All the participants were residents of a community
in northern Mexico along the U.S.—Mexican border. The partici-
pants were engineers, office administrators, supervisors, and tech-
nicians for an organization in what is commonly termed the
Maquiladora Industry. This industry was established in 1965 and is
predominantly dominated by U.S. firms (Lovett, Coyle, Banerjee,
& Hardebeck, 2008). By 2006, the industry employed 1.2 million
Mexican national employees. The sector accounted for approxi-
mately 3% of Mexico’s total GDP and nearly half of the country’s
exports (Bergin, Feenstra, & Hanson, 2009). Initially the primary
market for the Maquila plants was the U.S. market; however, as
globalization has expanded, firms operating in the industrial sector
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export products to all parts of the globe. Maquila plants are
predominantly involved in producing industrial products including
automotive, electronics, and durable goods (Lovett et al., 2008).

The data were collected during 2011; during this time, the
supervisors at the plant reported high levels increased levels of
violence at the plant, including trespassing, theft, and kidnapping.
Out of concern for the safety of the participants, supervisors at the
plant requested that researchers not collect demographic data such
as age and gender for the participants. The human resources
managers who administered the study reported that all of the
participants were Hispanic with at least a high school education
and that many of the respondents were college graduates.

Participants completed the questionnaires during departmental
sessions conducted by the human resources manager which were
not attended by their immediate supervisors. The data were col-
lected on a voluntary basis and all respondents were told by the
human resources manager that they were not required to partici-
pate. The human resources manager did not record who partici-
pated in the study. For security reasons, the authors were specif-
ically requested not to attend these meetings. Researchers obtained
approval from the university’s Institutional Review Board before
initiating data collection.

Materials. The brief version of the COPE scale (brief Spanish
version; Carver, 1997) measure is the mostly widely used measure
of coping and provides several different behaviors that have been
identified as strategies for coping with stressors. However, given
the variety of results from use of the scale (Krdgeloh, 2010), it was
important to establish the factor structure of the COPE scale with
a group of Mexican workers before exploring the coping styles as
moderators of the relationship between exposure to community
violence and work-related outcomes. Participants were given state-
ments to respond to such as I've been getting emotional support
from others and I've been using alcohol or other drugs to make
myself feel better. Participants responded on a scale from 0 (/
haven’t been doing this at all) to 3 (I've been doing this a lot) scale
(for the full scale, a = .87).

Results

To conduct the exploratory factor analysis, we incorporated a
principal axis analysis with a direct oblimin rotation. From the
analysis, three factors emerged with Eigenvalues greater than 1
and accounting for 58.77% of the variance in scores. To interpret
the factors, the scales with the largest loadings on a single factor
were identified. The factor loadings indicated that the first con-
sisted largely of the use of humor (.83) and seeking emotional
(.74), and instrumental support (.65). These behaviors had been
identified by other researchers as examples of social coping (see
Latack & Havlovic, 1992). Accordingly, we labeled this factor
social coping. The second factor, as indicated by factor loadings,
consisted of distracting oneself (e.g., I've been turning to work or
other activities to take my mind off things; .78), taking action (.71),
and engaging in denial (.64). These factors were similar to strat-
egies other researchers have termed individualistic or solitary
coping strategies (Dunahoo et al., 1998). We labeled this solitary
coping. Factor loadings indicated that the final factor consisted of
activities such as venting (.67), using substances (.40), and disen-
gaging (.40); many of these activities have been previously iden-
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tified as maladaptive coping (Burgess et al., 2010). We likewise
labeled this factor maladaptive coping.

Discussion

Our factor analysis was largely consistent with what other
researchers have found (e.g., Burgess et al., 2010; see also Kapsou
et al., 2010). Specifically, our analysis found evidence of three
coping styles: social coping, solitary coping, and maladaptive
coping. Having found evidence of a three-factor structure with a
sample of Mexican workers, we could begin to explore the rela-
tionship between these factors and the work-related outcomes for
workers exposed to community violence.

Study Two

The results of study one indicated that the coping styles em-
ployees use in response to community violence can best be under-
stood as social coping, solitary coping, and maladaptive coping. In
study two, we sought to explore how these coping styles impacted
work-related outcomes and whether the relationships between
these coping styles and work-related outcomes was moderated by
the amount of violence employees experienced.

Though less well researched than other coping styles, social and
solitary coping have been examined in other studies. Researchers
have found, for example, that men are more likely to engage in
solitary coping and less likely to engage in social coping than
women (Dunahoo et al., 1998; Monnier, Hobfoll, Dunahoo, Hul-
sizer, & Johnson, 1998). Social strategies involve soliciting help
from others or seeking emotional support from other individuals.
Social coping strategies such as seeking social support have been
well researched and have demonstrated negative relationships with
negative outcomes such as job burnout (Shin et al., 2014), post-
traumatic stress (Prati & Pietrantoni, 2009), and even cardiovas-
cular stress (Lee, Suchday, & Wylie-Rosett, 2012). Solitary strat-
egies have been less well researched (Dunahoo et al., 1998).
Solitary strategies are coping strategies that do not involve others;
engaging in behaviors to address the stressor or focusing on
thoughts to reduce stress are examples of solitary strategies
(Latack & Havlovic, 1992). Previously, researchers have identified
solitary strategies as those involving tactics such as changing how
one perceives the stressful event, distracting oneself from the
stressful event or taking aggressive action (Dunahoo et al., 1998).
In addition to these adaptive strategies, our model also found
evidence for a maladaptive coping strategy. In fact, one consistent
finding across the coping literature is the presence of coping
behaviors that are considered maladaptive (for a review, see
Krigeloh, 2010). Such strategies not only fail to provide a resource
to the employee but actually enhance the negative effects of
community violence. Burgess, Irvine, and Wallymahmed (2010)
found evidence in a sample of nurses that maladaptive behaviors
such as venting emotions or using drugs or alcohol actually exac-
erbate the experience of psychological strain at work. Study one
also suggests that in response to community violence, employees
may also engage in substance use or venting negative emotions.

In study two, we sought to develop a model which depicted the
relationship between exposure to community violence, the use of
coping strategies, and work-related outcomes. In the model, expo-
sure to community violence predicts the use of coping strategies;

these strategies then moderate the relationship between exposure
to violence and job performance, intention to turnover, and psy-
chological strain. Though we found evidence of three coping styles
employees use, we did not expect each of the styles to affect all of
the work-related outcomes measured. Previous research indicates
that various coping styles have effects on particular work-related
consequences. The justifications for our specific hypotheses are
provided next.

Exposure to violence and coping. The relationship between
exposure to community violence and coping has been well docu-
mented in previous research. Kliewer and Zaharakis (2013) found
that exposure to community violence led to higher levels of
avoidant coping and substance use among caregivers in urban
settings. Scarpa, Haden, and Hurley (2006) similarly found evi-
dence in a sample of young adults that community violence pre-
dicted the use of social and solitary coping strategies. As the
results of study one indicated that employees engage in social,
solitary, and maladaptive coping strategies in response to commu-
nity violence, we anticipated that exposure to community violence
would predict the use of all three strategies in study two.

Hypothesis 1: Exposure to violence will predict the use of
social, solitary, and maladaptive coping strategies.

Solitary coping styles and job performance. In terms of the
outcome variables, we anticipated that solitary coping strategies
would have the strongest relationship to job performance. Job
performance has been of interest to organizations and researchers
for decades because it is related to organizational productivity and
is most often measured through performance ratings from super-
visors (Newman, Kinney, & Farr, 2004). As noted earlier, previous
researchers have found that fear of aggression is negatively asso-
ciated with job performance, though these effects were moderated
by the resources available at the school (Wittmer et al., 2013).
Experiencing community violence may lead employees to engage
in solitary coping strategies such as distracting themselves by
focusing on work (see Dunahoo et al., 1998). The conservation of
resources theory argues that threats to resources (such as employ-
ment or financial security) lead individuals to engage in coping
strategies that moderate the effects of the stress (Hobfoll, 1989).
Solitary coping strategies (e.g., focusing on work) may be able to
assist the employee in maintaining the desired level of strong job
performance despite the presence of community violence. Re-
searchers have found that coping strategies that are solitary in
nature do moderate the relationship between stress and job perfor-
mance in that individuals under high stress who engage in such
techniques outperform those who do not (Leung et al., 2006).
Therefore, we anticipate that workers who engage in solitary
coping will moderate the effects of exposure to community vio-
lence and job performance; specifically, we anticipate that for
participants exposed to violence, those who engage in solitary
coping strategies will have higher performance ratings than those
who do not.

Hypothesis 2: The use of solitary coping strategies will mod-
erate the relationship between exposure to community vio-
lence and job performance ratings.

Social coping styles and intention to turnover. We antici-
pated that social coping would have the strongest relationship with
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intention to turnover. All organizations are faced with managing
employee turnover. Important organizational variables such as
profitability (Glebbeek & Bax, 2004) and future revenue growth
(Baron, Hannan, & Burton, 2001) have been associated with
turnover. Historically, job attitudes such as job satisfaction, orga-
nizational commitment, and demographic variables (age, gender,
etc.) have been studied as important predictors of turnover (Arnold
& Feldman, 1982). Emotional exhaustion has been associated with
turnover intentions (Lee & Ashforth, 1996; Wright & Cropanzano,
1998), as well. The literature on workplace aggression has also
related workplace aggression to employee intentions to turnover.
Hauge, Skogstad, and Einarsen (2010) found that in a large rep-
resentative sample of the Norwegian workforce that workplace
bullying, a form of coworker to coworker or supervisor to worker
workplace aggression, was related to employee intentions to turn-
over. Rogers and Kelloway (1997) determined that workplace
aggression led to the fear of future violence, which decreased
employee emotional well-being and increased intention to turn-
over. Subsequently, LeBlanc and Kelloway (2002) expanded the
Roger and Kelloway model and reported that the risk of exposure
to workplace aggression from both the public and coworkers was
related to employee intention to turnover.

Given that previous research has found a strong direct relation-
ship between violence and turnover, we anticipated that exposure
to violence would increase the workers’ intention to turnover.
However, we also anticipated that when employees engage in
social coping, the presence of the support system may reduce this
effect. Previous research has found evidence that the ability to
utilize social support from other employees as a coping resource
reduces employee turnover (Heaney, Price, & Rafferty, 1995). We
therefore hypothesize that among workers exposed to violence,
those who engage in social coping will report less intention to
turnover.

Hypothesis 3: Social coping will moderate the relationship
between exposure to violence and employee intention to
turnover.

Maladaptive coping styles and psychological strain. Stress,
defined as the individual’s subjective reaction to a stressor (an
environmental characteristic or event; LeBlanc & Kelloway,
2002), has been the subject of many studies and has been found to
be related to various organizational variables of interest such as job
performance (Hunter & Thatcher, 2007; Leung, Liu, & Wong,
2006; Motowidlo, Packard, & Manning, 1986; Schat & Frone,
2011), job satisfaction (Muhammad et al., 2011), and burnout
(Wallace et al., 2010). Studies have examined work-related stres-
sors (i.e., work-related events or characteristics that cause stress)
from a perspective of understanding the nature of the stressor;
however, the emotional consequences of exposure to stress have
increasingly been considered important outcomes in themselves
(e.g., Bond, Tuckey, & Dollard, 2010; Brief & Weiss, 2002;
Hoobler, Rospenda, Lemmon, & Rosa, 2010). Researchers often
refer to the harmful consequences of exposure to stressors as
psychological strain (Dollard et al., 2012). Maladaptive strategies,
such as drinking and drug use, have consistently been shown to
amplify rather than reduce psychological strain. Brown, West-
brook, and Challagalla (2005) found that the use of venting fol-
lowing a negative workplace event led to greater levels of expe-

rienced strain as venting causes individuals to focus attention on
negative events. Parasuraman and Hansen (1987) found that the
use of maladaptive coping styles led to increased workplace burn-
out among nurses. Given the negative behaviors associated with
maladaptive coping (e.g., venting or substance use), engaging in
maladaptive coping behaviors may actually enhance the experi-
ence of psychological strain in the workplace (Anshel, 2000).
Thus, we believe the use of maladaptive coping styles will enhance
the experience of psychological strain by those exposed to com-
munity violence.

Hypothesis 4: Maladaptive coping will moderate the relation-
ship between exposure to community violence and psycho-
logical strain.

Method

Participants. The participants were 154 Maquila employees
(average age = 39.95 years, SD = 10.77) who worked as engi-
neers, supervisors, office workers, and technicians. All were His-
panic with at least a high school education; the participants were
also primarily male (65%). As before, the data were collected
during departmental meetings with the human resources managers
held in 2011. As before, because of security concerns, the authors
were not permitted to attend. To collect performance data and
maintain participant confidentiality, the respondents completed the
questionnaires and returned them to the human resources managers
face down. The managers recorded the most recent performance
rating for the worker on the back of the questionnaire and placed
the questionnaire into an envelope. The managers made no record
of which employees participated. The envelope was sealed when
all questionnaires were completed and delivered to one of the
authors at a meeting both attended at a different location.

Materials

Exposure to Violence Scale (Richters & Saltzman, 1990). In
this 52-item scale, participants were asked the number of times
they had seen, witnessed, or heard about individuals experiencing
various acts of violence (e.g., shootings, muggings, physical as-
saults). Participants responded on 1 (never) to 9 (always) scale
(o = .75).

Psychological Strain Scale (adapted from Goldberg & Wil-
liams, 1988). A 12-item psychological strain scale was designed
from previous research into a measure of well-being. Participants
considered the extent to which they had experienced various
thoughts or feelings in the previous weeks and responded to
questions such as Have you recently lost much sleep over worry?
on a 1 (not at all) to 4 (very often) scale (o = .60).

Job performance. Supervisors provided a single-item evalua-
tion on each of the individual workers. Supervisors rated the job
performance of the workers they supervised on a 1 (poor) to 4
(excellent) scale. Human resources managers copied these perfor-
mance ratings onto the back of the questionnaires submitted by
each employee.

Intention to turnover scale. The three-item turnover scale
measured the participant’s desire to seek other work at the indi-
vidual level. Participants listed the number of times in the past few
months they had looked for another job, considered looking for a
job in another field, or made an effort to find another job on a 1
(not at all) to 5 (extremely) scale (o = .67).
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Procedure. Workers were informed of the study by their
employers and invited to participate. Participants completed paper
surveys while at work and returned them to their supervisors who
then delivered them to one of the authors. All surveys were offered
in Spanish. Human resources managers provided job performance
ratings which were on file for the participants. As before, research-
ers obtained approval from the university’s institutional review
board before initiating data collection.

Results

All variables were normally distributed. As our sample size
allowed us to conduct a confirmatory factor analysis (according to
the 10-to-1 ratio of indicators-to-subjects, Bryant & Yarnold,
2001), we conducted a confirmatory factor analysis of the coping
variables. Our results supported the three factor structure of soli-
tary coping, social coping, and maladaptive coping, x*(24) =
49.96, RMSEA = .08, CFI = .95, TLI = .92. Correlations be-
tween the variables are displayed on the Table 1. All three of the
coping factors were correlated with each other. Likewise, exposure
to violence was correlated with each of the coping factors, sug-
gesting that those exposed to violence were more likely to utilize
each of the three coping factors.

To explore our hypotheses, we used path analysis. Path analysis
allowed for all of our hypothesized relationships to be examined
simultaneously. We hypothesized direct relationships between ex-
posure to violence and coping as well as between exposure to
violence and work-related outcomes. The interactions were ex-
plored by creating composite terms by multiplying the standard-
ized main effects together (Cortina, Chen, & Dunlap, 2001). Our
initial model of moderated effects fits the data well enough for
further analysis, x*(5, n = 154) = 21.85, p = .01, CFI = .94,
RMSEA = .04. As Figure 1 indicates, exposure to community
violence was associated with greater likelihood to plan to seek
other employment (8 = .92, p < .01) but was not directly asso-
ciated with job performance (3 = .00, p = .97) or psychological
strain (3 = .00, p = .80). Thus, we found only modest evidence
that community violence affected work-related outcomes directly.
However, exposure to community violence did predict employees
likelihood to engage in social (f = .21, p < .01), solitary (B = .86,
p = .02) and maladaptive coping (3 = .14, p < .01), and thus the
first hypothesis was supported.

Hypothesis two stated that solitary coping would moderate the
relationship between exposure to community violence and job
performance. We found support for this hypothesis in that solitary
coping moderated the relationship between exposure to commu-

Table 1
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Figure 1. Path model of the relationship between exposure to violence

and psychological strain, job performance, and intention to turnover as
moderated by social coping, solitary coping, and maladaptive coping. Only
significant paths are depicted.

nity violence and job performance, § = —.19, p = .04. These
results are depicted in Figure 2 with data points for each indepen-
dent variable one standard deviation above and below the mean, in
the manner described by Aiken and West (1991). Tests of the
simple slopes, however, were not significant (p > .05). Thus, the
results were not exactly as hypothesized. As Figure 2 indicates,
workers who engaged in solitary coping had slightly lower per-
formance ratings when exposure to violence was high, and workers
who were less likely to use solitary coping had slightly higher
performance ratings when community violence was high. Thus,
hypothesis two received only modest support; solitary coping
appeared beneficial for those exposed to low levels of community
violence but not for those exposed to high levels of community
violence.

Hypothesis three posited that social coping would moderate the
relationship between exposure to violence and turnover. Results
indicated that social coping did moderate the effects of exposure to
community violence on turnover (§ = —.18, p = .04). Statistically
significant interaction effects are depicted in Figure 3 in the
manner specified by Aiken and West (1991). Tests of the simple
slopes indicated a significant effect of exposure to violence on
turnover intentions when social coping was low, #(153) = 6.75,
p < .01, but not when social coping was high, #(153) = 1.31,p =
.19. For workers who did not use social coping, exposure to
community violence was associated with greater intention to turn-

Standard Deviations, Means, and Interrcorrelations Among the Variables

Variable M SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8
1. Age 39.94 10.77 1
2. Exposure to Violence 2.42 .90 —.04 .95
3. Social Coping 2.14 57 .05 32" .87
4. Solitary Coping 1.73 .59 —.03 31" 39" .83
5. Maladaptive Coping 1.70 46 .05 28" 61" 49" .62
6. Psychological Strain 1.85 44 .05 .09 22F 37" 45" 77
7. Turnover 2.21 .55 —.03 66" .04 A1 A2 11 .87
8. Job Performance 2.32 .54 —.01 —.01 —.01 .05 .01 —.02 —.09 1
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Figure 2. The relationship between exposure to violence and job perfor-
mance is depicted. Ratings of job performance one standard deviation
above and below the means of exposure to violence and solitary coping are
displayed.

over. However, for workers who used social coping, greater ex-
posure to community violence was not associated with greater
intention to turnover. Thus, hypothesis three was supported.
Hypothesis four posited that maladaptive coping would also
moderate the relationship between exposure to community vio-
lence and work-related outcomes in that workers exposed to com-
munity violence who engaged in maladaptive coping would have
more negative effects than those who did not. Maladaptive coping
was associated with higher levels of psychological strain (3 = .33,
p < .01). Further, maladaptive coping moderated the relationship
between exposure to community violence and psychological strain
(see Figure 4). Tests of simple slopes, however, were again not
significant (ps > .05). Workers who engaged in maladaptive
coping reported higher levels of psychological strain than those
who did not engage in maladaptive coping regardless of how much
community violence they experienced (see Figure 1), though these
differences were slightly reduced when exposure to community
violence was higher. Overall, hypothesis four was supported.

—— Low Social Coping

Intention to Turnover

- ---#-- High Social Coping

Low Exposure to Violence High Exposure to Violence
Figure 3. The relationship between exposure to violence and the inten-
tion to turnover is depicted. Scores on the Intention to Turnover scale one
standard deviation above and below the means of exposure to violence and
social coping are displayed.
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Figure 4. The relationship between exposure to violence and self-
reported psychological strain is depicted. Ratings of psychological strain
one standard deviation above and below the means of exposure to violence
and maladaptive coping are displayed.

Discussion

The purpose of this study was to link exposure to community
violence to work-related outcomes. It is one of the first to explore
exposure to community violence on work-related outcomes, spe-
cifically the effects of exposure to community violence on job
performance, turnover intentions, and psychological strain in the
workplace. In addition, our study is one of the first to explore the
coping styles employees use to cope with exposure to community
violence and to examine these strategies as potential moderators of
the relationship between exposure to community violence and
work-related outcomes. Our results suggest that workers cope with
community violence by engaging in solitary, social, and maladap-
tive strategies. Overall, our findings suggest that social coping
appears to alleviate the relationship between exposure to violence
in the community and intention to turnover. Further, solitary
coping appeared to be less beneficial than social coping. Specifi-
cally, solitary coping is somewhat beneficial when exposed to low
levels of community violence but not when exposed to high levels
of community violence; further, solitary coping also did not predict
job performance directly (B = .11, p = .51). Maladaptive coping
modestly exacerbates the negative effects of exposure to commu-
nity violence (i.e., leads to greater psychological strain after ex-
posure to violence). Interestingly, our results suggest that the
maladaptive coping resulting from exposure to community vio-
lence associated with exposure to violence leads to increased
psychological strain regardless of the amount of community vio-
lence experienced. Thus, the maladaptive coping may be best
understood as a negative consequence of exposure to community
violence rather than as a moderator of the effect of community
violence. To our knowledge, this study represents to first attempt
to link exposure to community violence to work-related outcomes
and to demonstrate that these effects are moderated by coping
style.

The findings presented here are largely consistent with previous
literature in many ways. First, in our sample, we identified three
coping styles—social, solitary, and maladaptive—workers use to
cope with community violence that were similar to styles previous
researchers have identified (Latack & Havlovic, 1992). Second, we
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also found that social coping strategies moderated these effects
(Leung, Liu, & Wong, 2006; Wallace et al., 2010), and maladap-
tive coping strategies had a negative consequences for workers
(Brown et al., 2005). Overall, as much as community violence has
been found to have negative effects on members of that commu-
nity, (Lee, 2012; Sharkey et al., 2012), we found that employee
exposure to community violence can impact employees them-
selves as well as work-related outcomes. Our study contributes to
the literature by connecting exposure to violence outside of the
work context with work-related outcomes, and demonstrates that
effective coping styles can moderate these relationships.

As with any study, there are limitations to this study which will
need to be addressed in future studies. Methodologically, privacy
concerns limited our ability to collect much demographic infor-
mation on the samples, particularly in study one. Though variables
such as gender and age were unrelated to the measured variables
(all ps > .05) in study two, more detailed information about the
participants would be ideal. Second, although it is fairly common
to research community violence in areas of the world experiencing
violence, it is possible that our findings may be specific to this
particular culture and may not generalize to exposure to commu-
nity violence in other cultures. Future research should explore the
effects of coping styles in moderating the relationship between
exposure to community violence and work-related outcomes in
other cultures. Third, although we found that exposure to violence
had a strong relationship to intention to turnover, we did not
explore whether intention to turnover reflected an intention to
leave this position or leave the entire community. Our findings
suggest that employees using social support may be more willing
to remain at the organization, but whether those who intend to
leave are seeking a safer organization within the community or to
simply leave the community is an unanswered question. Future
studies may seek to specify in greater detail whether exposure to
violence leads individuals to seek safer workplaces within the
community or to leave the community entirely.

In terms of theory, our study contributes to a growing body of
literature which connects theories of work-related stress (such as
the job demands-resource theory and conservation of resources
theory) and coping theory. Specifically, both coping theory and
theories of work-related stress have identified social support as an
effective style for mitigating environmental stressors and job de-
mands (Burgess et al., 2010). We also explored the utility of
solitary coping styles, which have been incorporated into conser-
vation of resources theory previously (Hobfoll, 2001). We further
contribute to the literature by connecting solitary, social, and
maladaptive coping styles to specific work-related outcomes (job
performance, turnover, and psychological strain, respectively).
Overall, our study supports the notion that researchers exploring
the effects of exposure to violence on workplace performance may
seek to expand the theory to both outside the physical workplace
(to community violence) and within the employee (to coping
styles), as other researchers have suggested (Dietz et al., 2003;
Johns, 2006).

The findings of this study have important implications for
managers working in areas with greater levels of community
violence. Such managers may need to be aware that the presence
of community violence predicts all three coping styles (as reflected
in the positive correlations between community violence and cop-
ing strategies). The presence of community violence, then, may

predict increased drug or alcohol use among employees as a
coping mechanism. Managers may benefit from designing inter-
ventions to lead employees away from maladaptive strategies and
toward social coping strategies, such as seeking psychological or
instrumental support. Our findings have important implications for
cross-cultural researchers as well. Bhagat et al. (2010) argued that
the success of a coping strategy depends on the cultural context in
which that strategy is used (see also Alarcon et al., 2013). In their
study, problem-focused coping was more successful in individu-
alist cultures such as the United States and New Zealand whereas
emotion-focused coping was more successful in collectivist coun-
tries such as Spain and Japan. However, our findings suggest that
maladaptive strategies may be ineffective across cultures. Further,
our findings are consistent with and contribute to anthropological
evidence exploring coping strategies in Mexico. For example,
Hooker (2003) identified several mechanisms for coping with
psychological strain that are common in Mexico and argued that
machismo, religion, lively festivals, and a strong reliance on fam-
ily were all mechanisms for reducing psychological strain in
Mexican culture. Many of these strategies (e.g., religion, seeking
emotional support) were identified as social coping in this study
and were effective at moderating the effects of exposure to com-
munity violence. This study, then, may provide additional empir-
ical support for the effectiveness of these coping strategies in
mitigating the effects of exposure to community violence in Mex-
ico.

Organizational researchers have been called to pay additional
attention to contextual factors’ effects on organizational outcomes
(Dietz et al., 2003; Johns, 2006). Exploring contextual factors,
particularly societal factors, in relation to research on the impact of
exposure to violence may be particularly important. Our study
demonstrates that the effects of contextual, external factors on
organizational outcomes can be understood through the coping
mechanisms employees utilize in response to exposure to commu-
nity violence. As researchers have argued that coping strategies must be
evaluated in context and in response to particular stressors (Alarcon
et al., 2013), one important contribution of this study is that this
study is one of the first to explore the coping strategies employees
adopt in response to community violence. Our study suggests that
traditional workplace stress theories—such as the conservation of
resources theory—may benefit by expanding to events external to
the workplace. Our findings demonstrate that the strategies em-
ployees use to cope with experiencing community violence can
affect their likelihood to leave the organization, their experience of
psychological strain, and to some extent their job performance.
Future studies may seek to identify psychological and emotional
variables that may act as mediating mechanisms between exposure
to community violence and work-related outcomes. Future re-
searchers may also explore whether providing training for manag-
ers and employees in coping strategies in areas where there are
high levels of community violence can be an effective technique
for organizations to use to minimize negative work-related out-
comes. Enabling employees to cope in optimal ways related to
work-related outcomes may be a necessary investment, particu-
larly because community violence is beyond the organization’s
control but promoting opportunities for social coping with other
employees may be within the organization’s control (Heaney,
Price, & Rafferty, 1995).
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