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Abstract

Self-identification with ethnic-specific labels may indicate successful ethnic identity formation,

which could protect against substance use. Alternatively, it might indicate affiliation with

oppositional subcultures, a potential risk factor. This study examined longitudinal associations

between ethnic labels and substance use among 1,575 Hispanic adolescents in Los Angeles.

Adolescents who identified as Cholo or La Raza in 9th grade were at increased risk of past-month

substance use in 11th grade. Associations were similar across gender and were not confounded by

socioeconomic status, ethnic identity development, acculturation, or language use. Targeted

prevention interventions for adolescents who identify with these subcultures may be warranted.
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Hispanics and Hispanic communities in the United States are at a disadvantage with regard

to numerous public health and social problems including use of alcohol, tobacco, and other

drugs, poverty, low educational attainment, depression, and HIV/AIDS (Johnston,

O’Malley, Bachman, & Schulenberg, 2012; Prado, Szapocznik, Maldonado-Molino,

Schwartz, & Pantin, 2003). Hispanics represent the largest racial/ethnic minority group in

the United States; they comprise 16.3% of the total population and are projected to comprise

30% of the total population by 2050 (Rumbaut, 2011). The Hispanic population in the

United States is relatively young, with nearly 40% under 21 years of age (Marotta & Garcia,

2003; Ramírez & de la Cruz, 2003). Because Hispanic adolescents are at increased risk of

early tobacco, alcohol, and illicit drug use relative to non-Hispanic White and African

American adolescents (Johnston et al., 2012; Szapocznik, Prado, Burlew, Williams, &

Santisteban, 2007), the future health and well-being of the Hispanic American population

warrants immediate concern and attention (Prado et al., 2003).
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Far from a monolithic group, “Hispanics” include individuals from a variety of national and

cultural backgrounds, and they express varied ethnic and subcultural Hispanic identities

(Holley et al., 2009). The extent and quality of their interactions with both their cultures of

origin and the U.S. culture, and the cultural identities they adopt personally, may influence

their decisions about engaging in health-promoting and health-compromising behaviors

(Guzman, Santiago-Rivera, & Hasse, 2005; Marcell, 1994; Umaña-Taylor & Fine, 2001).

Indeed, research reveals significant variation in adolescent substance use across national

subgroups such as Mexican Americans, Puerto Ricans, Cuban Americans, and Salvadoran

Americans (Delva et al., 2005; Prado et al., 2009; Vaeth, Caetano, Ramisetty-Mikler, &

Rodriguez, 2009) and among first-, second-, and third-generation Hispanic Americans

(Eitle, Wahl, & Aranda, 2009), as well as associations between substance use and

acculturation (Bethel & Schenker, 2005; Castro, Stein, & Bentler, 2009; De La Rosa, 2002;

Eitle et al., 2009; Marsiglia, Kulis, Hussaini, Nieri, & Becerra, 2010; Unger et al., 2000;

Zamboanga, Schwartz, Jarvis, & Van Tyne, 2009).

Ethnic identity (Phinney, 1996) is the subjective sense of being a member of an ethnic

group. Ethnic identity formation typically occurs throughout adolescence and young

adulthood, through a process of examining the implications of being a member of various

groups and finally deciding on a group (or multiple groups) with which to identify.

Individuals who have thoroughly examined and resolved their ethnic identity are generally

knowledgeable about their culture, have a subjective sense of belonging to that culture, label

themselves as members of that culture, affiliate with other members of that culture, and

participate in its traditions (Marsiglia, Kulis, & Hecht, 2001). The literature on ethnic

identity (Phinney, 1992; 1996) proposes that having a well-examined ethnic identity can be

a source of strength for youth because ethnic pride can protect against the damaging effects

of negative stereotypes and discrimination. Previous research has indicated that a strong

ethnic identity, including strong ethnic affiliation, attachment, and pride, may be protective

against substance use (Brook, Zhang, Finch, & Brook, 2010; Love, Yin, Codina, & Zapata,

2006; Marsiglia, Kulis, Hecht, & Sills, 2004). However, other studies (Zamboanga, 2009)

have identified ethnic identity as a risk factor for substance use, and some studies (Kulis,

Marsiglia, Kopak, Olmsted, & Crossman, 2012) have found that the association between

ethnic identity and substance use differs by gender and length of time in the United States.

Ethnic identity is more complex than national origin, generation in the United States,

acculturation, and level of ethnic identity formation. The articulation of ethnic identity is

complex and involves national origin, generation in the United States, acculturation, and

level of ethnic identity formation. Independent of these factors, Hispanics may choose one

or more labels to describe themselves, including pan-ethnic labels (e.g. Hispanic and

Latino), national labels (e.g. Mexican, Mexican American, and Guatemalan), racial labels

(e.g. White and indigenous), political labels (e.g., Chicano), and/or subcultural labels (e.g.,

Cholo and paisa) (Marcell, 1994). Although some of these labels are derogatory, members

of marginalized groups often reclaim and use these labels as an act of resistance. The ethnic

labels that people select to describe themselves may provide important information about

their ethnic identity, values, relationship with the culture of origin and with the host culture

(Bettie, 2000; Fuqua et al., 2012; Matute-Bianchi, 1986), just as the noncultural labels

adopted by many adolescents (e.g. jock, brain, popular) express their interests, values, and
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social norms (Sussman, Pokhrel, Ashmore, & Brown, 2007). In this article, we focus on

Hispanic subcultural labels including Cholo, Chicano, and La Raza. The identity labels

chosen by the participants in this study have varied sociopolitical histories, as described in

detail below.

Hispanic—often associated with an assimilationist model—emphasizes the Spanish colonial

legacy of Latin America but is not indigenous to Latin American societies (Hayes-Bautista,

2004). In the United States, Hispanic has become a catch-all term for people from Mexico,

Central and South America, and the Caribbean. Differences among Hispanics, however,

remain salient to divergent groups whose colonial histories and sociopolitical and economic

relations to the United States vary widely. Some groups have historically embraced the

Spanish legacy of their identities, while others, especially those from less privileged

backgrounds, try to distance themselves from the legacy of Spanish colonization (Delgado,

1998; Hidalgo, 2011; Rinderle, 2005; Rodriguez, 1998).

Mexican American often denotes people of Mexican origin who were born in the United

States (Mahiri, 1998). We include the Mexican American ethnic label in this study because a

large proportion of Hispanic/Latinos in Southern California are immigrants from Mexico or

descendants of Mexican immigrants. However, a Mexican-American identity “[is] not a

fixed set of customs surviving from life in Mexico, but rather a collective identity that

emerged from the daily experience in the United States” (Sanchez, 1995). The Mexican

American culture in the United States is an example of ethnogenesis—a culture that evolved

from the blending of two cultures but is distinct from both of the original cultures (Flannery,

Reise, & Yu, 2001). A Mexican American identify includes a historical sense of connection

with Mexico but also acknowledges the deportation and repatriation campaigns against

Mexican immigrants and their children during the 20th century that caused some Mexican-

origin groups in the southwestern U.S. to become politicized around racial and ethnic

inequality (Sanchez, 1995).

Chicano. The politicization of race and ethnicity spurred by the civil rights activism of the

1960s and 1970s gave rise to large numbers of Mexican-Americans, most notably in the

southwest, who began to identify as Chicano/a (Beltran, 2004; Rinderle, 2005). A Chicano

identity is less assimilationist than a Hispanic or even Mexican-American identity because it

is rooted in a tradition of fighting for racial and ethnic equality. That said, however, prior to

the 1960s, many poor and working class Mexicans used the term as a form of resistance to

its use as a derogatory racial/ethnic slur levied against Mexicans by the dominant culture or

by Mexican Americans with more economic resources (Acuña, 1996). Nearly half a century

after the height of the Chicano Movement, Chicano organizations have become

institutionalized and still fight for immigration reform and other issues that affect Hispanic/

Latinos.

La Raza. Similar to the Chicano identity, the Raza identity emerged from the history of

political, economic, and social disenfranchisement of Mexicans in the United States and

their subsequent social activism (Gutierrez, 1995; Ochoa, 2004; Orozco, 2009). The term

was originally used to assert that the blend of Native American and European cultures had

produced a powerful and even superior raza cosmica (cosmic race) (Vasconcelos, 1997).
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The 1960s Chicano movement embraced a politicized Raza identity that emphasized the

indigenous components of their heritage and de-emphasized European components

(Oropeza, 2005). In recent decades, the term Raza has become more inclusive, reflecting the

fact that Hispanic/Latinos are a mixture of many of the world’s races, cultures, and religions

(Vasconcelos, 1997). The history of sociopolitical protest embedded in the term, however,

remains salient for many who identify as Raza.

Cholo is a term used to describe gang members and people who affiliate with or admire

gang members (Vigil, 1988). A qualitative study of high school students and teachers

(Matute-Bianchi, 1986) described cholos as marginalized from school, oppositional, and

denigrated or feared by other students because of their possible gang involvement. A study

of 7th grade students in Southern California (Fuqua et al., 2012) found that students who

self-identified as cholos (even though they were probably too young to have been active

gang members) were more likely to smoke cigarettes, relative to those who identified with

other groups such as jocks, popular kids, smart kids, skaters, etc.

Chicano, La Raza, and Cholo are examples of oppositional ethnic identities—identities that

denote resistance to subjugation and discrimination by a dominant group (Ogbu, 1987).

Youth whose opportunities are limited by social inequality may elect to adopt and enact

oppositional identities embedded in suspicion, distrust, and rejection of dominant

institutions and cultural ideals of “appropriate” behavior (Guzman et al., 2005; Ogbu, 1987).

These youth often express disinterest in academic success and engage in rebellious or

delinquent behavior (Ogbu, 1987). Unfortunately, youth who adopt such a stance

inadvertently set themselves up for less success since, by rejecting school, for instance,

students experience a decreased understanding of the reward structure of U.S. institutions

(Reyes & Valencia, 1995; Valenzuela, 1999).

Overall, the theoretical and empirical literature on ethnic identity and substance use suggests

two competing hypotheses. On one hand, identification with a specific subcultural group

may be protective against substance use, because it may indicate a more examined and well-

formed ethnic identity, which should serve as a buffer against discrimination and other risk

factors for substance use (Phinney, 1996). On the other hand, identification with ethnic

subcultural groups may be a risk factor for substance use because it may indicate

identification with an oppositional identity, which could promote rebellious behaviors that

are not accepted by mainstream society (Ogbu, 1987). This study examines the relationship

between the articulation of various Hispanic ethnic subcultural group identities and tobacco,

alcohol, and marijuana use among Hispanic adolescents in the Los Angeles area.

METHODS

Project RED (Reteniendo y Entendiendo Diversidad para Salud) is a longitudinal study of

acculturation patterns and substance use among Hispanic/Latino adolescents in Southern

California. The respondents in this study were students attending seven high schools in the

Los Angeles area who completed surveys in 9th, 10th, and 11th grade. Because this is a

study of Hispanic adolescents, schools were approached and invited to participate if they

contained at least 70% Hispanic students, as indicated by data from the California Board of
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Education, and were not participating in other studies or interventions designed to address

variables of interest in this study. Efforts were also made to obtain a sample of schools with

a wide range of socioeconomic characteristics. The median annual house-hold incomes in

the ZIP codes served by the schools ranged from $29,000 to $73,000, according to 2000

U.S. Census data. Approval was obtained from the school principals and/or district

superintendents, according to their established procedures.

Student Recruitment

The 9th, 10th, and 11th grade surveys were conducted in the Fall of 2005, 2006, and 2007,

respectively. In 2005, all 9th-grade students in the school were invited to participate in the

survey. Trained research assistants visited the students’ classrooms, explained the study, and

distributed consent forms for the students to take home for their parents to sign. If students

did not return the consent forms, the research assistants telephoned their parents to ask for

verbal parental consent. Students with written or verbal parental consent were allowed to

participate. Although the students were minors and could not give legal consent, we also

gave them the opportunity to assent or decline to participate, as a way of involving them in

the decision-making process. This procedure was approved by the university’s Institutional

Review Board.

Across the seven schools, 3,218 students were invited to participate. Of those, 2,420 (75%)

provided parental consent and student assent, and 2,222 (69%) completed the 9th grade

survey. Of the 2,222 students who completed the 9th grade survey, 1,963 (88%) self-

identified as Hispanic, Latino, Mexican, Mexican-American, Central American, South

American, Chicano, Mestizo, La Raza, Cholo, or Spanish or reported a Latin American

country of origin. Of those 1,963 Hispanic/Latino students, 1,575 (80%) also completed the

11th grade survey and provided complete data on all variables of interest. These 1,575

students are included in this analysis.

Survey Procedure

On the day of the survey, the data collectors distributed surveys to all students who had

provided parental consent and student assent. Using a standardized script, they reminded the

students that their responses were confidential and that they could skip any questions they

did not want to answer. The classroom teachers were present during survey administration,

but the data collectors instructed them not to participate in the survey process to ensure that

they would not inadvertently see the students’ responses. To help students with low literacy

skills, the data collectors also read the entire survey aloud during the class period so the

students could follow along.

The data collectors returned to the schools when the students were in 10th and 11th grade.

Students who could be located in the same schools (and students who had transferred to

another school participating in the study) completed follow-up surveys in their classrooms,

using the same procedure used in 9th grade. Extensive tracking procedures were used to

locate the students who had transferred schools. For the 9th grade survey, students filled out

a Student Information Sheet with contact information such as their home addresses, home

phone numbers, cell phone numbers, parents’ cell phone numbers, email addresses, and
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addresses and phone numbers of a relative or close family friend who would know their

whereabouts if they moved. School personnel also provided forwarding information if

available. Data collectors telephoned the missing students in the evenings and surveyed

them by telephone.

Measures

Surveys were available in English and Spanish. To create the Spanish translations, we first

looked for the translated items that were published or recommended by the scales’ authors.

If none were available, one translator translated the items from English to Spanish, and then

the translation was checked by a translation team including bilingual researchers of

Mexican, Salvadoran, and Argentinean descent. This procedure was used to ensure that the

Spanish translation reflected the idioms that are used among Mexican-Americans and other

Hispanic/Latinos living in Southern California. Although English and Spanish versions were

available, only 17 students (0.8%) chose to complete the survey in Spanish. The survey

assessed substance use, acculturation, family and peer characteristics, psychological

variables, and demographic characteristics.

Ethnic Labels—The measurement of ethnic labels consisted of the stem, “Do you call

yourself … .” followed by a list of ethnic labels. Each label could be marked “yes”, “no,” or

“don’t know”. The list included the following: American Indian or Alaska Native; Asian,

Black, or African American; Hispanic, Latino, or Latina; Native Hawaiian or Pacific

Islander; White, Mexican, Central American, South American, Mexican-American,

Chicano, or Chicana; and Mestizo, La Raza, Spanish, and Cholo. Respondents could choose

more than one ethnic label. The list was derived from formative research done with a similar

sample in preparation for this survey, during which adolescents were asked to list the terms

they use for their racial, ethnic, and cultural groups.

Adolescents’ Acculturation—Adolescents responded to 12 items from the Revised

Acculturation Rating Scale for Mexican Americans (ARSMA-II; Cuellar, Arnold, &

Maldonado, 1995): seven from the Anglo orientation subscale and five from the Hispanic

orientation subscale. These 12 items were selected on the basis of a pilot study in a similar

school (Unger, unpublished), in which these items had the highest factor loadings on their

respective scales. Recently, a shorter version of the ARSMA-II was validated among

adolescents (Bauman, 2005). Unfortunately, this scale had not yet been published at the time

when this survey was conducted. Of the 12 items we selected for our scale, 10 were also

included in Bauman’s scale; Bauman included two items that we did not include (enjoying

reading in Spanish and enjoying English movies), and we included two items that Bauman

did not include (enjoying English music and enjoying reading in English). The remaining 10

items were identical across the two scales (enjoying Spanish language TV, enjoying

speaking Spanish, enjoying Spanish movies, speaking Spanish, thinking in Spanish,

speaking English, writing letters in English, associating with Anglos, thinking in English,

and having Anglo friends). The scores on each subscale (U.S. Orientation and Hispanic

Orientation) were rescaled so that they ranged from 0 = lowest to 1 = highest. The wording

of the response options was not changed. The Cronbach’s alphas were .77 for U.S.

Orientation and .88 for Hispanic Orientation.
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Ethnic identity development was assessed with the Multigroup Ethnic Identity Measure

(Phinney, 1992). This 12-item scale has shown good reliability among adolescents and

adults of diverse ethnic backgrounds, with Cronbach’s alphas typically above .80. In our

sample, the Cronbach’s alpha was .88. Examples of items include, “I have spent time trying

to find out more about my ethnic group, such as its history, traditions, and customs” and “I

have a clear sense of my ethnic background and what it means for me.”

Substance Use—Past-month cigarette, alcohol, and marijuana use were the outcome

measures. Respondents were asked, “During the past 30 days, on how many days did you

smoke cigarettes?” “During the past 30 days, on how many days did you have at least one

drink of alcohol?” “In the last 30 days, how many times have you used marijuana (grass,

pot, weed)?” The questions about the number of days in the past month were rated on a 7-

point scale from “0 days” to “all 30 days.” The question about the number of times the

respondent used marijuana was rated on a 6-point scale from “0 times” to “40 or more

times.” All three substance use variables were log-transformed because their distributions

were skewed.

Demographic characteristics included age, gender, and socioeconomic status (a composite

variable based on the adolescents’ reports of their parents’ education, rooms per person in

the home, eligibility for free or reduced price school lunch, and homeownership, and U.S.

Census data on the median income in the respondent’s zip code) (Myers & Choi, 1992;

Unger, Ritt-Olson, Soto, & Baezconde-Garbanati, 2009).

Statistical Analysis

Multilevel logistic regression models were used to evaluate the association between 9th

grade predictors and 11th grade substance use. SAS PROC GLIMMIX was used with school

as a random effect to control for the clustering of students within school. Because students

could select more than one ethnic label, each label was included in the models as a separate

dichotomous variable (1 checked, 0 = not checked). Age, gender, SES, ethnic identity =

development, U.S. and Hispanic acculturation, and English language usage were included as

covariates to control for confounding.

RESULTS

Demographic Characteristics of Respondents

As shown in Table 1, the students’ mean age in 9th grade was 14.0 years and the sample was

approximately half male and half female. Because students self-reported their race/ethnicity

with a “check all that apply” question, some selected multiple categories. Some of the

Hispanic/Latino youth also self-reported as White (5%), African-American (1%), American

Indian (1%), Asian (1%), or Pacific Islander (1%). Their countries of origin included

Mexico (84%), the United States (29%), El Salvador (9%), Guatemala (6%), and Honduras

(1%) (respondents could select more than one country of origin). Well over half of the

students (62%) were second-generation (student born in the U.S. but neither parent born in

the U.S.). The ethnic labels endorsed most frequently were Mexican-American (56%),

Mexican (53%), Hispanic (50%), Latino/a (48%), Chicano/a (18%), Spanish (18%), Cholo/a
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(16%), La Raza (6%), Central American (4%), South American (2%), and Mestizo (1%). In

9th grade, past-month prevalence of substance use was 6% for cigarettes, 24% for alcohol,

and 11% for marijuana. By 11th grade, past-month substance use had increased to 8% for

cigarettes, 40% for alcohol, and 17% for marijuana.

Attrition Analysis

To determine potential attrition bias, the participants who were followed through 11th grade

(N = 1,575) were compared with those who were lost to follow-up (N = 388). The

adolescents who were lost to attrition were more likely to self-identify as Cholos (28% vs.

16%, chi-square = 29.17, p < .0001). There were no differences between the students who

were followed and those lost to attrition on probability of self-identifying as La Raza (8%

vs. 6%, ns) or Chicano (17.5% vs. 18%, ns). The adolescents who were lost to attrition were

slightly older than those who were followed successfully (14.1 vs. 14.0 years, t 2.64, p < .

05), had significantly lower ethnic identity development scores (t = 2.38, p < .05) and lower

Hispanic acculturation scores (t = 3.07, p <.005). However, those lost to attrition did not

differ significantly from those followed successfully on gender, U.S. acculturation, or

English language usage.

Associations Between Ethnic Labels and Substance Use

Table 2 shows the odds ratios for substance use in 11th grade. All odds ratios are adjusted

for age, gender, SES, ethnic identity development, U.S. and Hispanic acculturation, and

English language usage. Students who labeled themselves “Cholo/a” in 9th grade were at

increased risk of using cigarettes, alcohol, and marijuana in 11th grade. Students who

labeled themselves “La Raza” in 9th grade were at increased risk of using cigarettes and

marijuana in 11th grade. Students who labeled themselves “Spanish” were at lower risk of

using alcohol in 11th grade. None of the other ethnic labels were independent predictors of

substance use after controlling for the covariates.

Figure 1 shows the proportion of respondents who reported past-month use of cigarettes,

alcohol, and marijuana, according to their ethnic labels. Raza youth had a significantly

higher prevalence of use of all substances than non-Raza youth, and Cholo youth had a

significantly higher prevalence of use of all substances than non-Cholo youth.

Gender Interactions

To determine whether the associations between ethnic labels and substance use differed

across gender, we added ethnic label × gender interaction terms to the logistic regression

models after the main effects. None of these interaction terms were significant.

DISCUSSION

This longitudinal study of Hispanic adolescents in Los Angeles found that those who

identified with the ethnic labels Cholo and Raza were at increased risk for substance use 2

years later. Cholo and La Raza are terms occasionally used by young Hispanic adolescents

as oppositional identities (Ogbu, 1987). Whereas Cholo refers to gangs and criminal

behavior, which are inherently oppositional to the “mainstream” culture, the oppositional
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connotation of Raza is more nuanced. Raza emerged during the Chicano movement as a way

to identify with one’s indigenous roots and distance oneself from European colonization.

Both Cholo and Raza are forms of self-identity that are asserted by their members, rather

than assigned by others, as a way of expressing opposition to the dominant culture.

Suspicion and distrust of the dominant culture is rooted often in objective and perceived

discrimination of minority groups by the dominant culture, which may occur at school as

well as in the community (McCombes & Gay, 1988). Racism and xenophobia are

institutionalized in the media, as well, where “images of Mexicanos, Mexican Americans,

Latinos, Hispanics, and Chicanos offered up to the American public tend to stream together

to form one image … menaces from the borderlands [who] are often depicted as lawless

bandits, roaming the badlands of urban America, producing crime rates inconceivable to the

civilized public” (Duncan-Andrade, 2005). Images of the violent cholo/a gang member are

especially problematic and are strongly associated with social problems and

underachievement in school (Duncan-Andrade, 2005).

If minority youth living in urban settings perceive their ethnic group to be discriminated

against and devalued by mainstream society, they may develop ethnic identities that are

“thick” (central to the self-concept and social activities) and oppositional (Ogbu, 1987),

which ultimately weaken their connection to mainstream institutions and lead to a rejection

of mainstream norms (Portes 2003; Portes & Rumbaut 2001). This identity development

process—reactive formation (Portes & Rumbaut 2001; Rumbaut, 2005)—is mostly likely to

occur in poor, urban areas where the contexts of reception are hostile (e.g. diminishing

economic opportunity, anti-immigrant sentiment, and discrimination). However, as the

results of this study indicate, not all Hispanic/Latino youth embrace an oppositional culture

characterized by comparatively high rates of substance use. In fact, the majority of

participants did not embrace oppositional cultures and did not engage in substance use.

While beyond the scope of this research, we speculate that the mechanisms through which

these youth come to identify with these ethnic labels and their related substance use patterns

involve two salient factors: perceived discrimination and peer group association. In addition

to institutional forms of discrimination, everyday social interactions are also salient for self-

perceptions because peoples’ identities are profoundly impacted by our perceptions of how

we are viewed by others (Cooley, 1956). A recent study of national and ethnic identities

among Latinos and Caucasians shows that European or white Americans continue to be seen

as “more American,” especially by whites (Devos, Gavin, & Quintana, 2010). Asian

Americans, African American, and Native Americans are also seen as being “less

American” than those of European descent (Devos & Banaji, 2005; Devos & Ma, 2008).

The substance use patterns of youth who identify as Cholo or Raza in this study may be

directly linked to the peer groups in which they are embedded. Numerous studies of

adolescents have documented associations between the peer groups that adolescents join (or

are recruited by) and their risk of engagement in problem behaviors including substance use

(Decovic, Wissinkb, & Meijerb, 2004; Sussman et al., 2007). The attitudes, motivation, and

rationalization for oppositional behavior such as substance use as well as the opportunities to

engage in oppositional behavior are provided by high-risk peer groups (Dishion, Andrews,

& Crosby, 1995; Sussman et al., 2007). The peer group associations of youth who label
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themselves Cholo and Raza may endorse and promote norms more permissive to substance

use as well as provide the settings in which to participate in these behaviors. As discussed

earlier, studies involving cholo youth suggest that cholos embrace an oppositional culture

(Matute-Bianchi, 1986) and even when quite young (i.e., 7th grade) are more likely to

smoke cigarettes (Fuqua et al., 2012). The processes through which Cholo and Raza youth

come to associate with peer groups who embrace an oppositional culture and the

mechanisms and pathways through which those peer groups adopt oppositional values and

norms, including permissive views towards substance use, warrant further investigation.

Limitations

These findings are based on data from adolescents who remained in school at least until 11th

grade. Higher-risk students, including those with severe substance use problems and those

with very strong affiliations to oppositional ethnic identities, may have dropped out of

school and were not included in this sample. Therefore, the results reported here are

conservative; they demonstrate that even within a lower-risk sample of in-school youth,

some students do identify with oppositional ethnic identities, and that identification may

place them at higher risk for substance use.

These results are based on adolescents’ self-reports of their substance use, which may have

been underreported. However, the respondents were assured that their surveys were

completely confidential, and previous studies have found adolescents’ self-reports of

substance use to be quite accurate under confidential survey conditions (Harrison & Hughes,

1997).

One might argue that identification with a label such as Cholo or Raza is merely a proxy for

other phenomena that are associated with substance use, such as acculturation, ethnic

identity formation, socioeconomic status, etc. However, the associations between ethnic

labels and substance use persisted even after controlling for these potential confounders.

This suggests that the act of selecting and identifying with a subcultural ethnic label confers

an additional risk for substance use, over and above the risks identified in previous studies.

This study found an elevated risk for substance use among participants who labeled

themselves Cholo or Raza, but not Chicano. Chicano is similar to Cholo and Raza in that it

is asserted by its members rather than assigned by the dominant culture, and it is an

expression of resistance to oppression by the dominant culture. Therefore, we expected

Chicano identity to be a risk factor for substance use, similar to Cholo and Raza. However, it

is important to keep in mind that the term Chicano became popular in the 1960s and 1970s,

when these adolescents’ parents and grandparents were coming of age. If the respondents

identified with the term Chicano as a larger family identity with their parents and

grandparents, they may have been less likely to adopt it as an oppositional identity such as

Cholo or Raza.

CONCLUSION

In this study of Hispanic adolescents in Los Angeles, those who identified as Cholo or Raza

in 9th grade were at increased risk for tobacco, alcohol and marijuana use in 11th grade. The
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future health and well-being of those who identify as Cholo or Raza can be adversely

affected by the decisions they make in adolescence. It is not our intention to pathologize

youth who identify as Cholo or Raza or those who associate with them. Rather, this study is

an initial step toward understanding how the substance use patterns of youth who identify as

Cholo and Raza differ from Hispanic/Latino youth more generally. Understanding how the

ethnic identity formation process of these youth relates to substance use could potentially

benefit substance use prevention efforts aimed at Latinos in general, especially those who

identify with subcultural groups including Cholo and Raza.
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GLOSSARY

Ethnic identity The subjective sense of being a member of an ethnic group.

Ethnic labels Ethnicity-related terms that individuals choose to describe

themselves.

Hispanic People from Mexico, Central and South America, and the

Caribbean.

Mexican American People of Mexican origin who were born in the United States.

Chicano An ethnic identity that is less assimilationist and more politically

focused than Hispanic or Mexican American.

La Raza An ethnic identity that emphasizes indigenous roots and de-

emphasizes European contributions to culture.

Cholo A term used to describe gang members and people who affiliate

with or admire gang members.

Oppositional ethnic
identities

Identities that denote resistance to subjugation and discrimination

by a dominant group.
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FIGURE 1.
Past-month substance in 11th grade according to ethnic labels. *p < .05.
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TABLE 1

Demographic characteristics of Hispanic/Latino students in 9th grade

N %

Age (years)

 12–13 123 8%

 14 1338 85%

 15–16 112 7%

 Missing 2 0%

Gender

 Female 839 53%

 Male 728 46%

 Missing 8 1%

Generation in the United States

 1 (Student and parents born outside
  U.S.)

214 14%

 2 (Student born in U.S., both parents
  born outside U.S.)

978 62%

 3 (Student and at least one parent born
  in U.S.)

364 23%

 Other/missing 19 1%

Ethnic label(s) endorsed

 Mexican-American 882 56%

 Mexican 835 53%

 Hispanic 788 50%

 Latino/a 756 48%

 Chicano/a 284 18%

 Spanish 283 18%

 Cholo/a 252 16%

 La Raza 95 6%

 Central American 63 4%

 South American 32 2%

 Mestizo 158 1%
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TABLE 2

Associations between self-identification in 9th grade and substance use in 11th grade among Hispanic/Latino

adolescents

Cigarettes Alcohol Marijuana

Age 1.09(0.67–1.77) 0.88(0.65–1.17) 0.94(0.66–1.32)

Female gender 0.50(0.33–0.75) 0.82(0.65–1.04) 0.61(0.46–0.81)

SES 0.82(0.58–1.16) 1 .05(0.86–1 .28) 0.91(0.72–1.15)

Ethnic identity 0.85(0.58–1.24) 0.93(0.74–1.16) 1.03(0.79–1.33)

U.S. Acculturation 0.82(0.19–3.61) 0.99(0.40–2.47) 0.60(0.21–1.69)

Hispanic Acculturation 0.28(0.08–1.07) 0.93(0.43–2.02) 0.55(0.22–1.37)

English language usage 1.11(0.77–1.60) 0.85(0.68–1.05) 0.73(0.56–0.94)

Hispanic 0.90(0.57–1.43) 1.05(0.81–1.36) 1.03(0.75–1.40)

Latino/a 0.86(0.54–1.37) 1.01(0.77–1.31) 0.91(0.66–1.26)

Mexican 0.81(0.52–1.25) 1.15(0.89–1.48) 1.13(0.84–1.52)

Central American 1.10(0.41–2.95) 0.57(0.31–1.06) 0.81(0.40–1.65)

South American 0.85(0.19–3.89) 0.88(0.36–2.18) 0.92(0.34–2.48)

Mexican-American 1.08(0.71–1.65) 1.10(0.86–1.41) 0.94(0.71–1.25)

Chicano/a 1.27(0.72–2.26) 1.30(0.92–1.83) 1.13(0.76–1.68)

Mestizo 2.24(0.44–11.26) 1.38(0.40–4.69) 1.23(0.33–4.56)

La Raza 2.30(1.11–4.75) 1.61(0.95–2.73) 1.82(1.06–3.12)

Spanish 1.25(0.74–2.11) 0.72(0.53–0.99) 1.10(0.76–1.59)

Cholo/a 2.03(1.26–3.27) 2.14(1.55–2.96) 1.51(1.07–2.12)

Note: Odd ratios in boldface are significant at p < 0.05.
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