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Disrupting Systemic Racism: Reimagining 
the Role of Prevention Science



This PSMG series is designed to:

1.  prompt thoughtful, critical, action-oriented conversations
2. identify ways to re-tool, re-build, and re-envision the role of 
prevention science
3. elevating prevention science in efforts  to address racism and 
discrimination, using social justice and health equity lenses



PSMG Series presenters were charged sharing with the group:

1) How leading theoretical frameworks might be updated to carry cultural 
resonance and historical context beyond what has been promoted by those who have 
historically been in power;

2) How measurement strategies and tools may be adapted or developed to 
accurately and holistically measure social, cultural, and structural mechanisms that 
impact health;

3) How prevention interventions might promote health and reduce toxic 
environments. 



Translating Research into Protective Processes in African 
American Families: 

Buffering Effects of Race Related Experiences
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Data Source

Family and Community Health Study (FACHS)
• 897 African American families with a 10-11 year old children 

at time of recruitment
• 33% solo, 39% mother & partner;  < 1% mother-grandmother  
• Parents’ Mean Age: 35.3
• Education:  60.6% high school graduate
• Per capita income: $6597 (GA), $6403 (IA)
• Fulltime employment: 72% employed 
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Reducing Disparities through Family-
Centered Programs 

• “Strong families can prevent adverse outcomes 
for youth and parents (Berkel et al., 2011; Brody et al., 2010; 
Hops et al., 2001; Murry et al., 2012)



Family-Centered Delivery System for Prevention
• Families are considered the most fundamental, proximal social system 

for children’s development
• Thus, family-based programs can serve as a longitudinal & 

developmentally appropriate intervention for children
• Family-based programs that are culturally tailored may be an 

appropriate venue to address health disparities 



Mechanisms of Change in  Family-Centered Programs

• Enhance family processes and relationships that 
promote strength and resilience
• Evince positive changes in family functioning, that in 

turn, decrease manifestation of health problems 
among children and parents. 



Translating Basic Research to Practice
Longitudinal, Developmental

• Contextual pathways to
psychological adjustment
among rural African American 

children and youth

Prevention/Intervention
• Strong African American

Families Program  (SAAF)
• Pathways for African Americans 

Success (PAAS)©



Conceptual Model for the Development and Implementation of 
Family-Centered Prevention Programs for African Americans

Longitudinal, 
developmental 
research with rural 
African American 
families

Causative Theory
• Model of distal and proximal

processes and prevention
targets
• Mediators and moderators of

prevention effects Preventive 
intervention 
efficacy –
SAAF & PAAS

Dissemination: 
Community-based 
effectiveness trials 

Partnerships with 
African American 
community members
• Focus groups
• Community liaisons
• Community

ambassadors

Prescriptive Theory
• Implementation guidelines
• Training and technical support
• Utilization
• Monitoring implementation

quality
• Requisite dosage levels
• Fidelity
• Moderators of implementation

and utilization quality



Malleable Target

Malleable Targets



Preadolescent/Young adolescent

Intervention-targeted Mediators

Regulated-
communicative 
Parenting

•Involved-vigilant 
parenting

•Supportive, 
affectively positive 
relationships
•Communication 
about sex and 
substance use
•Adaptive racial 
socialization

Youth Intrapersonal 
Protective Processes 

• Future orientation

•Self-regulation
•Emotional regulation
•Racial pride
•Resistance efficacy
•Negative prototypes 
of sexual initiators and 
substance users

Vulnerability to HIV-
related Risk Behavior

• Early initiation of 
sexual intercourse

•Initiation of substance 
use 
•Affiliation with risk-
taking peers

HIV-related Risk 
Behavior

Unprotected 
sexual intercourse

•Multiple sexual 
partners
•Continuing 
substance use 

Intervention-Targeted 
Outcomes

(Middle School)

Distal Outcomes

(High School, Young 
adulthood)

SAAF/PAAS Causative Model



Content of  SAAF/PAAS
Caregiver sessions (1hr)

qnurturance, monitoring, control, 
and consistent non-punitive 
discipline

qestablishing clear expectations 
regarding alcohol use

qstrategies for communicating 
about sex

qstrategies for adaptive racial 
socialization

nYouth sessions (1hr)
qimportance of  having and 

abiding by household rules
qnegative attitudes regarding the 

use of  alcohol and other drugs
qsimilarities and differences 

between themselves and peers 
who use alcohol

qresistance efficacy
qadaptive behavioral strategies to 

use when encountering racism

• Joint family sessions (1hr)
– communication skills and activities aimed at increasing family cohesion and 

childrenʼs positive involvement with their families



Prevention/Intervention Targets with 
Rural African American Populations

Strong African American Families and Pathways for African 
American Success Programs
Promotes
o Involved, vigilant parenting
o Family relationship quality
o Racial socialization 
o Youth future orientation self-regulation, resistance efficacy, academic 

and social competence
o Inhibits
o Conduct disorders and depressive symptoms
o Alcohol/other substance use
o Early-onset sexual activity and other sexual risk taking practices 
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Figure 3. New User Proportions for Alcohol Use at Long-term Follow-up by Experimental 
Condition.

Figure 2. New User Proportions for Alcohol Use at Posttest by Experimental Condition.



• SAAF program targeted malleable, proximal parenting processes in 
the youths’ immediate family contexts that were hypothesized to 
facilitate increase youths willingness to avoid risky situation, even 
when there were risk opportunities available to them. Risk 
opportunity avoidance had immediate and long-term positive 
consequences for youth, preventing HIV related risk engaging 
behaviors.  

• Evidence of program sustainability 6 years post-program exposure, 
few incidences of unprotected sex, more monogamous relationships, 
less evidence of substance and drug use compared to the control 
group.   

Overall Findings



Transporting SAAF in Technology Delivery Platform 

PATHWAYS FOR AFRICAN AMERICAN SUCCESS 
(PAAS) PROGRAM







PAAS Delivery Platforms

Self-directed technology condition: 
Technology Intervention Assistants set up 
laptops at designated community centers, 
such as churches, youth centers, and 
libraries. TIAs directed participants to an 
available laptop, provided any necessary 
technical assistance, and remained in 
viewing sight to oversee session 
completion.

Facilitator-led small group condition: 
Three African-American community 
members (e.g., one for parent sessions and 
two for youth sessions)implemented the 
manualized PAAS curriculum. Twelve 
groups of  roughly 12 families per group 
met weekly, engaged in organized role-
playing activities and guided discussions 
with time allotted to ask questions.

Home mailed literature control condition: 
Families received a weekly mailing of  PAAS topical-related brochures and pamphlets, 
wherein the differences lie only in the delivery method. 









The Pathways for African American Success Program: 
Mitigating the Negative Consequences of Discrimination









Murry et al., (2014)
Promotes Marital Satisfaction and Stability
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The t-value is 2.01, p<.05. 
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Merging Neuro and Prevention Science
Background: Neuroimaging studies have implicated deficits in the fronto-striatal 
circuit in increased risk-taking behaviors. However, little is known about the role of 
functional coupling between the reward system (ventral striatum; VS) and regions 
responsible for emotional and cognitive control (prefrontal cortex; PFC) in relation 
to adolescent coping behaviors.

Study Purpose: To examine frontal-striatal changes during a reward-seeking task 
before and after exposure to PAAS.

Research Design: 47 African-Americans (AA) aged 11-14 years (66% males, M age = 
12.5 ± 1.0). Participants randomized to intervention (n=22) and waitlist (n=25) 
completed functional magnetic resonance imaging (fMRI) scans at pre- and post-
intervention and self-report measures of risk-taking and coping at pre-intervention 
and 3-month follow up.



Increases in VS-VLPFC 
coupling for the full 
sample were 
associated with 
improved coping skills 
at follow-up 
[B=2.20, SE=1.06, p≤.05] 
(Figure 4). 

Functional Connectivity During Reward-Seeking in Adolescents Enrolled in a Risk-Reduction Intervention 

PAAS participants [t(21)=2.88, 
p≤.01], but not Waitlist youth 
[t(24)=-0.69, NS], exhibited 
significant increases in functional 
coupling between the VS and 
ventrolateral PFC (VLPFC) over 
time (Figures 2 and 3).

These preliminary results suggest that 
PAAS, a family-based, culturally-salient, life-
skills program, may influence stronger 
coupling between reward-seeking and 
inhibitory control systems. 



• SAAF and PAAS not only provided an opportunity to evaluate the 
program’s effectiveness in changing the targeted behaviors but also 
allowed us to address an issue that is seldom addressed in prevention 
research: testing the theory on which the prevention program is based 
(Cicchetti & Toth, 1992; Coie et al., 1993; Spoth, Kavanagh, & Dishion, 2002).

• Testing of PAAS intervention on neural circuitry that governs 
adolescents decision making may hold promise for improving 
interventions targeting high risk behavior, linking biological 
mechanisms, psychological processes, and social-contextual factors to 
behavioral outcomes.  All for full testing of a biopsychosocial 
contextual model in preventive interventions 



Thank you!! 


