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ABSTRACT

Hispanic urban youth experience high levels of violence, access to drugs and alcohol, and limited
access to quality educational institutions, as well as a disproportionate use of substances. However,
youth exposed to multiple sources of support, such as values related to family centrality (e.g., family cohesion or familismo) and positive social networks, are less likely to use substances, and more
likely to value school and participate in community activities. The present study examines substance use and empowering-protective resources among a cohort of Hispanic students (N ¼ 538)
from a northeastern United States urban community. We also assessed the moderating influence
of gender using structural equation modeling (SEM) multigroup path analysis techniques. Results
indicate that access to more sociocultural resources, such as cohesive families (familismo) and
social supports, increases Hispanic adolescents’ community participation and school importance.
Outcomes also demonstrate the positive, yet diverging, effects of gender. Implications for community prevention and policy are discussed.

Introduction
Substance use is a significant public health concern among
youth throughout the United States. While the rates of
drug and alcohol use are highly alarming in both rural
and suburban communities, urban youths of color are disproportionately affected (Reiter, 2016). These youth are
particularly disadvantaged by a web of socially oppressive
circumstances that isolate them and limit access to supportive-others meant to mitigate drug and alcohol use
(Romero, 2016). Moreover, substance use prevention studies among urban youth of color all too often highlight the
damaging and disruptive environments in which these
young people live and, as a result, perpetuate negative
societal views of urban adolescents (Travis & Leech, 2014),
as well as limit the variety of options available to prevent
substance use and misuse (Kirshner, 2015). A better
understanding of the cultural wealth and empowering-protective resources among urban youth of color, but more
specifically Hispanic urban adolescents, could help offset
deficit approaches and positively contribute to the literature (e.g., Guerrero, Marsh, Khachikian, Amaro, &
Vega, 2013).
In the sections that follow, we first overview substance
use within the United States among Hispanic youth. We
then frame the contextual lens for the study, which is
based in empowerment theory (e.g., Zimmerman, 2000),

community participation;
empowerment; familismo;
gender differences; Hispanic
adolescents; school
importance; social support;
substance use

Yosso’s (2005) descriptions of cultural wealth, and the
extant research describing that these empowering resources (co)occur in a variety of contextual spaces. Following
this, we review the existing literature on family cohesion
(familismo), social support networks, school importance,
and community participation as empowering-protective
resources that mitigate drug and alcohol use among
Hispanic adolescents. We also provide a discussion on
gender variations among Hispanic adolescents in relation
to the aforementioned empowering-protective resources.
Given the previous literature and its limitations, we
hypothesized that both school importance and community
participation will mediate the influence family cohesion
(familismo) and social support have on 30-day substance
use. We also hypothesized that these effects will vary
between gender groups.

Literature review
Hispanic adolescents report disproportionately high rates of
substance use (e.g., marijuana, alcohol, and other drugs;
Guerrero et al., 2013). For instance, more than 30% of
Hispanic adolescents disclosed using drugs and alcohol in
2015 (Kann et al., 2016), while only representing 15% of all
U.S. adolescents (Federal Interagency Forum on Child and
Family Statistics, 2015). In addition, Hispanic adolescents
often begin using drugs and alcohol at earlier ages,
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when compared to White non-Hispanic youth (DiBello,
Gonzales, Young, Rodriguez, & Neighbors, 2015). These disproportionate rates of use and misuse can be attributed to a
variety of intersecting social inequities such as discrimination
(Schwartz et al., 2012) and environmental factors, which
include more community-level access points to drugs and
alcohol (Lardier, MacDonnell, Barrios, Garcia-Reid, & Reid,
2017a). Therefore, consignment to under-resourced urban
communities with high levels of poverty, numerous environmental access points to drugs and alcohol, and limited
access to quality prevention and treatment services negatively affects Hispanic youth’s physical and mental wellbeing (Paiva, Amoyal, Johnson, & Prochaska, 2014) and
increases the probability of using substances later in life
(Schwinn, Schinke, & Trent, 2010).
As the fastest-growing demographic group in the
United States, in conjunction with the disproportionate
rates of substance use, there is a burgeoning need to
understand the contextual nature of Hispanic youth substance use (Garcia-Reid, Hamme Peterson, Reid, &
Peterson, 2013). However, and more importantly, there is
a dearth of studies examining the cultural wealth (e.g.,
Yosso, 2005), or empowering-protective resources (e.g.,
family cohesion, social support, community participatory
activities, and school importance), present within and
among Hispanic youth and their community. This study
begins to address this literature gap. Examining empowering-protective resources may help stem the tide against the
use of drugs and alcohol, provide culturally and community responsive prevention-intervention initiatives, and
limit the perpetuation of deficit-based substance
use research.
Empowering-protective resources
There are important empowering-protective resources that
can be described as cultural wealth and may help mitigate
drug and alcohol use. Zimmerman (2000) described
empowerment and empowering-protective mechanisms as
those that “enhance wellness instead of fixing problems,
identify strengths instead of cataloging ‘risk’ factors, and
searching for environmental influences instead of blaming
victims” (p. 44). This view of preventive and empowering
resources highlights the vast array of cultural wealth and
resources often overlooked by prevention specialists. As
Yosso (2005) describes, cultural wealth includes those
resources that are drawn from communal funds of knowledge and meant to help navigate the social environment.
Moreover, these empowering-protective and cultural-based
resources provide bridges to additional resources that not
only increase youth empowerment, but also the probability
for positive life futures (Christens & Peterson, 2012).
These mechanisms are, however, not mutually exclusive,
but a dynamic process, nested in multiple spaces, at the
individual, situational, and environmental levels (GarciaReid et al., 2013). For example, family cohesion (familismo) represents a form of filial capital and an important
situational empowering-protective resource that provides

access to additional resources (e.g., social networks of
other adults; historical knowledge of navigating the community safely) and increases youth’s sense of community
(Calzada, Tamis-LeMonda, & Yoshikawa, 2012). This filial
resource also provides access to extended family that can
help buffer against substance-using behaviors (Calzada
et al., 2012). In addition, there are specific environmental
resources, such as at school and in the community, which
can help protect and provide additional access to social
and community capital meant to mitigate drug and alcohol use.
Family cohesion (familismo) and social
support networks
Family cohesion (familismo) is defined as an emotional
bond to the family and toward each member (Annunziata,
Hogue, Faw, & Liddle, 2006). Researchers have argued
that familismo and family cohesion are analogous terms,
with both focusing on close relationships among family
members (DiBello et al., 2015). Family cohesion (familismo) and the presence of additional social support
networks are both important dimensions in the developmental trajectories of Hispanic adolescents (DiBello et al.,
2015; Garcia-Reid, Reid, & Peterson, 2005). This is due, in
part, to Hispanic youth being more family and community
oriented than White non-Hispanic adolescents (Calzada
et al., 2012; Reyes & Elias, 2011).
A large number of studies have examined family cohesion (familismo) and the importance of social support networks on child and adolescent development and
preventing or reducing drug and alcohol use among
Hispanic youth (e.g., Calzada et al., 2012; DiBello et al.,
2015; Garcia-Reid et al., 2005; Gil, Wagner, & Vega, 2000;
Mendez-Luck, Applewhite, Lara, & Toyokawa, 2016; Reyes
& Elias, 2011). The accumulated knowledge indicates that
youth exposed to positive filial and other social supports
are likely to experience encouraging academic outcomes
(Garcia-Reid et al., 2005; Garcia-Reid, Peterson, & Reid,
2015; Hayes, Blake, Darensbourg, & Castillo, 2014;
Sanchez, Col
on, & Esparza, 2005), increased self-esteem,
limited psychological symptoms (Christens & Peterson,
2012), and a reduced probability of using substances
(Cupito, Stein, & Gonzalez, 2015; Garcia-Reid et al., 2013;
Lardier et al., 2017a). While such findings are promising,
the effect of both family cohesion (familismo; DiBello
et al., 2015) and access to social support networks on out~ez, Warren,
come behaviors (e.g., substance use; Basan
Crano, & Unger, 2014; Garcia-Reid et al., 2013) among
Hispanic youths needs further investigation.
Trends toward individualism have been noted among
Hispanic youth and adults in the United States; however,
the prevalence of traditional cultural values related to family centrality or familismo remains fundamental for many
within these communities (Uma~
na-Taylor et al., 2014). The
cultural value of familismo has been associated with numerous positive developmental outcomes. Recent investigations
highlight that familial cultural values are implicated in
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reducing drug and alcohol use (DiBello et al., 2015; Telzer,
Gonzales, & Fuligni, 2014; Wagner et al., 2010), limiting
depressive symptoms (Cupito et al., 2015; Lorenzo-Blanco,
Unger, Baezconde-Garbanati, Ritt-Olson, & Soto, 2012) and
psychological distress (Reyes & Elias, 2011), increasing
school importance (Garcia-Reid et al., 2015; Hayes et al.,
2014), and enhancing participation in community activities
(Chan, Ou, & Reynolds, 2014). For instance, in a longitudinal study, Wheeler and colleagues (2017) found among
Hispanic adolescents that while substance use outcomes
increased as youth aged, familial cultural values buffered
youth from participating in risk behaviors. In other investigations, familismo has been linked with increasing school
belongingness (Calzada et al., 2012; Cupito et al., 2015),
with one explanation for this being that youth want to do
better in school to make their families proud (Esparza &
Sanchez, 2008). In addition, familismo has been shown to
increase perceptions of support and cultural group connectedness, limit feelings of isolation (Corona, Campos, &
Chen, 2017), and enhance youth’s perceived sense of selfefficacy (Stein, Gonzalez, Cupito, Kiang, & Supple, 2015).
In the same way, access to multiple forms of social
support (e.g., teachers, peers, parents, siblings, counselors)
is associated with increasing school engagement and
~ez et al., 2014; Garcia-Reid et al.,
importance (Basan
2005), community participation, empowerment (Christens
& Peterson, 2012), and reducing the probability of drug
and alcohol use among Hispanic youth (Garcia-Reid et al.,
~ez and colleagues (2014) found
2013). Recently, Basan
among Hispanic youth that social support from non-parental adults (e.g., teachers, adult mentors in community)
encouraged appreciation of cultural values and reduced
the impact of stressful emotional experiences. Garcia-Reid
and colleagues (2015) also noted that Hispanic adolescents
who had access to multiple forms of social support (e.g.,
teachers, peers) were more likely to engage in school and
avoid participating in troublesome school behaviors (e.g.,
misbehaving in class, physical fights with students).
Furthermore, Hispanic youth with greater access to social
support and intergenerational, as well as multicultural, collaborations are less likely to take part in risk behaviors
such as drug and alcohol use (Garcia-Reid et al., 2013)
and are more inclined to have a greater sense of empowerment and participate in community activities toward social
change (e.g., advocacy, community cleanups; Christens &
Peterson, 2012). Multiple forms of social support have also
been associated longitudinally among Hispanic youth, with
school belongingness and success (LeFevre & Shaw, 2012)
reducing depressive symptoms (Farrell, Bolland, &
Cockerham, 2015; Sirin, Ryce, Gupta, & Rogers-Sirin,
2013) and limiting youth substance-using behaviors
(Prado et al., 2012).
Taken together, the current evidence suggests significant
connections among traditional cultural values related to
family (e.g., DiBello et al., 2015; Hayes et al., 2014), multiple forms of social support (e.g., Garcia-Reid et al., 2015),
and the effect these constructs have on school importance
and community participation. Studies also indicate that
these same constructs are implicated in reducing substance-
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using behaviors among Hispanic youth (Garcia-Reid et al.,
2013). Based on the present research, we predicted that
both family cohesion and access to social support networks
would positively affect both school importance and community participation, as well as have a negative effect on
substance-using behaviors.
School importance
Historically, schools have been viewed and broadcasted as
community locations where youth can seek support, guidance, and protection from negative external circumstances.
Yet, more often than not, this tends to be the case for
White non-Hispanic adolescents, whereas, adolescents of
color have less supportive and more negative relationships
with the public school system in the United States
(Lardier, Herr, Barrios, Garcia-Reid, & Reid, 2017b). For
Hispanic adolescents, schools represent locations of limited support, which are often under-resourced, with
underqualified teachers, and rampant academic failure
(Taines, 2011). These educational inequities have resulted
in Hispanic youth graduating at rates 10% lower than
White non-Hispanic students (Stetser & Stillwell, 2014). In
a recent discourse on meritocracy, Lardier et al., (2017b)
highlighted and commented that the lingering meritocratic
U.S. narrative not only fails urban youth of color, but
when buttressed against minimal supportive structures, it
leaves little options for success in high school and institutions of higher education.
Beyond the system failing urban youth of color, poor
school connectedness that results from limited support
increases the potential for academic failure, school
“pushout” (see Youth United for Change, 2011, for definition and discussion), and engaging in negative behaviors
such as violence, substance use, and gang activity (Taines,
2011). Unfortunately, youth involved in negative activities
(e.g., substance use) tend to have limited access to positive
sociocultural resources (e.g., adult mentors), and, in
turn, report a negative connection to their community
(Mannarini, Rochira, & Tal
o, 2014) and reduced engagement in community-based activities (Christens, Peterson,
Reid, & Garcia-Reid, 2013). However, when youth perceive
schools as supportive locations, these institutions can have
significant and positive effects on well-being (Crisp,
Taggart, & Nora, 2014).
Previous research has identified that school importance
increases academic achievement and reduces school
“pushout” (Crisp et al., 2014; Daly, Shin, Thakral, Selders,
& Vera, 2009), substance use, and other behavioral problems (Annunziata et al., 2006; Christens & Peterson,
2012). Hispanic adolescents with greater access to positive
family relationships and other social supports are also
likely to value school and academic performance, despite
living in under-resourced or impoverished community
locations (Hayes et al., 2014). For instance, Garcia-Reid
and colleagues (2015) recently documented among a sample of urban Hispanic students that access to positive
social supports in the form of parents and teachers
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increased school engagement and other positive school
outcomes. Researchers have expressed that such veneration
for school, despite schools being under-resourced and the
often tenuous relationship present between schools and
families among Hispanic adolescents, comes from specific
cultural values promoted through the family such as
respeto (i.e., respect for authority figures) and familismo
(DiBello et al., 2015). The inculcation of duty and loyalty
to family, as well as respect for authority figures, may
come across as a source of strength and help bridge relationships between teachers and students, and increase
school importance (Garcia-Reid et al., 2015); however, this
same deference for authority can also lead to teachers
viewing students as not academically capable because of
the unsubstantiated link between race/ethnicity, allegedly
docile behavior, and intelligence (Noguera, 2004). Hence,
while findings may be mixed, the extant research does
generally support that family cohesion and social support
have a positive effect on school importance.
Community participation
Community participation represents an additional resource
that is found to reduce the probability of substance use and
promote positive life futures (Speer & Peterson, 2000).
Community participation is a construct in substance use
prevention efforts that is characterized as the behavioral
manifestation of empowerment and implicated in prevention and empowering outcomes (Speer & Peterson, 2000).
Community participation comes in a variety of forms,
which include engaging in substance abuse prevention
activities (Lardier, Garcia-Reid, & Reid, 2018; Reid,
Forenza, Lardier, & Garcia-Reid, 2017), volunteering,
engaging in school activities, or taking part in other organizational or civic activities, such as writing a letter to a
newspaper (Chan et al., 2014) or improving the physical
conditions of the environment through, for instance, beautification projects (e.g., painting murals or creating community gardens; Wandersman & Florin, 2000). This
environmental concept is important, as many urban youth
are afforded few opportunities to engage in communitybased activities (Lardier et al., 2018; Lardier et al. 2017a),
resulting in less sociocultural resources to prevent negative
behaviors (Chan et al., 2014). There is, however, limited
research that examines the effect community participation
has in reducing substance use among racial and ethnic
minority adolescents (Speer, Peterson, Armstead, &
Allen, 2012).
Extant research has identified the positive influence
community participation has as an environmental and
school mechanism, on both empowerment and reducing
negative behavioral outcomes. Studies over the previous
decade have presented the positive influence community
participation has on both substance use prevention
(Peterson & Reid, 2003; Reid et al., 2017) and increasing
leadership qualities (Peterson, Speer, & Peterson, 2011).
Longitudinally, Chan and colleagues (2014) identified that
community
participation
activities,
during
early

adolescence, positively predicted academic, social-emotional, civic, and behavioral outcomes (i.e., less likely to
use drugs and alcohol) during emerging adulthood. Access
to a network of positive social supports (e.g., teachers,
parents, peers) also influences school engagement, which
in turn, as an organizational bridge (i.e., schools), positively affects community participation among Hispanic
student samples (Garcia-Reid et al., 2013; Garcia-Reid
et al., 2005). Given the present literature, community participation allows youth and other community members to
access a variety of additional social networks and more
broadly access other community-based resources, which
increases positive life-futures and reduces the probability
of engaging in drug and alcohol use. While such findings
are optimistic, additional research is needed that uncovers
the processes between family cohesion (familismo), social
support, and community participation on substance use.
Nonetheless, research supports our argument that both
family cohesion and social support predict community
participation, and that community participation is an
important empowering-protective resource implicated in
reducing substance use among Hispanic urban youth.
Gender variations among Hispanic youth
Empowerment and strengths-based theories and research
have stressed that the aforementioned mechanisms and
resources differ by gender (Christens & Peterson, 2012;
Speer et al., 2012; Zimmerman, 2000). Gender dynamics
have received increasing attention in the literature examining Hispanic youth and families. Over the past two decades, studies have documented that gender roles vary
within traditional Hispanic families and across larger society (Uma~
na-Taylor & Updegraff, 2013). These gender roles
are imbedded within the cultural values of machismo and
marianismo (Raffaelli & Ontai, 2004). Machismo highlights
the deference and dominance of and for males in traditional Hispanic families (Prelow, Loukas, & Jordan-Green,
2007). Marianismo emphasizes the submissiveness, obedience, and devotion of females to family in traditional
Hispanic families (Prelow et al., 2007). For instance, studies indicate that within traditional Hispanic families, girls
tend to participate in more housework than boys (Azmitia
& Brown, 2002; Raffaelli & Ontai, 2004) and are often
granted less freedom outside the home than boys
(Updegraff, Kim, Killoren, & Thayer, 2010). On the other
hand, within traditional Hispanic families, boys often
observe less parental monitoring and fewer restrictions
outside the home (e.g., curfew, involvement in after school
activities), when compared to girls (Updegraff et al., 2010).
Community participation, as a result, tends to be more
relevant for males, as they may be allocated more freedoms outside the home when compared to females
(Raffaelli & Ontai, 2004).
Family cohesion (familismo) may have the greatest effect
on decreasing negative behaviors for females, as they tend
to have more value for interpersonal relationships and
embody the familial cultural values of respeto and familismo
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(Cupito et al., 2015; Sanchez et al., 2005); however, this
relationship can also be attributed to gender roles of machismo and marianismo that are imbedded within traditional
Hispanic families (Raffaelli & Ontai, 2004). Studies have
also documented varying outcomes when it comes to
females’ academic success and school connection when buttressed against familial obligations (Cupito et al., 2015).
Yet, access to more social support networks has generally
been shown to increase school importance (Garcia-Reid
et al., 2005), perceptions of schools as communal spaces
(Cupito et al., 2015), and community participation
(Christens & Peterson, 2012), and reduce drug and alcohol
use among both male and female youth (Garcia-Reid et al.,
2013, 2015). Despite the presented research, there are a limited number of studies examining the intersection of family
cohesion (familismo) and academic outcomes for males,
which the present study examines (Cupito et al., 2015).
Gender differences have also been noted among
Hispanic adolescents in their drug and alcohol use
(Schwinn et al., 2010). For instance, national-level data
display that Hispanic adolescent males used marijuana and
other illicit substances (e.g., cocaine, heroin, and methamphetamine) at higher rates when compared to Hispanic
females; yet, Hispanic male (33.4%) and female (35.6%)
adolescents were almost evenly split in their 30-day alcohol use (Kann et al., 2016). Current empirical research,
however, indicates that Hispanic males are more likely to
use drugs and alcohol, due to less parental monitoring
and due to rigid hegemonic gender roles (e.g., machismo)
within traditional Hispanic culture (Lorenzo-Blanco et al.,
2015; Vaughan, Gassman, Jun, & Seitz de Martinez, 2015).
Given the presence of such variations, additional research
is needed to tease apart the effects between Hispanic males
and females. Our hypothesis does predict the presence of
gender differences among paths predicting a negative relationship with substance use.
Purpose and hypotheses
The purpose of the present study is to examine the positive effects family cohesion (familismo) and social support
have on community participation and school importance,
and indirectly on reducing 30-day substance use among
Hispanic urban youth. Moreover, how these mechanisms
are applied to reduce substance use may vary between
Hispanic males and females, due to traditional gender
roles present within traditional Hispanic families and perpetuated through larger society (Uma~
na-Taylor et al.,
2014). Therefore, we hypothesized the following:
H1: The influence family cohesion (familismo) and social
support had on 30-day substance use would be
mediated through community participation and
school importance.
H2: The influence family cohesion (familismo) and social
support had on 30-day substance use, through community participation and school importance, would
vary by gender.
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Methods
Sample and design
Data were collected in 2014 as part of a larger survey for
a Drug Free Communities (DFC) grant initiative in a
northeastern United States underserved urban community.
The purpose for this larger study was to understand the
beliefs, perceptions, and behaviors of adolescents within
the target community. This target community suffers from
high poverty, unemployment, population density, alcoholand tobacco-outlet density, and disenfranchisement. More
than 80% of the residents identify as either Black or
Hispanic, approximately 33% are foreign born, and 30% of
the city’s residents live below the poverty line (U.S.
Census Bureau, 2015).
Participants were sampled through convenience sampling methods from a large high school within the community. Students were recruited through their physical
education and health classes, which allowed all students an
equal opportunity to participate. All 2000 students within
the school in grades 9 through 12 were provided both parental consent and student assent forms. School district
personnel helped disseminate parent consent forms and
survey fact sheets to send home (with students). The consent letter and fact sheet were also mailed to students’
home addresses. Documented parental consent was
required for students to participate, as consistent with the
state statute. Those students who returned these signed
documents were eligible to participate in the survey
(N ¼ 737, or 36.8% response rate).
Students engaged in a 140-question self-administered
written survey during a one-hour time period. Surveys
were distributed among students within the classroom by
the research team. The survey measured various topics
including substance use (Kann et al., 2016), social support,
family cohesion (familismo; Gorman-Smith, Tolan, Zelli, &
Huesmann, 1996), school importance (Stevenson, Matton,
& Tetis, 1998), and community participation (Speer &
Peterson, 2000). Given the nature of many of these questions, methodological response bias is an inherent issue, as
youth tend to under-report drug and alcohol use, particularly those drugs deemed “worse,” such as heroin or
cocaine (Williams & Nowatzki, 2005). Evidence does,
Table 1. Demographics of Hispanic sample (N ¼ 538).
Full sample
Gender
Female
Male
Age (M ¼ 16.09)
13–15
16–18
Grade
9th
10th
11th
12th
Free or reduced-cost lunch
Yes
No

N

%

286
252

53.1
46.9

189
349

35.2
64.8

96
141
134
167

17.5
26.3
25.0
31.2

403
135

79.4
20.6
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Table 2. Correlations and descriptive statistics for study variables.
1

2

3

4

5

1. 30-Day substance use
–
–0.23 –0.23 –0.41 –0.12
2. Family cohesion
–0.12
–
0.39 0.28 0.22
3. Social support
–0.08
0.39
–
0.31 0.25
4. School importance
–0.21 0.07
0.19
–
0.15
5. Community participation 0.05
0.16 0.24 0.08
–
Mean
0.33
8.08
18.95
15.46
3.18
SD
0.47
2.17
4.96
1.54
2.72
a
.94
.70
.81
.73
.70
Note. Males upper quadrant and females lower quadrant.
p < .05; p < .01.

however, suggest that there is a degree of validity to
adolescents’ reports of substance use (Williams &
Nowatzki, 2005).
See Table 1 for demographics. The surveyed sample
(N ¼ 737) was largely Hispanic (73%). The current sample
was delimited from the original sample to represent
Hispanic adolescents (N ¼ 538). This delimited sample was
almost evenly split between males (N ¼ 252; 46.9%) and
females (N ¼ 286; 53.1%). Students ranged between 13 and
18 years of age, with the largest group of adolescents
between 16 and 18 years of age (N ¼ 349; 64.8%). Ninth
graders comprised 17.5% of the sample, tenth graders
26.3%, eleventh graders 25.0%, and twelfth graders 31.2%.
A large majority of the sample (79.4%) received free or
reduced-cost lunch (i.e., a proxy for low socioeconomic
status; Speer et al., 2012).

studies among urban youth that have shown similarly
lower means and reported significant results (Christens &
Peterson, 2012). Our results were also highly skewed
(3.29) and leptokurtic (10.21); however, all analytic procedures were run through AMOS SEM software, which
examines the covariance matrix through maximum likelihood (ML) estimations and sidesteps issues of normality
(Hancock & Liu, 2012). Therefore, transformations were
not employed.

Predictor measures
Family cohesion
Family cohesion (familismo) was measured using three
items from the Family Relations Scale/Cohesion Scale
(Arthur, Hawkins, Pollard, Catalano, & Baglioni, 2002).
The scale measured the level of cohesiveness among family
members (sample items: Family members spend free time
with each other; Family members feel very close to each
other; Cronbach’s a ¼ .70). Responses were recorded using
a four-point Likert scale ranging from not true (1) to true
a lot of the time (4). Results were summed to reflect
higher levels of family cohesion with a mean of
8.08 (SD ¼ 2.17).

Social support
Measurement
Five variables were examined in this study, with 30-day
substance use serving as the criterion variable. Descriptive
statistics, alpha level reliabilities (Cronbach’s a), and a
correlation matrix are presented in Table 2.
Criterion measure
Thirty-day substance use
Thirty-day substance use is based upon the four domains
of the alcohol, tobacco, and other drug (ATOD) use constructs from the Youth Risk Behavior Surveillance Survey
(YRBSS). This measure is a standard and psychometrically
validated outcome measure used among nationally representative samples of U.S. youth and young adults (Kann
et al., 2014). The use of the 30-day substance use measure
allows for comparison with larger nationally representative
study findings such as those from the YRBSS (Kann
et al., 2014).
Questions assess 30-day substance use and smoking
habits (sample items: During the past month, how many
days did you use marijuana? During the past month, how
many days did you use marijuana?; Kann et al., 2016).
Responses ranged from 0 days (0) to all 30 days (4) and
were combined and the mean taken to represent greater
levels of substance use (Cronbach’s a ¼ 0.94). Response
options ranged from 0.00 to 4.00 (M ¼ 0.33, SD ¼ 0.47).
On average, students reported lower rates of substance
use, which is not atypical when considering previous

The social support measure is derived from the Social
Support for Adolescents Scale, which consists of seven
items assessing the level of support/helpfulness among a
variety of sources including, friends, school personnel, and
non-parental supports (sample item: How helpful are the
following people when you need them most?; Arthur
et al., 2002). Responses were recorded using a four-point
Likert scale ranging from not at all helpful (1) to a great
deal helpful (4; Cronbach’s a ¼ .81). Results were combined to reflect higher levels of social support with a mean
of 18.95 (SD ¼ 4.96).

School Importance
School importance was measured using four items from
the Student Survey of Risk and Protective Factors/
Academic Failure Scale (Arthur et al., 2002). Students
responded to these four self-report items (Cronbach’s
a ¼ .73), with the first question asking students to selfreport their academic grades, ranging from mostly Fs (1)
to mostly As (5). The second set of items assessed school
importance (sample items: How important is a high school
diploma in reaching your life goals? How important is
going to college in reaching your life goals?), using a fivepoint Likert-type scale from not all important (1) to very
important (5; Stevenson et al., 1998). Responses were
summed to reflect greater perceptions of school importance with a mean score of 15.46 (SD ¼ 1.54).
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Community Participation
Community participation was assessed using a three-item
self-report measure derived from the Student Survey of
Risk and Protective Factors/Community Participation scale
(Speer & Peterson, 2000). This measure assesses participation in community activities (sample items: How often do
you go to meetings/activities for a club/youth group?
How often do you talk to an adult about what you are
thinking?). Responses ranged from never (1) to almost
every day (4) and were combined to reflect higher levels
of community participation (Cronbach’s a ¼ .70). The
mean score among participants was 3.18 (SD ¼ 2.72).
Data analysis plan
Missing data were examined, with the largest amount of
missing data present for any variable at 15% and related
to 30-day substance use. Little’s Missing Completely at
Random (MCAR) test (Little, 1988) further revealed these
data were missing completely at random (v2 (11) ¼ 17.79,
p ¼ .08). However, maximum likelihood (ML) procedures
have been identified as an appropriate method for handling such missing data (Hancock & Liu, 2012). Therefore,
ML procedures in AMOS SEM software were used, which
addresses missing data and parameter estimates, and estimates standard error in a single step (Hancock & Liu,
2012). Following missing data analyses, preliminary analyses were run to assess correlations among main study variables between males and females (see Table 2). During
preliminary analyses, normality and issues of collinearity
were assessed. All variables were within appropriate
parameters, with the exception of 30-day substance use,
which was highly skewed (3.29) and leptokurtic (10.21).
The hypothesized multigroup model was examined
using AMOS v.21.0 with an unconstrained model run first,
followed by a constrained model (Hoyle, 2012). The
unconstrained model allowed all parameters to be freely
estimated across groups. Next, equality constraints were
imposed. This method tested whether parameter values
are invariant at the model level. Chi-square difference
(v2diff) testing (Gaskin, 2012) was used to further examine
whether a significant difference was present between the
constrained and unconstrained models among groups; or
if moderation is present at the model level. Should the
model fit poorly, indicating no significant difference based
on gender, path-specific moderation will be examined,
which inspects each individual path for invariance (Hoyle,
2012). Finally, the decompensation of effects were examined as an analytical method to understand the relative
strength of the direct, indirect, and total effects (Ditlevsen,
Christensen, Lynch, Damsgaard, & Keiding, 2005).
Model fit indices that are considered robust were used
to examine model fit (West, Taylor, & Wei, 2012). Model
fit indices included v2 test, comparative fit index (CFI),
goodness of fit index (GFI), Tucker-Lewis index (TLI) and
root mean square error of approximation (RMSEA). To
asses these indices, several rules are in place: non-significant v2 values indicate acceptable model fit; a TLI of lower
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than 0.90 is desirable, with 0.05 change in TLI between
the unconstrained and constrained model also discussed as
an indicator of moderation; higher values (i.e., greater
than 0.95) on the CFI and GFI and smaller RMSEA (i.e.,
less than 0.09) are desirable; RMSEA that are .05 ¼ good
fit and .05–.08 ¼ acceptable fit (West et al., 2012).

Results
Preliminary analysis
Correlation analyses were run among main study variables. Between subsamples (see Table 2), community participation was not correlated with the outcome variable,
30-day substance use for males (N ¼ 248). Interestingly,
among females (N ¼ 286), family cohesion (familismo) had
no relationship with school importance, and neither social
support nor community participation was associated with
30-day substance use. Age, grade, and free or reduced-cost
lunch were examined as potential controls. Free or
reduced-cost lunch status was retained as a control for
subsequent analyses, due to the positive relationship it had
with 30-day substance use.
Analytic results
The hypothesized model tested the direct and indirect
effects that protective mechanisms had on 30-day substance use, using maximum likelihood estimations (see
Figure 1). The unconstrained model demonstrated good
overall model fit (v2(12) ¼ 12.04, p ¼ .44; GFI ¼ 0.99;
AGFI ¼ 0.97;
RMSEA ¼ 0.03;
TLI ¼ 0.84;
CMIN/
DF ¼ 1.00). Next, a constrained model was tested for moderation. The model was found to have less than reasonable
fit (v2(20) ¼ 35.19, p ¼ .019; GFI ¼ 0.97; AGFI ¼ 0.95;
RMSEA ¼ 0.04; TLI ¼ 0.99; CMIN/DF ¼ 1.77). Chi-square
difference (v2diff) test illustrated moderation at the model
level (v2diff(8) ¼ 23.15, p ¼ .003). The more parsimonious
model with the smaller-chi square was, therefore, retained
for further analyses (West et al., 2012). Results indicate
that the influence of these protective resources on 30-day
substance use did vary by gender among this cohort of
Hispanic youth. The final model accounted for 12% of the
variability in 30-day substance use for males and approximately 5% for females; 15% of the variability in school
importance for males and 4% for females; and 8% of the
variability in community participation for males and 7%
for females (see Figure 1).
The unconstrained model revealed some variation
between gender groups (see Figure 1). Individual paths
were also examined for invariance by gender. Bolded paths
in Figure 1 specify moderation. Standardized regression
weights are presented. Path-by-path analysis uncovered,
first, that the relationship between family cohesion (familismo) and school importance was significantly different
between gender groups. Path results indicated that family
cohesion (familismo) had a positive influence on perceived
school importance for males (b ¼ .17, p < .01), with no
relationship evident for females. The second path that
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Figure 1. Unconstrained path model testing protective empowerment-based mechanisms on perception of risk and alcohol, tobacco, and other drug (ATOD)
use. Note. Female parameter estimates within parentheses and male outside parentheses. Variance estimates for full Sample. Moderated paths in bold. Model
fit statistics: Chi-square v2(14) ¼ 16.90, p ¼. 26; RMSEA ¼ 0.02, GFI ¼ 0.99, AGFI ¼ 0.97, TLI ¼ 0.98; CMIN/DF <2.00. p < .05; p < .01; p < .001.

Table 3. Decomposition of effects for unconstrained model.
Indirect effect
via

Ratio of indirect to
total effect

Gender

Criterion variable

Predictor variable

Total effect

Direct effect

CP

School importance

CP

School importance

Males

30-day substance use
30-day substance use

–0.09
–0.09
–
–0.04

–

Females

Family cohesion
Social support
Family cohesion
Social support

–0.03
–0.03
–
–

–0.05
–0.06
–
–0.03

0.33
0.35
–
–

0.55
0.63
–
0.88

0.15
–

Note. CP: community participation.

differed significantly by gender was the relationship
between community participation and 30-day substance
use. Path findings displayed that a more robust negative
effect between community participation and 30-day substance use was more likely to be present for males (b ¼
.18, p < .001) than females (b ¼ .09, p < .01). This
outcome may point toward the differentiation in gender
roles within Hispanic families, as prior research indicates
that Hispanic males tend to have more freedom and
engage in the community more than females (Raffaelli &
Ontai, 2004). Beyond these paths, the unconstrained
model also revealed that family cohesion (familismo) had a
positive direct effect on community participation for males
only (b ¼ .15, p < .05), and a direct negative influence on
30-day substance use for Hispanic females only (b ¼ .15,
p < .01). In addition, social support positively influenced
both school importance and community participation directly for both males and females, and had a negative indirect influence on substance use between both groups Table
3). Finally, school importance had a negative direct effect
on 30-day substance use for both males (b ¼ –.26,
p < .001) and females (b ¼ .16, p < .01), indicating that
Hispanic youth who had higher composite scores in
school importance were less likely to use substances.
The decompensation of effects are presented in Table 3.
For Hispanic males, the ratio of the indirect effect, –0.03,
to the total effect of –0.09, indicates that 33% of the effect
family cohesion (familismo) had on 30-day substance use

was through community participation. Likewise, 55% of
the effect family cohesion (familismo) had on 30-day substance use was through school importance for Hispanic
males. Similar mediating effects were also found between
social support and 30-day substance use, through both
community participation (35%) and school importance
(63%) for Hispanic males.
Although among Hispanic females family cohesion (familismo) had a positive role in reducing 30-day substance use
directly, indirect effects were not present through school
importance or community participation. However, more
than 80% of the effect social support networks had on reducing 30-day substance use was through school importance for
Hispanic females. This result is consistent with prior
research that indicates the important role of the school for
Hispanic females, particularly when placed alongside a
larger network of social supports (Garcia-Reid et al., 2015).
Taken together, findings begin to point toward the important roles of family cohesion (familismo) and social support
networks in not only reducing substance use, but also in
community participation and feeling connected to school
for Hispanic adolescents.

Discussion
Examining those mechanisms that can work toward protecting Hispanic youth from using substances at multiple
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systems levels is an essential line of inquiry. Such research
allows for a more holistic view of community substance
use prevention and may enable researchers and prevention
specialists alike to better understand the array of community resources present for Hispanic youth in underresourced communities (e.g., family or other social supports, schools, and other community organizations), but
often goes unrecognized. Such resources can be leveraged
to reduce and prevent drug and alcohol use among
Hispanic youth. In addition, taking into consideration
gender variations among Hispanic adolescents has important implications for how substance use prevention-interventions are designed and implemented. Therefore,
focusing on community resources and wellness through a
strengths-based, empowerment lens, and accounting for
the diverging lived experiences between Hispanic males
and females, can help draw attention to those resources
present among Hispanic urban youth by gender group
and move substance use research away from deficits
and “risk.”
The results from this study contribute to a growing
body of literature on Hispanic adolescents. Findings support results from previous investigations that highlight the
importance of family cohesion (familismo) for and among
~ez et al., 2014; Garcia-Reid et al.,
Hispanic youth (Basan
2005), and the equally important presence of social support networks (e.g., peers, teachers, community mentors).
Based upon outcomes from this study, access to larger
social support networks (e.g., both kin and non-kin social
supports such as mentors or teachers) predicts school
importance and community participation among both
males and females. These results complement and extend
prior research that have found access to more sociocultural resources, such as social supports, increases Hispanic
adolescents’ engagement in community participatory activities and perceptions of school importance (Christens &
Peterson, 2012) and reduces substance use (Garcia-Reid
et al., 2015). Findings also indicate that not only is viewing
schools as an important institution needed to buffer substance use, but it may be equally important to involve
young people in community activities, both within the
school and outside in the larger community, to buffer
against drug and alcohol use (Hayes et al., 2014).
In addition, outcomes from this study underscore the
positive, yet diverging, effects of gender on protective
empowerment-based resources and 30-day substance use
(Christens & Peterson, 2012; Garcia-Reid et al., 2013;
Uma~
na-Taylor & Updegraff, 2013). For example, family
cohesion (familismo) and access to social support networks
positively predicted community participation and school
importance among this sample of Hispanic adolescents;
although, family cohesion (familismo) was only found to
increase school importance and community participation
for males. This outcome is consistent with prior research,
which has found that Hispanic boys experience less parental monitoring and restrictions outside the home and are
encouraged to engage in community-related activities
(Updegraff et al., 2010), whereas females, based in cultural
values of marianismo, often have more filial obligations,
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which limits community participation and school activities
(Cupito et al., 2015; Sanchez et al., 2005). Our results also
indicate that family cohesion (familismo) had a negative
direct effect on 30-day substance use for females only.
This result supports previous investigations (e.g., Cupito
et al., 2015; Sanchez et al., 2005) that have shown family
cohesion (familismo) to have the greatest impact on
decreasing negative behaviors for females, due to a greater
value for interpersonal relationships. But again, this conclusion may be more robust due to the perpetuation of
gender roles that are valued and maintained within and
among traditional Hispanic families (e.g., machismo and
marianismo), and may unintentionally protect one gender
group over another.
Overall, conclusions drawn from this study indicate
that family cohesion (familismo) and social support,
although displaying moderating effects by gender, may
affect youth’s perceptions of school and community
engagement, which are both theoretically and practically
implicated in reducing substance use (Garcia-Reid et al.,
2013; Peterson & Reid, 2003). Furthermore, results point
toward the role of school importance for both gender
groups in reducing drug and alcohol use; yet, findings also
build upon how we understand Hispanic males’ perceived
school importance and its effect on negative behaviors
(Cupito et al., 2015). Moreover, results extend previous
investigations (e.g., Christens & Peterson, 2012) and call
attention to the importance of having access to multiple
sources of support, both within the family and outside the
family, for increasing school importance, access to community-based activities and organizations, and reducing
substance use. Finally, this study tested and supported previous findings (e.g., Christens et al., 2013; Peterson &
Reid, 2003; Peterson et al., 2011), indicating that community participation had a negative association with substance-using behaviors among Hispanic youth.
Recommendations for community prevention
initiatives
Community prevention specialists need to consider the
confluence of empowering protective-based mechanisms to
provide gender-specific, culturally responsive, communityfocused substance abuse prevention-interventions. While
this study is cross-sectional and not an exhaustive examination of all mechanisms of support over time, the results
suggest that social support and family cohesion (familismo) augment community engagement and school
importance, which can be leveraged to reduce substance
use. More importantly, these paths differed based on gender, pointing toward the presence and need for examining
gender roles among Hispanic youth. Therefore, prevention
specialists may do well to consider the diverging lived
experiences of Hispanic adolescent males and females, and
how gender may further influence community participation. Prevention specialists should take into consideration
the cultural wealth of under-resourced urban communities
and Hispanic adolescents, and how these resources may

260

D. T. LARDIER ET AL.

provide culturally responsive prevention-interventions to
reduce substance use and abuse.
Based upon findings from the present study, community substance abuse prevention specialists need to also
keep in mind the presence of kin and non-kin social supports in the community. More specifically, substance abuse
prevention specialists should consider how these individuals may help reduce youth substance use and engage youth
to participate in community prevention activities. These
adult mentors can aid prevention specialists in counteracting the social pressures youth may experience to use substances in their community. Previous studies have
identified community- and school-based initiatives as
models to increase the facilitation of empowering relationships between youth and their teachers and mentors
(Kirshner, 2015).
As researchers and facilitators of change, we are
responsible for providing youth in under-resourced urban
communities the necessary social resources to achieve
their goals, abstain from negative behaviors, and increase
their capacity to be active and empowered community
members. Although preliminary and in need of longitudinal corroboration, our study findings show broadly that
to effectively impact Hispanic males and females, families
and other social supports need to work collaboratively to
identify and promote community resources that reduce
negative health behaviors, such as substance use. For
example, coalitions, such as those funded through the
Drug Free Communities grant program, may offer promising results to efficiently build capacity and address the
diverging needs of community members. Therefore, to
effectively reduce substance use among Hispanic adolescents, prevention-intervention policies need to be personor group-centered and culturally responsive.
Limitations
Although these findings have significant implications, the
present study has several limitations that should be considered. First, the study is cross-sectional and not longitudinal and uses a specific cohort of Hispanic youth from a
specific location within the United States. Although crosssectional research is important for researchers to conceptualize models to test longitudinally (Peterson, 2014), our
findings should be interpreted with caution. Future studies
are encouraged to use longitudinal data among a broader
sample of Hispanic adolescents. The second limitation
involves the within-group differences and generational status of these Hispanic youth. Although demographically
labeled “Hispanic,” there are significant within-group variations, based on ethnic background (e.g., Puerto Rican,
Dominican, Cuban, Mexican, etc.), generational status
(e.g., newly immigrated versus third generation), and socioeconomic status that should be considered in future survey designs. The third limitation concerns self-report data
and issues of methodological response bias, which involves
often over- or under-reporting of certain behaviors or
thoughts. Although rates of substance use were low among

our sample of Hispanic adolescents, similar rates of report
have been used in SEM path analysis techniques (e.g.,
Christens & Peterson, 2012). For instance, Christens and
Peterson (2012) reported a 1.46 rate of use out of 6 and
Tyler and Melander (2015) reported an average of .55 on
a mean scale. Therefore, although small mean response
rates may provide a limitation, it should not influence the
significance and importance of our results, and researchers
have long since argued that adolescents are the best
informants of their life circumstances (Garbarino,
Kostelny, & Dubrow, 1991). A fourth limitation concerns
the response rate for the survey (36.8%). Even though this
response rate is considered low among school-based surveys and concomitant with methodological response bias
(Nulty, 2008), it must be understood in relation with state
laws from where these data were acquired, which require
active parental consent. The literature suggests that active
parental consent can influence consent procedures and
reduce overall response rates among students (White, Hill,
& Effendi, 2004). Similarly, a final limitation concerns the
limited distribution between grade level among the
sampled students, which may have skewed rates of substance use. Therefore, future school-based research needs
to consider these implications and work with the school
district to sample a larger, non-probability quota-based
sample of students, between grades, to offset issues associated with response rate, methodological response bias, and
limited variation among grade levels (Wolf, Joye, Smith, &
Fu, 2016). Despite these limitations, this study pushes our
understanding of protective empowering-based resources
on substance use among urban Hispanic adolescents.

Conclusion
Our study findings are consistent with previous research
in both the empowerment and substance use literature.
The mediating effect of both school importance and community participation points toward the need for creating
school-based youth service programs where youth can
develop supportive relationships with adult mentors.
Policymakers should consider increasing funding for
urban communities, which would allow for the creation of
more community-based organizations and in turn increase
community-participation opportunities. As prevention specialists, we must also attend to the within-group diversity
of Hispanic youth and adults, especially based on gender,
and understand the specific mechanisms that protect one
gender group over another. This means that one-size-fits-all substance use prevention approaches should be
discouraged and those with specific target audiences encouraged.
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