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Introduction

Alcohol is the most used substance among all adolescents (National Institute on Drug Abuse 

[NIDA], 2019), while marijuana is the most used illicit drug in the country (NIDA, 2019). 

Historically, adolescent girls of all racial and ethnic groups in the United States have had 

lower rates of alcohol and marijuana use than boys (Guthrie & Flinchbaugh, 2001; Opara, 

Lardier Jr., Reid, & Garcia-Reid, 2019). Recent trends seen in national data sets have shown 

high rates of alcohol and drug use among Hispanic adolescent girls compared to boys 

(Kann et al., 2018). According to the Youth Risk Behavioral Surveillance Survey (YRBSS), 

Hispanic adolescent girls have the highest rates of lifetime and current alcohol use and drug 

use compared to other adolescent girls (Kann et al., 2018). With respect to race/ethnicity and 

gender, 67.1% of Hispanic adolescent girls used alcohol in their lifetime compared to Black 

girls (57.9%), and White girls (62.8%), Hispanic adolescent boys (62.3%), Black adolescent 

boys (44.8%), and White adolescent boys (60.5%; Kahn et al., 2018). Hispanic adolescent 

girls also have the highest rate of current alcohol use among adolescents (35.9%) compared 

to Black adolescent girls (24.3%) and White adolescent girls (33.2%), Hispanic adolescent 

boys (26.8%), Black adolescent boys (16.9%), and White adolescent boys (31.6%; Kahn et 

al., 2018). Initiation of alcohol use generally occurs in adolescence and drinking experiences 

during adolescence can link to alcohol dependence in adulthood (Hodder et al., 2011). 

Alcohol use during adolescence aligns with numerous negative outcomes such as poor 

academic performance, lowered educational aspirations, sexual risk behavior, and criminal 

behavior (Barry et al., 2011; Peterson et al., 2010; Purcell, 2009; Walters, 2017).
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Alcohol use among adolescents is also associated with the use of illicit drugs such as 

marijuana (Barry et al., 2016; Kirby & Barry, 2012). Marijuana use has been linked 

to several negative consequences such as memory loss, brain impairment, reduction in 

cognitive functioning, and increased risk of cardiovascular disease (Hadland & Harris, 2014; 

Winward et al., 2014). The prevalence of ever having used marijuana is higher among Black 

high school-aged students nationwide than their White and Hispanic counterparts (Kann et 

al., 2018). However, among adolescent girls, Hispanics reported high rates of ever using 

marijuana (42.7%) compared to Black adolescent girls (44.9%) and White adolescent girls 

(32.1%; Kann et al., 2018). Other illicit drug use such as non-prescribed pain medication, 

is also rising among Hispanic youth, specifically adolescent girls (Banks et al., 2017). The 

prevalence of having ever taken prescription pain medicine without a doctor’s prescription 

or differently than how they were prescribed was higher among Hispanics (15.1%) than 

Black (12.3%) adolescents and higher among Hispanic adolescents girls (16.1%) than Black 

(12.5%) girls and White adolescent girls (14.0%); Kann et al., 2018). For girls of color (e.g. 

Hispanic, Black) who engage in drug use, their health outcomes are more harmful than those 

of their White counterparts (Molina et al. 2016).

Discrimination, sexism, acculturation, stress, family and peer influences, and access to illicit 

drugs in neighborhoods may explain rising trends of substance use for Hispanic girls (Gray 

& Montgomery, 2012; Lorenzo-Blanco et al., 2012; Lorenzo-Blanco et al., 2013; Schinke 

et al., 2011). Without prevention programming to educate Hispanic adolescent girls on 

strategies to refuse substances and feel empowered in adverse situations, their rates of use 

may continue to rise and have unfavorable effects. Given such disparities, investigating 

strengths-based drug use prevention strategies for Hispanic adolescent girls is warranted.

Empowerment Theory

Empowerment theory provides a promising framework to shape policies and prevention 

programs to sustain and improve developmental outcomes including reducing substance use 

among Hispanic girls. Psychological empowerment (PE) is a construct that is described 

as an individual level of empowerment analysis and defines one’s beliefs about their 

ability to apply control and understanding of their socio-political environment (Zimmerman, 

1990). Psychological empowerment as a multi-dimensional construct has been defined as 

having three main components: intrapersonal, interactional, and behavioral (Zimmerman, 

1990; 2000). The intrapersonal component is defined as the way people perceive their 

own capability to influence social and political systems important to them, their self-view 

of control, and the level of power they possess within their environment (Zimmerman, 

1990; 2000). The interactional component consists of an individuals’ ability to interact 

with people that can prepare them to succeed in mastering socio-political systems through 

organizational activities (Zimmerman, 1990; 2000). The behavioral component comprises of 

the actions that individuals actively engage in within a community that attempts to foster 

systemic change (Zimmerman, 1995; 2000). The intrapersonal component is referred to 

as the emotional component and has been the most investigated in current psychological 

empowerment research (Zimmerman, 1990; 2000). In fact, the intrapersonal component 

has been used as an indicator to measure PE given its emphasis on emotions and 

capability in engaging in policy and leadership work. To be consistent with empowerment 
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research, intrapersonal component will be operationalized as intrapersonal psychological 

empowerment (PE).

Researchers developed the sociopolitical control scale for youth (SPCS-Y) to measure 

intrapersonal PE (Peterson et al., 2006; Zimmerman & Zahinser, 1991). Studies have shown 

that sociopolitical control is an indicator of psychological, behavioral, environmental, and 

social well-being including, though not limited to ethnic identity, self-esteem, and sense of 

community (Christens & Peterson, 2012; Lardier Jr et al., 2018; Opara et al., 2020; Ozer 

& Schotland, 2011; Watts et al., 2011). Originally, the SPCS-Y was a 17-item scale, which 

has been validated as a multidimensional scale (Christens et al., 2016; Lardier et al., 2018; 

Peterson, Agre, Christens, & Morton, 2011; Peterson, Speer, & Hughey, 2006; Smith & 

Propst, 2001). Peterson et al. (2006) confirmed that not only is SPCS-Y a multidimensional 

construct but that it designates two underlying dimensions: leadership competence and 

policy control. Leadership competency involves people’s own perception of their ability 

to mobilize a group of people or groups, while policy control involves the perception 

and one’s confidence in their ability to impact and inform policies in their environment 

(Cheryomukhin & Peterson, 2014). The SPCS-Y scale has been validated and used among 

youth populations across the United States (Christens, et al.,2016; Lardier Jr et al., 2018; 

Peterson et al., 2011; Peterson, et al., 2017) and internationally including Italian adolescents, 

(Vieno et al., 2014), Portuguese youth (Rodrigues et al.,2017), and Malaysian adolescents 

(Cheryomukhin & Peterson, 2014).

Recently, Lardier et al (2018) validated an eight-item abbreviated version of the SPCS-Y 

among urban adolescents. Even more current, Opara et al (2020) found support for the factor 

structure of the abbreviated eight-item scale, when compared to the original 17-item version 

among urban Black and Hispanic girls. Given the close relationship with intrapersonal PE 

and self-efficacy, which refers to one’s ability to be in control, influence certain events, and 

engage in activities or task successfully (Bandura, 2010), the use of intrapersonal PE on 

understanding risky behaviors such as alcohol and drug use, is crucial in prevention work. 

Developers of the scale have encouraged empowerment researchers to validate the SPCS-Y 

on multiple populations to ensure both the validity and reliability of the measure, given that 

empowerment is context specific (Christens & Peterson, 2012).

Hispanic Adolescent Girls and Empowerment

Among historically marginalized groups in the United States, empowerment measures 

and processes can provide promising results for improving outcomes among adolescents. 

Furthermore, there may be unique gender differences in empowerment processes and 

outcomes among adolescents, though these differences have not been adequately explored 

(e.g. Peterson & Hughey, 2004; Speer et al., 2013). Due to the multiplicative nature of 

being female, part of an ethnic group that has been historically marginalized (e.g. Hispanic), 

and living in an under-resourced, urban community, Hispanic adolescent girls are faced 

with a double or triple jeopardy (Clonan-Roy et al.,, 2016), thus contributing to poorer 

health and educational outcomes compared to their White counterparts. Understanding PE 

in the context of Hispanic adolescent girls can lead to a more critical examination of the 

intrapersonal component of PE—i.e., in order to assess how girls of color are able to develop 
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cognition of sociopolitical environments. Such an examination can further serve as a catalyst 

to reduce risk behaviors (e.g. substance use) that produce negative outcomes that affect this 

group.

Conceptually related variables: Social support and Ethnic Identity among Hispanic 
Adolescent Girls

Within the social support construct, families (e.g., parents, guardians, and siblings) are seen 

as important and vital relationships. Family support can play a crucial role in positive youth 

development (Garcia-Reid et al., 2018). In a cultural context, families are a crucial part 

of Hispanic families, as they are who and from Hispanic girls learn cultural values and 

morals and form intimate connections (Lorenzo-Blanco et al., 2012). Positive family support 

makes an invaluable contribution to the lives of Hispanic adolescents (Garcia-Reid et al., 

2005; Guilamo-Ramos et al., 2009). Perceived social and emotional support provided by 

parents and family cohesion have been associated with feelings of competence, a sense 

of connection to peers, positive school engagement, reduction in sexual risky behaviors, 

and drug-use abstinence (Li & Warner, 2015). Such supportive relationships are critical for 

adolescent girls who are exposed to various risk factors that can lower their self-esteem and 

place them in vulnerable positions to engage in negative behaviors.

Specific to Hispanic girls, familismo can be an essential protective factor. Strong family 

ties can keep Hispanic adolescents from engaging in risky behaviors (Brooks, et al., 1998). 

Close family ties based on cultural values between Hispanic parents, especially mothers and 

daughters can result in increased supervision and conversations, which may aid in reducing 

the likelihood of engaging in risky behaviors (e.g., substance abuse or premarital sex) and 

poor outcomes for girls such as HIV/STI diagnoses, addiction to substance, and exhibiting 

poor mental health symptoms (Garcia-Reid et al., 2018; Opara et al., 2019). Consistent 

with research on common protective factors among adolescents, for girls especially, strong 

parent–child closeness is associated with positive developmental outcomes and less sexual 

risk taking (Schinke et al., 2011).

Hispanic Americans that strongly identify with their country of origin and may share 

commonalities in experiences, language, and norms that allow them to be more connected 

through ethnicity (Umana-Taylor et al., 2014). For Hispanics, the concept of ethnic identity 

can be a strong protective factor, whereas racial identity tends to be more important for 

Blacks (Rivas-Drake et al., 2014). Individuals who possess or belong to marginalized 

identities that are empowered, tend to have a stronger connection to their ethnicity or culture 

which in turn aids in them to feel proud of themselves, their decisions, and their beliefs 

(Gutiérrez, 1995; Molix & Bettencourt, 2010). Literature supports the relationship between 

high intrapersonal PE, self-efficacy, and high ethnic identity (Gutiérrez, 1995; Molix & 

Bettencourt, 2010). For instance, researchers found that higher levels of ethnic identity 

align with lower rates of substance use including tobacco, alcohol, and marijuana, and with 

drug abstinence as well as drug free attitudes (Belgrave et al., 2000; Matsunaga et al., 

2010). Specifically, among Hispanic adolescent females, high ethnic identity has a strong 

association with low substance use and other risky behaviors such as sexual risk taking 

(Garcia-Reid et al., 2018; Lorenzo-Blanco et al., 2012; 2013). The relationship between 
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ethnic identity and acculturation may also explain this association. Acculturation refers to 

a process by which two autonomous cultural groups are in contact with one another and 

results in culture acquisition and retention of cultures on varying levels (Barona et al., 2009). 

How closely a U.S. immigrant is able to retain their heritage (e.g. holding on to traditional 

cultural values) has a positive relationship with ethnic identity (Lorenzo-Blanco et al., 

2013). Among Hispanics whom immigrate to the United States, receiving culture acquisition 

entails orientations toward U.S. practices relating to behaviors, language, cultural values, 

and ethnic identification (Lorenzo-Blanco et al., 2016). Acculturation and ethnic identity 

have been associated with various risk behaviors including drug use (Marsiglia et al., 2004; 

Lorenzo-Blanco et al., 2012; 2013; Schwartz et al., 2007), sexual risk taking (Diaz et al., 

2020; Lee & Hahm, 2010). Research on Hispanic adolescent girls have found that there 

may be stronger sanctions against drinking among girls compared to boys that are raised 

in “traditional” Hispanic households (Zamboanga et al. 2014). Thus, Hispanic adolescent 

girls who have low-levels of acculturation in U.S. culture and high levels of ethnic identity, 

may not be tempted to engage in drug use, as this behavior may goes against gendered 

socialization experiences connected to their culture (Lorenzo-Blanco et al., 2016; Marsiglia 

et al., 2004). Similarly, individuals with low levels of ethnic identity are more likely to 

experience negative psychological emotions (e.g., low self-esteem, shame, and anxiety; 

Rivas Drake et al., 2014), and use drugs and alcohol – i.e., often a coping mechanism for 

undiagnosed and untreated mental health symptoms. Therefore, high ethnic identity may 

be protective against substance use, through its positive relationship with self-esteem and 

self-worth (Fisher et al., 2017).

Purpose of study

Very few studies have validated the two-dimensional SPCS-Y scale among a subset of 

Hispanic adolescent girls. Opara et al (2020) validated the SPCS-Y among urban Black 

and Hispanic girls but encouraged further exploration in disseminating differences between 

the two distinct racial/ethnic groups. Therefore, in this study, we will first confirm the 

two-dimensional structure of the intrapersonal empowerment measure among Hispanic 

adolescent girls. We will then demonstrate concurrent validity of the scale by examining 

the association between of the two-factor structure of SPCS-Y and conceptually related 

variables: ethnic identity, social support, and life-time alcohol and drug use. Therefore, 

this study examines empowerment profiles to understand which components have a more 

significant effect on alcohol and drug use among Hispanic adolescent girls and associated 

protective factors such as ethnic identity and social support. Our overall goal was to 

demonstrate the uniqueness of administering a validated scale among a sample of Hispanic 

girls and provide implications for future work with similar groups.

Method

The study design was cross-sectional. Data were acquired from two community needs 

assessments in a northeastern U.S. urban school district. A needs assessment for this 

population was conducted in response to the high rates of crime, substance use and abuse, 

and low educational outcomes for the target city. The target city has a total of eight public 

high schools and they were all selected to be a part of the study. Survey participants were 
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recruited through physical education and health classes, as these classes are required all 

four years of high school in order to obtain a racially-diverse, representative sample of the 

students in the city. This process allowed for an equal sampling of high school students 

that would be representative of the school district. All students were given parent/guardian 

consent forms to be signed. Students who signed a youth assent and returned signed parent/

guardian consent forms were eligible to take the survey. Students were given a one-hour 

period (i.e., nearly 2 class periods) during health and physical education to complete the 

student questionnaire. Questionnaires were self-administered in English to all students.

The study’s original sample included (N=1,639) students (26% response rate). Participants 

were asked whether they identified primarily as Hispanic, Black/African American, Asian, 

or Other. The original sampling of adolescents was largely Hispanic (59.1%) and Black 

(30.4%), with Asian (7.3%) and White (4%) youth designating the next two demographic 

groups. This sample was majority female (61.8%), with 29.5% of the youth being between 

13 and 15 years of age, and 70.5% being between 16 and 18 years of age. Students were 

near evenly split between 9th (25%), 10th (23.9%), 11th (25.9%), and 12th (24.0%) grades. 

The study’s analytic sample was delimited to include participants who identified as a female 

and Hispanic only (N=490). Participants who identified as multi-cultural (e.g. Hispanic and 

White) were not included in the analytic sample. Among this sample of Hispanic females, 

31.2% were between 13 and 15 years of age and 68.6% were between 16 and 18 years 

of age. Students were near evenly distributed between 9th (24.7%), 10th (24.3%), 11th 

(24.9%), and 12th (25.9%) grades. Over 70% percent of the sample received free or reduced 

lunch, an indicator for low socioeconomic status (Harwell & LeBeau, 2010).

Measures

Sociopolitical control.—Sociopolitical Control Scale for Youth (SPCS-Y) was used to 

measure the intrapersonal psychological empowerment (PE). Several studies support SPCS-

Y as a two-factor measure, encompassing both leadership competence and policy control 

(e.g., Peterson et al., 2011). Recent investigations tested and validated an abbreviated version 

of the SPCS-Y among both youth of color (Lardier et al., 2018) and Black and Hispanic 

girls (Opara et al., 2020). These studies supported the multidimensional nature of this scale, 

encompassing both leadership competence and policy control.

For the current study, both the eight-item measure of leadership competence (Cronbach’s α 
= 0.83; mean [M] = 3.62, standard deviation [SD] = .76) and nine-item measure of policy 

control (Cronbach’s α = 0.85; M = 3.48, SD = .76) were combined (Cronbach’s α = 0.89; 

M = 3.60, standard deviation [SD] = 0.62). Respondents were asked to indicate their level 

of agreement with statements such as “I am a leader in groups” and “I can usually organize 

people to get things done”. Responses were recorded using a five-point Likert-type scale 

ranging from the Strongly disagree (1) to Strongly agree (5).

Conceptually related variables

Social Support.—Social support was measured using The Social Support for Adolescents 

Scale, which consists of eight items (Cronbach’s α = 0.78; M = 2.44, SD = .49). This 

measure evaluates social support among adolescents from a variety of sources, including 
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friends, parents, and school personnel. Cauce et al. (1982) validated this scale among 

a sample of high-risk adolescents and discovered three support dimensions within the 

scale: Family (e.g. parents, relatives), Formal (e.g. teachers, principals, state workers), 

and Informal (e.g. friends, peers) support. Respondents are asked to indicate the level of 

helpfulness provided by each source, on a Likert-type 4-point scale from (1) not at all 
helpful to (4) very helpful.

Ethnic identity.—The Multigroup Ethnic Identity Measure (MEIM) is a twenty-item scale 

used to measure ethnic identity, in other words, how individuals identify with their identity 

(Phinney & Ong, 2007). Sample questions include “I have spent time trying to figure 

out more about my ethnic group?” The MEIM was designed and has been used among 

multiple ethnic groups (Phinney 1989, 2007). The MEIM has been widely validated among 

adolescents across the United States (Kazarian & Boyadjian, 2008), with a Cronbach alpha 

ranging from 0.71 to 0.92 (Ponterotto et al., 2003; Phinney & Ong, 2007). Responses were 

recorded using a 4-point Likert scale ranging from strongly disagree (1) to strongly agree 
(4). Responses were totaled to represent ordinal levels of ethnic identity (Cronbach’s α 0.87 

M = 53.19, SD = 10.25).

Lifetime Alcohol and Drug Use.—Lifetime alcohol and drug use among youth was 

measured using a six-point scale from the National Youth Risk Behavior Survey (Kann 

et al., 2016). Participants indicated how often (if ever) they drank alcoholic beverages 

on a six-point scale ranging from 1 (“never”) to 6 (“40 times or more”). They also 

completed a similar six-point scale regarding drug use including: marijuana, cocaine, 

heroin, methamphetamine, ecstasy, prescription drug use without a doctor’s permission, and 

inhalant use. Scale scores were summed and ranged from 1.00 to 5.63, with higher scores 

indicating greater frequency of drug and alcohol use (Cronbach’s α = 0.85; M = 1.36, SD 
= .72). This approach to combining items has been previously employed to measure lifetime 

drug and alcohol use among minority adolescents (Chuang et al., 2016; Opara et al., 2020; 

Lardier et al., 2019).

Further examination of the lifetime drug and alcohol use variable indicated that data were 

skewed or zero-inflated (3.21) and leptokurtic (14.73). It is common for youth to either 

over- or underreport certain behaviors on more sensitive questions, such as substance use 

(Podsakoff, MacKenzie, & Podsakoff, 2012). Data transformations were not employed. 

Further, while these data were non-normal, recent studies indicate that while Wilks’ Lambda 

may present some instability with non-normal data in multivariate analysis of covariance 

(MANCOVA) analyses, it does improve with larger sample sizes (> 200) (Konietschke et al., 

2015) and tends to be a reasonable estimate unless severe heterogeneity is present (Van Aelst 

& Willems, 2010). However, to account for potential instability, Pillai’s trace statistic was 

also used to interpret outcomes during MANCOVA analyses (Van Aelst & Willems, 2010).

Analytic Approach

Prior to main analyses, missing data were examined. Little’s MCAR test indicated that 

among main analytic variables (e.g., intrapersonal PE, social support, ethnic identity, and 

lifetime alcohol and drug use) data were not MCAR (χ2 = 50.51[16] =p < .001). Covariate-
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dependent missingness (CDM) assumption test, an extension of Little’s MCAR test when 

covariates are present, was also conducted to further assess if missingness were dependent 

on covariates (Li, 2013). CDM test results indicate that while data are not MCAR, it can 

be viewed as CDM based on covariates of age, grade, and free or reduced lunch (χ2 = 

161.59[176] =p = .77). Therefore, it is likely that data were likely missing at random (MAR; 

Li et al., 2013; Little & Rubin, 2014). The most amount of missing data (20%) were present 

for lifetime drug and alcohol use.

Numerous techniques are available to handle missing at random data (Little & Rubin, 2014). 

For this study, missing data were addressed using maximum likelihood (ML) estimations 

in AMOS SEM v. 25 software. ML is an unbiased method to accommodating missing 

data with less than 30% missing (McNeish, 2017). Following ML estimations, confirmatory 

factor analysis (CFA) was conducted using AMOS SEM software (Arbuckle, 2013) to assess 

the validity of the SPCS-Y as a second-order, two factor structure: leadership and policy 
control in the sociopolitical domain. Reflective models were fit, which specifies that the 

relationships emanate from an intrapersonal PE construct and are directed toward observed 

measures. This suggests that variation in the abbreviated SPCS-Y leads to variation in the 

two-factor structure, which leads to variation in the intrapersonal PE measures (Peterson et 

al., 2017). In total, three models were examined:

Model 1: Original 17-item version of the SPCS-Y as a bidimensional model

Model 2: 8-item abbreviated SPCS-Y as a bidimensional model.

Model 3: 8-item abbreviated SPCS-Y as a bidimensional, higher-order model.

To assess model fit for the CFA models several fit indices were used. Chi square (χ2) was 

used as the primary indicator of model fit; however, because χ2 alone may be too stringent 

of an indicator of goodness-of-fit thus additional indices that are considered robust, were 

also examined. These include: Comparative Fit Index (CFI), Tucker Lewis Index (TLI) 

Goodness of Fit Index (GFI), Adjusted Goodness of Fit Index (AGFI), and Root Mean 

Square Error of Approximation (RMSEA), and Akaike Information Criterion (AIC) (West, 

Taylor, & Wei, 2012). A non-significant χ2 value indicates acceptable model, higher values 

that are great than .95 on the GFI, AGFI, CFI, and TLI, and smaller RMSEA values that 

are less than 0.09 are desirable (Browne & Cudeck, 1992; West et al., 2012). Bayesian 

Information Criterion (BIC) and Akaike Information Criterion (AIC) were also used to 

assess the better fitting model between model tests. For BIC, differences larger than 10.00 

provide evidence in support of the lower BIC value (West et al., 2012) and with regard to 

AIC, the solution closest to the saturated AIC value is considered as providing a better fit to 

the data (West et al., 2012).

Age, grade, and free-or-reduced lunch status were examined for variation with the 

abbreviated SPCS-Y, due to previous research suggesting that variation is likely present 

based on these demographic variables (Harwell & LeBleau, 2010). Results indicated a 

significant difference in grade on the leadership competence dimension of intrapersonal PE 

(F [4, 481] = 3.48, p = 0.008). No differences were present between age and free-or-reduced 

lunch status.
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Following CFA analyses, latent class cluster (LCC) analysis was used to examine 

heterogeneity on dimensions of intrapersonal PE: leadership and policy control. For the 

purposes of latent class analysis (LCA), these indexes were transformed into quintiles to 

retain ordinal response scales (Vermunt & Magidson, 2013). Analyses were conducted 

using Latent GOLD v5.1 (Vermunt & Magidson, 2013) statistical software. Multiple LCC 

were examined (1through 10). The fit for each model was examined to assess the best 

model-to-data fit, using several indices: likelihood ratio chi-squared statistic (L2), the 

percentage of change in the L2 for each successive model (diff L2), the Bayesian Information 

Criterion (BIC), and the Akaike Information Criterion (AIC). Large L2, associated degrees 

of freedom (df) and a significant p-value indicate poor model-to-data fit, or more highly 

negative than maximum precision can identify which renders values meaningless (Vermunt 

& Magidson, 2013). Smaller BIC and AIC in relation to a smaller L2, the associated df, and 

non-significant p-value indicate a parsimonious model or better model-to-data fit (Vermunt 

& Magidson, 2013). Further, any cluster with less than 10% of sample was identified as a 

less than meaningful cluster group (Vermunt & Magidson, 2013).

Finally, a multivariate analysis of covariance (MANCOVA) using SPSS (v.23.0) software 

was conducted to determine if latent class cluster groups differed on a set of conceptually 

related variables. These variables included: ethnic identity, social support, and life-time drug 

and alcohol use. Age, grade, and free reduced lunch were retained as a control variable for 

these analyses.

Results

Table 1 displays the correlation matrix and descriptive statistics for all main analytic 

variables. Model fit results from the three CFA models are displayed in Table 2. Table 

3 provides the standardized factor loadings for examined models. Figure 1 displays the 

standardized factor loadings for model 3. Results from model 1 included the factor loadings 

for the original 17-item SPCS-Y as a two-factor model (see Table 3). This showed less than 

adequate fit to the sample data (see Table 2) (West et al., 2012). Model 2 examined the 

abbreviated 8-item version of the SPCS-Y as a two-factor model, with four-items loading 

onto one single leadership competence construct (i.e., items 1 – 4) and four-items (i.e., 

items 5 – 8) loading onto a single policy control construct. Model 2 had slightly better 

model-to-data fit, when compared to model 1. Last, model 3 revealed the best model-to-data 

fit when compared to both model 1 and model 2. The GIF, AGFI, CFI, and TLI were all 

within the cutoff criterion for acceptable model-to-data fit (West et al., 2012). The RMSEA 

fell within the identified cutoff range, with the upper bound of the 90% confidence interval 

not exceeding 0.08 (West et al., 2012). Furthermore, the AIC for model 3 was closest to the 

saturated model, and the BIC (as fit indices to compare between models) was smaller and 

had a difference greater than 10.00 when compared to model 2 (West et al., 2012). These 

findings provide further evidence for acceptable model-to-data fit for model 3 (West et al., 

2012). Descriptive statistics for the eight-item scale are as follows: four-item leadership 

competence dimension (Cronbach’s α = 0.70; M = 3.62, SD = 0.76); the four-item policy 

control dimension (Cronbach’s α = 0.70; M = 3.47, SD = 0.75); and the overall abbreviated 

PE scale among Hispanic girls (Cronbach’s α = 0.79; M = 3.54, SD = 0.68).
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Latent Class Analysis and Multivariate Analysis of Covariance

Following CFA, LCA and MANCOVA were conducted to examine variation on observed 

indicators of intrapersonal PE – i.e., leadership competence and policy control. LCA as 

a person-centered analysis, and MANCOVA are useful follow-up analyses to CFA. LCA 

allows researcher to categorize and uncover participation within subgroups and generate 

outcomes that align theory and how groups of individuals function relative to others within 

the same population (Howard & Hoffman, 2017). LCA takes a set of survey items as 

dependent variables and determines if respondents are similar or different across items 

to assign each participant to an alike subgroup or latent class, which helps progress our 

empirical and theoretical understanding of constructs (Vermont & Magidson, 2013). Such 

analyses also provide some support for the predictive validity of a measure on conceptually 

related outcomes (Aneshensel, 2013). Previous studies (e.g., Lardier et al., 2018; Opara 

et al., 2020; Peterson et al., 2011) have used similar techniques to extend our theoretical 

understanding of the intrapersonal PE (measured through SPCS-Y) as well as aligned 

empowerment measures (e.g., Cognitive Empowerment Scale) on various conceptually 

related variables including substance use, ethnic identity, and social support. These analyses 

have also helped determine variations in groups based on measures of empowerment and the 

ways that these groups perform on conceptually similar variables, providing some utility of 

the results for practical and theoretical purposes.

Model fit was assessed (see Table 4) for each of the LCA models to determine the most 

parsimonious and best fitting cluster model to the sample data, and the model that captured 

the largest amount of total association between observed indicators. Based on the above 

criterion, the five-cluster model provided the best model-to-data fit. Bootstrap procedures 

were performed to identify optimal fit estimates (Vermunt & Magidson, 2013). The 

bootstrap difference in log-likelihood value (−2LL – difference statistic), which compares 

models with different numbers of LCA (Vermunt & Magidson, 2013), yielded a significant 

p-value (p = .05) between the five-cluster model and the four-cluster model indicating a 

difference between models. The −2LL – difference statistic yielded a significant p-value of 

.01 between the six-cluster model and the five-cluster model, also indicating a significant 

difference between models. Given these findings, with the associated model-fit criterion, we 

retained the five-cluster model for subsequent analyses as the more parsimonious model. Fit 

statistics were: L2 = 121.05 (144), bootstrap p-value = .92; BIC = 3035.90; AIC = 2931.89. 

The standard entropy R2 value of .64 indicates that the five cluster mode accounts for a 

larger (64%) proportion of the variance in the scales used.

Cases from the sample were assigned using modal classification, which is standard 

procedure in Latent Gold v5.1 (Vermunt & Magidson, 2013). Only cases with complete 

data were included in the model (N = 490). A total of 184 (37.7%) were in cluster group 

1, labeled: “Moderate leadership competence and policy control”, which reflects moderate 

scores on leadership competence (M = 15.61, SD = 2.15) and moderate scores on policy 

control (M = 14.03, SD = 2.05). A total of 146 participants (29.9%) were in cluster 

group 2, labeled: “Low PE”, which reflects lower scores on leadership competence (M = 
11.11, SD = 2.15) and lower scores on policy control (M = 11.57, SD = 2.43) – that is 

compared to all cluster groups, cluster group 2 had lower scores on leadership competence 
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and policy control. A total of 49 participants (10%) were in cluster group 3, labeled: 

“Moderate leadership competence and low policy control”, which reflects moderate scores 

on leadership competence (M = 15.45, SD = 1.30) and lower scores on policy control 

(M = 12.31, SD = 1.94) – this is compared to cluster group 5 that has higher scores 

in leadership competence and policy control and cluster group 1 that has slightly higher 

scores in policy control. A total of 54 participants (11.1%) were in cluster group 4, labeled: 

“Moderate leadership competence and high policy control”, which reflects moderate scores 

on leadership competence (M = 15.10, SD = 2.05) and higher scores on policy control 

(M = 16.92, SD = .99) – this is compared to cluster group 5 that has higher scores in 

leadership competence and similarly higher scores in policy control. Last, a total of 54 

participants (11.1%) were in cluster group 5, labeled: “High PE”, which reflects higher 

scores on leadership competence (M = 18.12, SD = 1.38) and higher scores on policy control 

(M = 18.19, SD = 1.36) – compared to all cluster groups examined, cluster group 5 has the 

highest mean scores in leadership competence and policy control.

Membership of the five cluster groups were tested for meaningful differences on 

demographic characteristics including age, grade, and free or reduced lunch. A significant 

difference was noted between cluster groups and participant grade-level: χ2 (16) = 160.09, 

p < 0.001. No significant differences were identified between participant cluster group 

identification and other demographic variables (i.e., age or free or reduced lunch). Grade 
was retained as a covariate for subsequent analyses.

Differences between groups were examined according to the intrapersonal PE latent classes 

on a set of conceptually related variables: ethnic identity, social support, and lifetime drug 
and alcohol use. Table 5 displays results of a MANCOVA with intrapersonal PE cluster 

as the grouping factor and ethnic identity, social support, and lifetime drug and alcohol 

use as the dependent variables, with participant grade as the covariate. MANCOVA results 

indicated that after controlling for grade, significant heterogeneity was present between 

intrapersonal PE LCC groups and social support, ethnic identity, and lifetime drug and 

alcohol use.

Using pairwise univariate comparisons, post-hoc analyses were conducted next to assess 

differences between intrapersonal PE (leadership competency and policy control) and 

conceptually related variables (i.e. ethnic identity and social support). Participants in “High 

PE” (cluster group 5) reported higher mean scores on social support when compared to 

“Moderate leadership competence and policy control” (cluster group 1), “Low PE” (cluster 

group 2), and “Moderate leadership competence and low policy control” (cluster group 3). 

For ethnic identity, both “High PE” (cluster group 5) and “Moderate leadership competence 

and high policy control” (cluster group 4) had greater mean composite scores than “Low 

PE” (cluster group 2). “Moderate leadership competence and policy control” (cluster group 

1) also had higher mean scores on ethnic identity, when compared to “Low PE” (cluster 

group 2). Regarding lifetime drug and alcohol use, “Low PE” (cluster group 2) had higher 

mean scores of use, when compared to “Moderate leadership competence and low policy 

control” (cluster group 3), “Moderate leadership competence and high policy control” 

(cluster group 4), and “High PE” (cluster group 5).
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Discussion

Psychological empowerment is emerging as a key construct in understanding outcomes 

and processes related to empowerment among adolescents. This study not only adds to the 

limited literature on empowerment, but also adds to strengths-based research on Hispanic 

adolescent girls. Furthermore, this study examines the associations between the concept of 

empowerment and ethnic identity among Hispanic adolescent girls, a multiply marginalized 

group. To date, there have been few studies that explore ethnic-racial group identity and its 

association with a political related concept such as social awareness and leadership abilities 

(Gutierrez, 1988; Gutiérrez et al., 1995; Hipolito-Delgado & Zion, 2015; Lardier, 2018).

Using a strengths-based and person-centered approach, we tested the association latent 

profile groups of social support, ethnic identity and lifetime alcohol and drug use had on 

other indicators of sociopolitical development, specifically leadership and policy control 

—subcomponents of SPC. Findings provide insights into the conceptual overlap of the 

heterogeneity of these components among Hispanic adolescent girls and how it may 

contribute to certain risk behaviors (e.g. alcohol and drug use). Results also revealed distinct 

differences among the SPC-Y profile groups on measures of social support, ethnic identity, 

and lifetime alcohol and drug use. For example, higher composite scores of SPC-Y domains: 

policy control and leadership competency, were associated with higher mean scores on 

social support and ethnic identity, as well as lower mean scores on lifetime alcohol and 

drug use. Opara et al (2020) found similar results when comparing cluster mean differences 

between high PE, social support, ethnic identity, and sense of community on 30-day drug 

use among a sample of girls of color. However, one distinct difference in the previous study 

was that girls of color whom had moderate policy control and limited leadership competence 

had higher mean scores on drug use. This current study found opposite results, whereas 

among this sub-set of Hispanic adolescents who had moderate leadership competence and 

low policy control appeared to be associated greatly with lower levels of alcohol and drug 

use. Results indicate the importance of leadership competence among adolescent girls as it 

may be seen to be a significant factor in engagement of drug use. While some variation was 

noted, nearly 60% of the sample were considered to be in the moderate to high levels of both 

leadership and policy control of intrapersonal PE and observed high mean composite scores 

on both ethnic identity and social support and lower mean composite on lifetime alcohol and 

drug use. This may indicate that to foster policy control and leadership competency in the 

sociopolitical domain together, connection with, and support from, ethnically-racially-like 

adult allies may be critical for youth of color (Lardier et al., 2018; Opara et al., 2019), and 

Hispanic adolescent girls, specifically (Clonan-Roy et al., 2016). Having supportive adults 

whom have the ability to inspire and serve as role models and/or allies, has the potential to 

allow adolescent Hispanic females feel more connected to their ethnicity and community 

simultaneously (Lardier et al., 2018). Consistent with literature on ethnic identity and 

empowerment, youth whom have higher levels of ethnic identity as more likely to feel 

supported and empowered (Opara et al., 2020).

Our findings are significant in that they can explain which factors within intrapersonal 

PE may be more beneficial to Hispanic adolescent girls. In addition, findings from this 

study indicate the importance of examining dimensions of empowerment as it is often 
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context specific (Christens & Peterson, 2012). Consistent with research on the importance 

of civic and political engagement (Littenberg-Tobias, & Cohen, 2016) among Hispanic 

adolescents, these findings can shape the way strengths-based substance use prevention 

programming can incorporate political activities for Hispanic adolescent girls. The findings 

contribute considerably to the empowerment literature by demonstrating that higher levels of 

intrapersonal PE and more specifically, higher levels of both policy control and leadership 

competency are key contributors to reduction in risk behaviors such as drug and alcohol use 

among Hispanic adolescent girls.

This study provides evidence that supportive structures (e.g. parents, teachers, and peers) 

are positively associated with empowering processes and can be beneficial to reducing 

risk behaviors among Hispanic adolescent girls. Prior studies on youth-adult partnerships 

suggest that youth engaged with critical and empowering adult allies may not only feel 

less alienation but also have more agency to engage in civic activities in their community 

(Christens et al., 2016). As Lardier Jr et al., (2018) further point out, this is particularly 

possible if “adults shift their beliefs about youth and invite space for important counter-

narratives that build upon youth as equal and intelligent partners in socio-political change” 

(p. 1033). Research suggests that when Hispanic adolescent girls are assisted in developing 

their ethnic identity, through active participation with positive school and family networks, 

they are encouraged to consider a broader set of educational and career choices (Garcia-

Reid, 2007). Within this context, ethnic identity and pride appear to also be associated 

with empowering processes and lower rates of alcohol and drug use thus having a positive 

effect on Hispanic adolescent girls. Ethnic identity has been seen to provide cultural value 

and promote healthier behaviors among Hispanic youth (Castro et al., 2009). Therefore, 

deep supportive connections can be a critical nexus point to engage in culturally competent 

prevention approaches that build youth-adult partnerships.

Results from the study also have policy and programming implications. In order for 

practitioners and researchers to effectively design and evaluate programs for Hispanic 

adolescent girls, adequate measurements in studying empowerment outcomes such as youth 

sociopolitical control are needed. The study findings support the use of the abbreviated 

version of SPCS-Y as an appropriate measurement tool for outcome evaluation and 

empowerment research among Hispanic adolescent girls. An implication from these results 

is that a culturally enhanced prevention intervention may be effective in preventing 

alcohol and drug use among Hispanic adolescent girls. In a culturally enhanced prevention 

intervention, the protective effects of these conventional factors might be augmented with 

the addition of cultural protective factors, such as ethnic pride, traditional family values, 

and supportive networks. Such an empowerment-based intervention or program using can 

also emphasize the importance of fostering leadership skills and political engagement. The 

authors of this study emphasize that the burden of change should not be primarily placed 

on Hispanic girls and their families. We encourage researchers, practitioners and community 

leaders to promote empowerment-based approaches that can produce positive outcomes in 

Hispanic adolescent girls using a culturally sensitive or humility framework. Through a 

culturally humble approach to research and scholarship, authentic dialogue, engagement, 

and social action can occur to study, address, and understand community issues (Wallerstein 

et al., 2018). Moreover, individuals are changed through this process – reflecting the 

Opara et al. Page 13

J Ethn Subst Abuse. Author manuscript; available in PMC 2023 July 01.

A
uthor M

anuscript
A

uthor M
anuscript

A
uthor M

anuscript
A

uthor M
anuscript



relational process of empowerment, of both outward and inward change (Wallerstein et 

al., 2018). Consequently, this work may only occur through changing and empowering 

organizations to take up the task of engaging and supporting at-risk girls in communities of 

color, specifically through the creation of mutual trust and a shared commitment to social 

justice and change (Wallerstein et al., 2018).

Limitations

Although our study contributes significantly to empowerment literature, there are several 

limitations. First, due to the cross-sectional survey design, a causal relationship cannot 

be established. However, it can be presumed that the relationship between variables is 

significant and should be further explored through longitudinal and experimental studies. 

Second, Hispanic adolescent girls are not a homogenous group and have significant 

within group differences. Although all girls that identified as Hispanic without examining 

differences between the groups were included, we urge researchers to test the differences in 

heterogeneity among Hispanic adolescent girls in future work. Given the various ethnicities 

within the Hispanic population (e.g., Dominican, Mexican, Puerto Rican) the need to collect 

and test within group variations among distinct ethnicities which may highlight significant 

differences in how empowerment is operationalized remains. Third, given the significant 

relationship that has been revealed in the literature between acculturation, ethnic identity, 

and substance use among Hispanic youth, the survey did not include acculturation measures, 

which is a limitation in our study. We encourage researchers to further explore the role of 

acculturation, social support, and ethnic identity on empowerment and substance use among 

Hispanic adolescent females. Fourth, given the small sample size, our study only applies to 

a small sample of Hispanic adolescent girls living in an urban community which limits our 

ability to generalize our results. Lastly, the survey questions were administered to English-

speaking students only. While this may have excluded Hispanic adolescents’ girls who 

solely speak Spanish, we encourage future research to offer bilingual surveys instruments in 

an effort to fully capture empowerment and associated factors among Hispanic adolescent 

girls as empowerment may be conceptualized differently in other languages.

Conclusion

As rates of drug use rise among Hispanic adolescent girls, it is imperative for researchers 

to develop culturally appropriate and strengths-based programming that can be tailored to 

this group. It is critical to support the advancement of Hispanic adolescent girls and their 

families, whose backgrounds have been historically marginalized on multiple levels, to 

engage in roles that not only support leadership and political engagement but participation 

in organizational activities where they are supported by family, peers, and adult mentors, 

who can assist in nurturing their needs. Empowerment researchers can begin to highlight 

this view using empirical evidence to encourage programming on Hispanic adolescent girls 

and engage in participatory methods that foster critical consciousness, which can support 

resilience, bolster confidence, and instill pride (i.e. ethnic pride) in Hispanic adolescent girls, 

thus improving developmental outcomes (Castro et al., 2009; Garcia-Reid, 2007; Marsiglia, 

et al., 2004; Rivas-Drake et al., 2017). Furthermore, strengthening ethnic identity among 

Hispanic adolescent girls has consistently been noted as a buffer in the engagement of risk 
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behaviors (Opara et al., 2020; Zapolski et al., 2017). Engaging in organizational activities 

that foster empowerment should be embedded in deep cultural values and principles that 

allow for girls to simultaneously become more attached to their community and self-identity, 

while challenging systemic factors that have placed them at risk.
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Figure 1. 
Second-order CFA of the Abbreviated Intrapersonal Psychological Empowerment Scale of 

PE among Hispanic Girls.
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Table 3.

Standardized Item Loadings for Confirmatory Factor Analysis of the original 17-item SPCS-Y and Abbreviate 

8-item SPCS-Y among Hispanic Girls (N = 490).

Model 1
Two-Factor 17-item 

SPCS-Y Model

Model 2
Abbreviated 8-item 
Two-Factor SPCS-Y 

Model

Model 3
Abbreviated 8-item 
Higher order Two-

Factor SPCS-Y Model

Item Lead 
Comp.

Policy 
Cont.

Lead 
Comp.

Policy 
Cont.

Lead 
Comp.

Policy 
Cont.

1. I am often a leader in groups. .60 .60 .60

2. I would prefer to be a leader rather than a follower. .55

3. I would rather have a leadership role when I’m involved 
in a group project.

.55 .60 .70

4. I can usually organize people to get things done. .69 .65 .72

5. Other people usually follow my ideas. .60

6. I find it very easy to talk in front of a group .65 .60 .61

7. I like to work on solving a problem myself instead of 
letting someone else do it.

.50

8. I like trying new things that are challenging to me .60

9. I enjoy participation because I want to have as much to 
say in my community or school as possible.

.60

10. Youth like me can really understand what’s going on 
with my community or school.

.51 .56 .68

11. I understand the important issues affecting my 
community or school.

.60

12. Youth like me have the ability to participate effectively 
in community or school activities and decision-making.

.65 .65 .65

13. My opinion is important because it could make a 
difference in my community or school.

.58

14. There are plenty of ways for youth like me to have a say 
in what my community or school does.

.66 .65 .65

15. It is important to me that I actively participate in local 
teen issues.

.60

16. Most school or community leaders would listen to me. .64 .65 .65

17. Many local activities are important to participate in. .60

Note. Lead comp = leadership competence; policy cont. = policy control
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