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Introduction 

Despite considerable prevention efforts over the past few decades, violence continues to 

be the leading cause of injury and death for people between the ages of 15 and 24 (Centers for 

Disease Control and Prevention, 2015; Margolin, Youga, & Ballou, 2002).  While the media 

often focuses on acts of antisocial or targeted violence, the majority of violent incidents among 

young people involve retaliatory violence (Copeland-Linder, Johnson, Haynie, Chung, & Cheng, 

2012).  Retaliatory violence is an aggressive reaction to threats against a person’s physical, self-

perceptual, emotional, and social stability (Frey, Pearson, & Cohen, 2015).  Retaliation may 

serve to sustain a level of pride and social status while preventing any future wrongdoings within 

one’s immediate context (Richardson, Vandenberg, & Humphries, 1986; Wilkinson, 2009).  In 

order to foster more effective prevention strategies and ultimately reduce violence-associated 

morbidity and mortality, interventions must take into account the context in which violence 

occurs (Herrenkohl, et al., 2010). 

Elijah Anderson’s The Code of the Street (1999), describes how violence can be used to 

establish a social hierarchy within communities, particularly those that are disadvantaged.  

Children and adolescents growing up in this social climate internalize the notion that violence is 

an acceptable and encouraged means to ensure their own survival and the protection of loved 

ones (Farrell et al., 2008; Johnson, Burke, & Gielen 2012).  This effect can be particularly true 

for boys, who are socialized to never show weakness by backing down from a fight (Kimmel, 

1996; Pollack, 1998).  As a result, many young people find themselves in a situation where they 

may not want to fight but feel that it is their only option in order to defend themselves and their 

sense of self-worth. 

Previous qualitative research with youth of color has explored this concept. Sheehan and 

colleagues (2004) captured this tension in their qualitative study of urban youth’s perspectives on 

violence in Chicago, finding that none of the participants in the study felt it was acceptable to be 

the aggressor in violence, but most believed that violence was justifiable for self-defense or if 

someone threatened a friend or family member.  Farrell and colleagues (2011) interviewed 

urban, African American middle school students to examine factors associated with fighting.  

They observed that the perceptions on fighting held by the youth’s community, school, parents 

and friends greatly shaped whether or not they would consider engaging in violent behaviors.  

Similarly, as Rich and Stone (1994) described, adolescent males report a prevailing perception 

that if they failed to respond violently to an injury or threat that they are placing themselves at 

risk of further victimization and being labeled a “sucker” (i.e., someone who fails to fight back 

or retaliate when being challenged, disrespected, or hurt).  In this paradigm, respect is viewed as 

something obtained by one’s actions and failure to act may lead to disapproval from peers, loss 

of status, and a decrease in self-esteem.   

Existing Violence Prevention Interventions 

There are several empirically-supported violence prevention interventions that help 

adolescents manage and modulate strong emotional states (e.g., rage, anger).  For example, anger 

management interventions aim to help adolescents identify environmental stimuli generating the 

anger response (Beck & Fernandez, 1998; O’Connell, Boat, & Warner, 2009) and then regulate 

affect and use skills to de-escalate (Goldstein, Glick, & Gibbs, 1998).  There are also 

interventions that aim to increase effectiveness at recognizing when youth may be mistaking 

neutral social cues for hostile ones (Dodge & Coie, 1987; Feindler & Engel, 2011).  For 
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example, a boy who perceives a peer staring at him in the hallway as a threat when in actuality 

the peer was staring because he mistook the boy for one of his friends.  

These interventions focus primarily on improving a young person’s capacity to regulate 

affect and improve social-processing capacity.  There tends to be less of a focus on addressing 

the cultural norms that dictate that the only acceptable response to a situation is to fight (Chen, 

Flores, & Shetgiri, 2016; Heller et al., 2016).  Further, the expected outcome of many violence 

prevention efforts is that the young person will walk away from a potential conflict (Blake & 

Hamrin, 2007). Yet, in some contexts, violence may be viewed as the only viable option.  

Indeed, it has been shown that those involved in these situations do not feel inclined to suppress 

feelings of anger or aggression. Instead they feel this affect is necessary to defend either 

themselves or their sense of pride (Farrell et al., 2008; Felson, 1978; 2002).    

Youth Voice in Violence Prevention 

A major criticism of prevention efforts with disadvantaged and minority youth is that 

they typically do not explicitly address power differentials (Baron, 2006; Leff, et al., 2010). 

Often the intervention is delivered by an instructor who is in a position of privilege giving 

admonitions about avoiding violence when that instructor may have never had to encounter the 

realities of the code of the street.  A young person may tune out instructors if the message they 

provide runs counter to what the youth knows to be true in his or her lived experience.  

Consequently, if a program suggests dissolving protective, albeit questionably maladaptive, 

attitudes or behaviors to thwart violence, without offering contextually viable alternative 

responses it is unlikely youth will perceive such interventions as helpful (Barrett & Kallivayalil, 

2015; Farrell et al., 2008; Frey, Pearson, & Cohen, 2015).  Many researchers have noted that 

violence prevention programs with minimal consideration of cultural context (e.g., Allison, 

Edmonds, Wilson, Pope and Farrell, 2011; Barrett & Kallivayalil, 2015) or tailoring to individual 

youth’s specific needs (e.g., Blake & Hamrin, 2007) often fail to yield behavioral change.  

Moreover, others have attempted to identify beliefs and perceptions that make youth more or less 

likely to engage in violent behavior (Bettencourt & Farrell, 2013; Leff et al., 2014; Stoddard, 

Zimmerman, & Bauermeister, 2012).  The conceptualization and development of these 

interventions often neglect to include the voice of the youth themselves.  It stands to reason that 

the young people who face these threats in their daily lives know what techniques and strategies 

work to avoid a potential fight but also allow them to save face.  Such an approach aligns with 

the robust body of literature employing community-based participatory research principles (Leff, 

et al., 2011). 

There are some interventions that meaningfully integrate the experiences of youth who 

struggle with the code of the street into preventative violence interventions.  The Becoming a 

Man (B.A.M.) program is one example that is showing promising results in Chicago (Heller, et 

al. 2016).  B.A.M. focuses on mentoring, role-playing and group exercises to help 

students improve impulse control and emotional self-regulation.  B.A.M. works to foster positive 

development in young men by emphasizing Six Core Values: Integrity, Accountability, Positive 

Anger-Expression, Self-Determination, Respect for Womanhood, and Visionary Goal-Setting.  

Randomized evaluations of B.A.M. among young men of color demonstrate improvements in 

long-term academic, violent-crime arrest, and readmission outcomes, along with encouraging 

cost-benefit (Heller et al., 2016).  

Building upon efforts to develop creative, culturally-relevant ways to help young people 

stay safe, this paper describes the development and initial evaluation of a retaliatory violence 

prevention curriculum, Fight Navigator (FN). We describe a two-phase, qualitative study 
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involving young people who navigate these threats in their daily lives. First, focus groups 

informed the development of the FN curriculum that teaches young people how to navigate 

retaliatory violence. Second, we conducted semi-structured interviews with youth before and 

after participating in the FN curriculum in order to authentically infuse youth perspective into 

program improvements. We contend that this approach aligns with larger trends in 

developmental psychology and violence prevention to genuinely infuse the voice of youth not 

only in the development of prevention efforts, but also in the understanding of the potential 

impact of interventions (Arnett, 2005; Leff et al., 2010; Mason et al., 2013). 

Methods 

The present study constitutes the first stage of a stage-based model of behavioral 

treatment research to translate clinical innovations into routine clinical practice (Rounsaville, 

Carroll, Onken, 2001; Onken, Blaine, Battjes, 1997). In this framework, the first phase involves 

intervention conceptual development and manual writing, followed by a phase to test a near-final 

version of the program to explore feasibility and acceptance by the target population. Later 

stages to more rigorously evaluate interventions for clinically significant outcomes and test 

generalizability cannot conceivably begin until the initial stage is complete and the intervention 

is refined (e.g., length, session content, group vs. individual format). 

To operationalize this first stage, we conducted focus group discussions (FGDs) 

examining how young people conceptualize violence, likely risk factors, and potential strategies 

to avoid violence to develop the FN program content and structure.  Then, we used semi-

structured case vignette interviews with the target audience assessing perceptions of violence 

before and after participating in the FN.  Qualitative methods were emphasized for their utility in 

the development of youth and family-focused behavioral health interventions (Dumka, et al., 

1998), and given the exploratory nature of this project. This approach was consistent with a 

mixed-methods exploratory sequential design (Creswell, Plano Clark, Gutmann, & Hanson, 

2003) in which one phase of data collection and analysis informs the next, thereby strengthening 

the credibility and transferability of our findings (Guba & Lincoln, 1994). 

Setting and Research Team 

Youth focus groups, curriculum development, and initial testing were conducted through 

the Cambridge Safety Net Collaborative (hereafter referred to as Safety Net).  The Safety Net is 

a coalition of professionals from the Cambridge Police Department Youth & Family Services 

Unit, Health Alliance, Department of Human Service Programs, and Public Schools.  The Safety 

Net aims to foster positive youth development, promote mental health, and limit youth 

involvement in the juvenile justice system through prevention, early intervention, and diversion 

strategies in the school system (Barrett & Janopaul-Naylor, 2016).  The study team consisted of 

members both experienced and new to qualitative research, and included two doctoral-level 

psychologists, one psychiatry resident, one psychology fellow and a graduate student in public 

health.  The study protocol was reviewed and approved by the Cambridge Health Alliance 

institutional review board (IRB).  

Curriculum Development 

Literature review.  To develop FN’s conceptual foundation and enhance theoretical 

sensitivity, three research team members (JGB, WSP, ES) conducted a state-of-the-art literature 

review, which sought to provide an up-to-date overview to highlight areas in need of research 

(Grant & Booth, 2009).  The review’s focus was on exploring retaliatory violence in modern 

culture, the social pressures that adolescent boys in urban settings specifically impression 
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management, existing adolescent violence prevention and anger management programs, and “in 

the moment” techniques to prevent retaliatory violence. 

Focus group discussions (FGDs).  The first author conducted FGDs with the aim of 

eliciting adolescent’s perceptions, beliefs, and attitudes regarding using physical aggression and 

the pressure to fight.  FGDs were chosen in order to enable discussion of personal experiences, 

explore meanings that participants ascribed to different situations and courses of action.  The 

goal of these focus groups was to understand (a) specific situations where boys felt pressured to 

fight; (b) the messages boys received from adults about what to do to avoid fighting and what 

has worked and what has not worked; and (c) what strategies the boys use to avoid fighting 

without feeling like they have “backed down.” 

The authors purposively recruited 20 participants from voluntary afterschool and summer 

programs of 4 youth centers in Cambridge, assisted by youth center leaders from 2011-2013 

(Oliver & Jupp, 2006).  Each focus group consisted of 4-8 adolescent boys (age 13-18) and was 

ethnically diverse (see Table 1).  Although qualitative studies do not mandate specific sample 

sizes, we sought to obtain relevant perspectives by speaking to youth for whom violence has 

been empirically shown to be pertinent – urban, minority youth (Sheehan, Kim, & Galvin, 2004).  

All interviews took place in a private setting, were audio-recorded following parents’ informed 

consent and participants’ written assent, and subsequently transcribed verbatim.  Youth and/or 

their parents were free to elect not to participate in the study without any bearing on their status 

at the youth center.  Those who declined were assigned to participate in an alternate activity 

during the FGDs. 

Data analysis proceeded by a team-based approach guided by the Consensual Qualitative 

Research (CQR) model (1997).  First, each question asked in the focus groups served as an a 

priori domain.  The responses in each domain were independently open-coded by JGB, WSP, 

and ES and organized into core ideas to illustrate the voice of participants.  The research team 

then met as a group to come to consensus on core ideas within domains, over multiple sessions.  

Next, core ideas among domains were established to reduce redundancy and create clear 

categories to describe the participants’ responses.  Finally, the entire process was reviewed by an 

external auditor with expertise in youth violence and qualitative research to check that data was 

consistently categorized and faithfully represented at each stage of analysis.  Through this 

process a curriculum was created (see Figure 1 for a brief description). 

Initial Evaluation 

A draft version of the curriculum and manual were developed with the content drawn 

from the literature on violence prevention with urban youth, the clinical expertise of the research 

team and the insights and strategies identified from the FGDs.  The research team then assessed 

the feasibility and acceptability of the program using interview methods.  Semi-structured 

interviews with Safety Net-involved youth were conducted both before and after participating in 

FN.  Purposeful recruitment, setting of data collection, audio-recording, consent, and verbatim 

transcription procedures were consistent with those employed in the FGDs.  Both male and 

female adolescents (age 13-18), representing a range of race/ethnicities, were included in this 

phase (Table 1).  JGB conducted interviews with each participant before they participated in FN.  

Subsequently, participants received two 1.5-hour sessions of the FN curriculum in two separate 

sessions with 10 participants each.  Following the program, JGB conducted another set of semi-

structured individual interviews with each participant.  Of the 20 youth who participated in the 

pilot FN program, 20 completed a pre-intervention interview while 18 completed a post-

intervention interview; two participants were absent the day of the post-interview.  
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Both pre- and post- interviews were based on vignettes with case scenarios in which a 

hypothetical individual, relatable to the participant, was in a situation where they needed to 

respond to an event that could potentially escalate to physical conflict.  While the vignettes 

described slightly different scenarios, they both depict situations in which a similar decision-

making process had to be undertaken by the protagonist.  The scenarios for both vignettes were 

adapted from actual situations that emerged from the FGDs, thus reflecting the experience of the 

population who received the intervention.  Vignettes have been increasingly used in qualitative 

studies to explore diverse health topics, and have been shown to be valuable for potentially 

sensitive issues that may be challenging to discuss directly (e.g., violence, mental health) 

(Hughes, 1998; Jackson et al., 2015; Reavley & Jorm, 2012).  Thus, the vignette methodology is 

an effective format for eliciting multi-faceted ideas, particularly from youth (Barter & Renold, 

1999; Finch, 1987).  Details of the vignettes used for both pre- and post-interviews are presented 

in Figure 2. 

Semi-structured interviews elicited participants’ reactions to the presented vignette via 

open-ended questions and probes integrated into the delivery of the vignette itself, and identical 

at both time points: (a) What was going through the head of the individual described in the 

vignette, (b) What sort of actions the individual could take to escalate or de-escalate the 

situation, (c) What might make it difficult for the individual to respond in the best way possible, 

and (d) What are the potential strategies the individual might use to diffuse the conflict while 

saving face?  Again, CQR was the primary analytic approach with interview guide questions 

serving as a priori domains for both interview time points.  MS and EJN served as primary data 

analysts, proceeding through the process of concurrent memo creation, independent open-coding, 

and convening of the larger research group to discuss coding results.  A unique aspect to this 

phase was the use of a structured codebook to facilitate a stable, team-based analysis given that 

we sought to compare pre- to post-interviews (MacQueen, McLellan, Kay, & Milstein, 1998). 

MS and EJN independently validated Codebook V1 against the raw text using the 

constant comparative method (Boeije, 2002), assigning codes to each line of the transcripts and 

assessing concepts that did not emerge within Codebook V1’s existing conceptual framework 

based upon the team’s original discussion.  These validations were then consolidated and had a 

“moderate” degree of inter-rater reliability (Cohen’s κ = 0.72; % Agreement = 66%) (Gwet, 

2014).  The consolidated codebook was then discussed with the research team for consensual 

agreement and used to inform the development of Codebook V2.  The understanding of the 

phenomena described in pre- and post-interviews was further refined through multiple codebook 

validations against the raw data following the rule of “essential sufficiency”, which was then 

used to inform subsequent group consensus-building.  The ultimate result was a final taxonomy 

describing the experiences (core themes) reported in both the pre- and post-interviews in a 

parsimonious format stable across both time points (Table 3).  The final codebook held a “high” 

degree of inter-rater reliability (Cohen’s κ = 0.89; % Agreement = 87%) and was used to tabulate 

basic counts of themes and sub-themes represented in pre- and post-interviews.  Although 

generally discouraged in the qualitative paradigm, this approach is justified when used to 

facilitate identification of patterns within data, as in the present study (Silverman, 2005).  We do 

not place any presumption of representativeness or statistical inference from these counts, though 

they did serve to understand the relative frequency of concepts from before to after participation 

in FN. 

Results 

Curriculum Development 
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The qualitative analysis from FGDs identified 11 distinct core ideas based on four FGDs.  

However, the research team came to the consensus that two of the questions could be collapsed 

to form one domain.  Hence the core ideas were organized into three distinct domains: 1) 

Perceived influences on fighting behavior (four core ideas), 2) Messages received about fighting 

(two core ideas) and 3) Techniques to avoid fighting while saving face (five core ideas).  Core 

ideas were those ideas that arose multiple times within the data.  Table 2 describes the core ideas 

that comprised each of the three major domains.  These domains and the core ideas and 

techniques that comprise the domains directly informed the development of the FN curriculum. 

Initial Evaluation 

Data gathered from pre- and post-interviews revealed five major domains: (a) 

appreciating threat, (b) non-verbal communication, (c) impact of a crowd, (d) avoiding violence 

and disrespect, and (e) strategies to “save face.”  Table 3 illustrates the response frequency of 

domains and sub-domains for both pre- and post-interview participants, serving primarily to 

reflect the relative representativeness of responses.  The following is an analysis of the core 

themes that emerged in each of the five major domains with direct quotes from participants to 

illustrate concepts. 

Appreciating threat. This domain focused on whether or not participants in both the pre- 

and post-interviews identified the situation as threatening and with potential for a physical fight.  

Despite differences in the context of the situation across time points (i.e., pre-interviews involved 

a conflict over a romantic relationship while the post-interview presented a dilemma during a 

basketball game), participants at both time points felt the scenario posed a valid threat to the main 

character in the story. 

The appreciation of threat was further deconstructed into type of threat.  The responses 

were categorized into the core themes of threats to physical safety, social status and or threats to 

sense of self.  For instance, “Joe wants to fight him. Because of his actions that he's making, 

going up towards him,” (Post-Interview Participant 1; “Post1”) and, “Carlos may also be 

thinking that it's getting dangerous now,” (Post12) both exemplify the responses articulating 

threat to physical safety.  Suggesting participants appreciated a threat to social status, a 

respondent in the baseline interview said, “because people are gathering around and taking out 

their camera, so he's probably going to give in to peer pressure,” (Pre-Interview Participant 9; 

“Pre9”).  And lastly, as an example of a threat to sense of self, one pre-interview participant 

reported, “well he doesn't want to be embarrassed, so he might do something foolish,” (Pre17). 

In the post-interviews, there were fewer responses suggesting concerns for threats to internal 

sense of self and to social status.  The experience of threat to physical safety was similar between 

pre- and post-interview.  

Non-verbal communication.  In order to gauge participants’ awareness to the power of 

non-verbal communication, they were asked how body language could escalate the conflict in the 

both vignettes.  The majority of respondents stated that physical aggression could escalate the 

situation, with one participant noting that, “he could… put his hands on Victor, and it will 

obviously escalate from there,” (Pre15); and another stating, “Carlos could punch him in the 

face...he could push him,” (Post18).  This result was observed across time points, suggesting a 

prior understanding of non-verbal strategies in escalating conflict.  

In both the pre- and post-interview the importance of maintaining a safe space emerged as 

a core theme.  It is important to note that having a safe distance, awareness of the influence of 

body language in conflictual situations, and assertive communication skills were emphasized in 

the FN curriculum.  Moreover, to examine the techniques learned by the participants through the 
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curriculum, they were asked, “What could de-escalate the conflict?”  Compared to the pre-

interview, responses in the follow-up interviews illustrated the attention placed on maintaining a 

safe physical distance and using assertive communication as de-escalation strategies.  Participants 

reported that, “he's gotta make sure he's [at] a respectful distance away from Joe. And talk to him 

calmly so that there's no misunderstanding,” (Post14); that, “if he wants to de-escalate it, he can 

step back, show him that alright, I'll give you space - you have yours, and I have my space”  

(Post11); and that, “he could put his hands up and be like’ yo, it's not, I didn't mean to’ so that he 

could have that distance between them two,” (Post17).  Notably, these specific de-escalating 

strategies were not present in the responses of participants in the pre-interview.    

Impact of a crowd.  Both the pre- and post-interview vignettes involved a crowd in order 

to assess the presence of peers on participants’ perception of potentially aggressive situations.  Two 

core themes emerged concerning the role of friends: their ability to encourage the crowd to fight, 

as well as their ability to intervene to de-escalate the conflict.  In both pre and post-interview, the 

participants asserted that the presence of a crowd could likely persuade the main characters to fight 

(peer pressure) as illustrated in several responses: “because [there are] people who will try to keep 

him in, because they [crowd] want to see the fight,” (Pre13); and, “his friends might egg him on, 

like push him, hype him up to fight Joe,” (Post10).  Both vignettes elicited the importance placed 

on the main characters by participants to maintain face and an acceptable social reputation. As one 

respondent noted, “he doesn't wanna look like a so-called punk because society labels [you that] 

if you walk away from a fight, as a punk, and you're not worthy of doing anything,” (Pre15).   

The responses of the participants highlighted the power of friends and bystanders to offer 

an “out” or exit strategy to someone at risk for fighting.  In the post-interview, participants were 

more frequently able to articulate the use of a crowd to de-escalate a potential conflict (60% of 

pre-interview participants shared this crowd influence vs. 94% among post-interview 

participants).  Notably, the extent to which participants reported the crowd could encourage 

fighting fell from pre- to post-interview (65% to 50% of participants, respectively), suggesting 

that participants were beginning to view the presence of friends as an opportunity to de-escalate 

a situation. 

Avoiding violence and disrespect.  The overarching goal in the development of the FN 

curriculum was to learn from young people how they respond to potential threats in ways that 

avoid violence while saving face.  In this domain three core themes emerged regarding participants 

beliefs about the possibility of avoiding violence while saving face: (a) avoiding violence was not 

possible, (b) avoiding violence was possible but no specific strategy was provided and (c) avoiding 

violence was possible with specific strategy provided.  We posited that by teaching specific 

contextually- and culturally-relevant tactics for de-escalating a potential conflict, the participants 

would be more likely to consider and report de-escalation as an acceptable option in the post-

interview.  In the pre-interview, several participants reported that in order to save face they would 

have to fight,  

for me [there] wouldn't be an option because if I'm surrounded by someone and 

someone's confronting me, and everyone's confronting me and taking out their camera, 

they're expecting to see something, so I'm not gonna sit there and act like I'm some 

pushover - it's not gonna happen. (Pre14)   

Some participants said it might be possible to de-escalate the situation but were unable to 

identify a specific strategy.  About a third of participants (35%) were able to identify a specific 

strategy that they felt would be effective (see Table 2 for examples).  In contrast, responses in the 

follow-up-interview revealed that all but one participant believed it was possible to save face and 
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prevent a fight, with a majority of those respondents offering at least one specific strategy.  In 

sum, the majority of the participants in the post-interview stated it was possible to avoid a fight 

and identified a strategy that would prevent them from being perceived as a coward.  

Strategies to save face.  While there are many strategies that can be used to manage a 

conflict in a manner that avoids violence while allowing both parties the opportunity to save face, 

four core themes emerged in this domain: (a) delaying the conflict, (b) finding common ground, 

(c) minimizing the conflict and (d) moving the interaction away from a crowd.  Participants in both 

the interview time points provided general or vague examples on ways to resolve the conflict 

without fighting while also saving face (e.g., talk it out, walk away, and apologize).  Two examples 

include: “well, at this point he could walk away but that might make it worse” (Pre8) and 

“hmm…talk to him. But, I feel like that would be hard to do” (Pre2).   

Generally, in the post-interview, the participants provided more sophisticated responses 

on how to resolve the potential conflict without the use of violence while also saving face.  For 

example, one of the pre-interview specific strategies suggested, “maybe he can be like ‘yo, let's 

go talk somewhere else’ or something like that” (Pre16).  Many of the participants in the follow-

up interview were able to provide specific and or more targeted strategies that were infused into 

the FN curriculum and apply them to the vignette.  Strategies offered by respondents included 

efforts to: “try to delay and say if there's a problem let's just talk about it later, like, we're in the 

middle of the game.” (Post7); or “move the fight away from the group, or he could respond by 

saying can we take this somewhere else, and then talk about it” (Post3).  Other respondents 

suggested keeping the focus on the situation at hand (i.e., the basketball game): “Yeah, he could 

be like...you know this is stupid. We shouldn't be fighting. Let's just keep on playing basketball.” 

(Post4); or “just be like I'm tired man, I didn't mean to, and I'm not trying to fight you, cause you 

know we're just playing ball (Post2).  

Discussion 

FN was developed to integrate the lived experience of youth who adhere to the code of 

the street into an intervention designed to prevent retaliatory violence.  From the focus groups, 

the development of the curriculum, to the strategies to be taught, and to initial efforts at 

evaluating the potential of the curriculum, this project sought to represent youth’s perspectives in 

each step of the process. The results of this study yield information which can support social 

service, education, and youth development practitioners seeking to incorporate young people’s 

voices and experiences into violence prevention and intervention efforts.   

The primary finding warranting consideration is that the strategies discussed were 

derived primarily from the youth themselves who told us what they felt worked in real life to 

respond to threats without violence.  Our data suggests that the youth in this study were already 

clearly aware of the threats that they come across in day-to-day life and did not need an 

intervention to further refine this awareness.  This is in line with the given the literature (e.g., 

Farrell, et al., 2011) that indicates that youth are well versed in the messages they receive from 

family, peers and the community as to when fighting is appropriate and when it is not.  FN 

teaches strategies that involvement of peers and friends in de-escalating interpersonal conflict. 

These strategies were more prevalent in the post- than in the pre-interview, suggesting that 

participants were at the very least more aware of specific ways peers can act to de-escalate 

conflict after working with the curriculum.   

Perhaps the most encouraging result of the initial FN curriculum testing occurred in 

increased optimism for violence prevention and pro-social alternatives to resolve interpersonal 

conflict between pre and post-interviews.  Prior to the training and focus group discussions, 
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about one-fourth of the participants indicated that there was little to no possibility to resolve the 

dilemma illustrated in the vignette without violence.  However, after participating in the 

interventions, a larger number of participants not only believed that violence need not be 

inevitable to resolve the problem while maintaining self-esteem, but also had creative, viable 

real-life strategies for achieving such a positive outcome. 

The two most noteworthy de-escalation strategies that allowed the participants to save-

face and interrupt a potentially violent encounter included gaining the capacity to search for 

common ground for a resolution and the emotional-cognitive capacity to imagine means to 

minimize the significance of the insult so as to avoid the need to resort to retaliatory violence.  

Furthermore, recognizing the utility of moving away from the crowd was another important 

strategy to eschew violence while saving face.  These two specific strategies may be helpful for 

practitioners to emphasize in their own work with youth violence prevention. 

Our findings are consistent with and extend previous work to explore the factors that 

influence minority youth to engage in violent behaviors. Mason et al.’s (2013) assessment of the 

youth risk behavior literature illuminated the nature of risk-taking among young people as a 

process fundamentally guided by structural factors, thus warranting a need for interventions 

grounded in socially-embedded lived experiences. Further, Farrell et al.’s (2015) examination of 

the relevance and usefulness of the Second Step violence prevention curriculum underscored the 

importance of the broader social ecology in influencing how effective the social-cognitive skills 

targeted by the curriculum could be.  Thus, our data strengthen previous recommendations for 

youth-serving practitioners and agencies to administer violence reduction services with 

thoughtful attention to risk and protective factors at individual, relationship, and community 

levels (Herrenkohl, et al., 2010).  Practitioners might also examine the domains elicited by youth 

from semi-structured interviews as promising areas for education and discussion for clients that 

struggle with violence, aggression, or delinquency.  For example, practitioners could work with 

clients on the strategies they can use to save face that make sense in the context of their lives 

while drawing on the examples presented in FN.  If clients have examples that they have 

rehearsed in session, they may be more likely to access them when needed in the moment when 

confronted by a threat.    

Limitations, Strengths, and Future Directions 

Interpretation of this study’s findings should be read with attention to its limitations. 

First, while the sample size of this study is considered appropriate for a qualitative study (Hill et 

al., 1997), future evaluation of FN with a larger sample size would allow for possible 

quantitative analysis to augment and explain these qualitative findings.  Second, having the same 

interviewer conduct both pre- and post-interviews for the initial evaluation may have introduced 

an unmeasured source of social desirability and/or expectancy bias.  To mitigate this threat, the 

first interviewer used pre-written semi-structured interview guides for both assessments and was 

not involved in the coding of primary transcripts. Moreover, we made several post hoc efforts to 

enhance the study’s credibility, transferability, dependability, and confirmability (Guba & 

Lincoln, 1994) including methodologic and analyst triangulation (Patton, 1999), as well as 

consideration and reporting of our research team’s background (i.e., reflexivity).  Third, all 

participants from this study were from a mid-size, urban city in the northeast - thus the results 

may not be generalizable to all populations.   

It would be premature to claim that participation in FN results in measurable changes in 

violent altercations or use of de-escalation strategies.  The data is from individual hypothetical 

situations, and not actual reports of using the techniques in the participant’s daily lives.  The 
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most important feature missing from this initial evaluation is whether participants can employ 

strategies in “real-life” settings and whether the use of strategies are associated with reduced 

onset or severity of violent altercations.  While the vignette methodology was useful in this study 

for eliciting qualitative data from an emic perspective, the vignettes themselves were not 

empirically-validated nor pilot-tested with the target population.  This limitation is inherent to 

the approach (Barter & Renold, 1999), and the vignettes were informed by the recurrent themes 

from the focus group discussions.   

Nonetheless, we believe the foundational efforts described in this paper are important, as 

high rates of drop-out and barriers to replication of treatment effects in community settings 

continue to stymie psychosocial interventions for young people.  Many have argued that this may 

due to a lack of research exploring how to apply evidence-informed approaches into diverse 

community settings and in ways that are socially-valid with the lived experience of the target 

population (Rounsaville, Caroll, & Onken, 2001; Leff, et al., 2010).  Though the process of 

creating a curriculum to prevent violence by using those with lived experiences appears to be a 

promising approach, the current analysis is clearly preliminary.  A rigorous evaluation of the 

curriculum using an internally and externally valid approach is necessary to demonstrate efficacy 

with the target population, guide process improvements, and ascertain FN’s potential for 

dissemination at scale.   
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Table 1. Demographics of participants in each phase of a study to develop a retaliatory violence 

prevention program, Fight Navigator 

 

 Curriculum Development Stage Initial Evaluation Stage 

N 20 individuals across 4 focus 

group discussions 

20 individuals (pre), 18 

individuals (post) 
   

Age Range (Years) 13-18 13-18 

 

Mean Age (Years) 15.7 16.2 

 
   

Male (%) 100 61 

 
   

Race/Ethnicity 50% Black 

30% White 

0.5% Asian 

20% Hispanic 

50% Black 

22% White 

16% Asian 

1% Hispanic 

 
   

Recruitment Setting Summer Youth Programs Summer Youth Programs 
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Table 2. Domains and core ideas identified in the curriculum development stage of a study to 

develop a retaliatory violence prevention program, Fight Navigator 

 

Domain Description Core Ideas  

Perceived 

influences on 

fighting 

behavior 

The types of situations that 

can arise that make it 

difficult to walk away from a 

fight 

1) Feeling disrespected 

2) Feeling the need to protect reputation 

3) Feeling the need to avoid 

victimization 

4) Feeling the need to stand up for those 

close to you 

  

Messages 

about fighting 

The types of messages that 

young people hear or receive 

from adults about fighting  

1) Messages are often mixed 

2) Questions and concerns about the 

utility of the messages received 

 

Ways to avoid 

fighting and 

still save face 

Techniques or strategies that 

can be used “in the moment” 

to respond to a threat without 

escalating to violence but 

also saving face 

1) Being assertive 

2) Humor/Minimization 

3) Delaying the confrontation 

4) Friends/others intervening 

5) Finding a common ground 
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Table 3. Core themes identified in the initial evaluation stage across pre- and post-interview 

domains in a study to develop a retaliatory violence prevention program, Fight Navigator 

 

Core themes by domain and sub-domain Pre-test 

 

% (N=20) 

Post-test 

 

% (N=18) 

Pre-post  

difference  

% 

Appreciating threat 

Threat to internal sense of self 

Threat to social status 

Threat to physical safety 

 

45 (9) 

65 (13) 

50 (10) 

 

28 (5) 

33 (6) 

61 (11) 

 

-17 

-32 

+11 

 

Non-verbal communication 

Maintain safe space 

 

20 (4) 

 

50 (9) 

 

+30 

 

Impact of the crowd 

Friends/crowd can encourage fighting 

Friends can intervene to de-escalate 

 

65 (13) 

60 (12) 

 

50 (9) 

94 (17) 

 

-15 

+34 

 

Avoiding violence and disrespect 

Not possible 

Might be possible, no specific strategy 

It is possible, identify specific strategy 

 

25 (5) 

40 (8) 

35 (7) 

 

6 (1) 

17 (3) 

78 (14) 

 

-19 

-23 

+43 

 

Strategies to save face 

Delaying the conflict 

Finding common ground 

Minimizing the conflict 

Moving the interaction away from the crowd 

 

10 (2) 

0 (0) 

25 (5) 

15 (3) 

 

6 (1) 

44 (8) 

61 (11) 

17 (3) 

 

-4 

+44 

+36 

+2 
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Figure 1. Brief description of the Fight Navigator curriculum 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

The goals of FN are threefold: (a) to build the capacity of participants to think critically and 

analyze potential factors in situations that could promote conflict, which create the dilemma 

of having to fight or be shamed, (b) to prepare participants outside of the threatening 

situation in order to access the best range of response options when faced with a real-life 

threat, and (c) to build awareness of pragmatic, in-the-moment skills for dealing with conflict 

without violence while maintaining one’s social reputation (i.e., save face). Guided by the 

aforementioned literature, the primary assumption of FN is that by improving capacity in 

these three domains, participants will be able to most effectively respond while still 

upholding their social reputation. 

 

FN consists of five sections: (a) introduction, (b) awareness, (c) preparedness, (d) strategies, 

and (e) wrap-up.  Each section utilizes a blend of pedagogical techniques, including group 

discussions, didactic components, and experiential exercises.   
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Figure 2. Pre- and post-interview vignettes provided to participants for the initial evaluation 

stage in a study to develop a retaliatory violence prevention program, Fight Navigator 

 

Pre-Interview Vignette. Dom went to a house party thrown by someone from his 

neighborhood.  He ran into Victor, who had previously dated Tina, the girl Dom was currently 

talking to.  Dom knew that Victor and Tina had not ended on good terms and that he was upset 

that Tina was starting to hang out with him. Victor walked up to Dom and said loudly “yo, you 

better stop talking to my girl.” A few others heard this, started to gather around and one of 

them took out his camera phone.   

Dom replied, “she’s not your girl and why don’t you mind your business?”  Victor then said, 

“why don’t you shut the hell up, bitch, what are you gonna do?” Both men moved closer to 

each other so they were right in each other’s faces.  Some of the people in the crowd were 

Dom’s friends and some were Victor’s friends.   

Post-Interview Vignette. Carlos was playing pickup basketball with Joe and four other 

friends.  Carlos drove hard to the basket and knocked Joe over.  Joe jumped up thinking it was 

intentional and shoved Carlos saying “what the hell was that?”  Carlos told him to relax and 

that he was just playing ball.  Joe took steps towards him.   

 

Carlos said, “so what’s up?” Joe said, “shut up unless you want to do something about it 

right now.”  Both men moved closer to each other so they were right in each other’s faces.  

Joe said, “let me know what you wanna do?” 
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